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ABSTRACT 
 

The Literary Lives of Intention in Fourteenth- and Fifteenth-Century England 

 

Kathleen Smith 

 
 

This dissertation examines the concept of intention and its relationship to the idea of the 

moral self in late medieval England.  Late medieval English writers often identified intention, as 

opposed to action, as the site of moral identity.  Drawing on medieval legal distinctions between 

intended and unintended wrongdoings, penitential and confessional definitions of sin as intention 

(as opposed to sinful action), this dissertation traces the development of intention-based concepts 

of the moral self in English chronicles, parliamentary legislation and petitions related to the 

Rising of 1381, Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, The Testimony of William Thorpe, and The 

Book of Margery Kempe.  These texts employed contemporary notions of intention to represent 

interiority and to establish morally coherent narratives.  Late fourteenth- and early fifteenth-

century writers, however, not only draw on contemporary discussions of morality but also 

reshape them, applying theories of intention but nuancing and transforming them in the process.  

These discussions of intention inform our understanding the late medieval notion of the subject. 
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Introduction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The subject of my dissertation is intention in late medieval England; my starting point is 

that discussions of the self in English literature, law, historical writing, politics, and religion 

emphasized an individual’s intentions as the site of moral identity.  In other words, diverse late 

medieval English writers often summon, grapple with, and reinvent the idea of individual 

intention in order to locate and imagine a moral self.  Of course, expressing one’s own intentions 

and imagining the intentions of others form an essential part of the navigation of social life in 

any given culture.  But the period I examine marks an important turning point for concepts of 

intention and moral identity in several fields of knowledge.  Legal distinctions between intended 

and unintended wrongdoings may be traced to this period.  Penitential and confessional manuals 

proliferate in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and these works often conceptualize sin as 

sinful intention, rather than as sinful action.   And although debates about authorial intention 

were already thriving, the translation of the Bible into English in the 1370s gave them a new 

urgency.  The Lollard and Wycliffite movement likewise sparked debates about religious ritual 
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and the intention that informs it, and the disastrous 1383 Despenser crusade drew criticism 

especially in regard to just intent in just war theory.  Statutes regulating the new labor practices 

that resulted from the 1348 Black Plague, as well as accounts of the ensuing Rising of 1381, 

attribute evil intention (“malice aforethought”) to laborers as a means of criminalizing economic 

and social change.  In the late-fourteenth and early-fifteenth centuries, English culture began to 

theorize intention with greater urgency and interest. 

 When comparing generically diverse texts in late medieval England, such as the 

chronicles, parliamentary legislation and petitions related to the Rising of 1381, Chaucer’s 

Troilus and Criseyde (1386), the likely fictive inquisition document The Testimony of William 

Thorpe (1407), and the autobiographical Book of Margery Kempe (1436), a clear pattern begins 

to emerge: in each case, writers seized on emerging and hotly debated notions of intention not 

only to represent interiority, but also to establish morally coherent narratives. Furthermore, the 

ideas of intention in these texts are most often dialogic; late fourteenth- and early fifteenth-

century writers draw on contemporary discussions of morality but also reshape them, applying 

theories of intention but nuancing and transforming them in the process or, as in the case of 

Chaucer, even questioning the very validity of a theory of morality based on an individual’s 

intentions. 

The idea that late medieval English writers used and examined theories of interiority 

based on intention may be surprising to scholars of other periods and fields.  Those familiar with 

the work of Michel Foucault may understand the medieval self as emerging only through the top-

down model of the external proscriptions of the confessor placed on the penitent.1  Theological 

theories of sin as intention and new legal theories of crime as criminal intent, however, are 

                                                           
1 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley, 1st American ed., vol. I (New York: 

Pantheon Books, 1978); "About the Beginnings of the Hermeneutics of the Self," Political Theory 21, no. 2 (1993). 
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actually flexible in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.  Legislators and theologians constantly 

bend and shift their definitions of intention, and the writers of the texts that I examine likewise 

evince an intellectual flexibility in regard to intention-based models of selfhood, rather than a 

simple subjection to fixed authoritarian models of morality.2  In addition, Foucault suggests that 

the apparatus of confession aimed “to transform your desire, your every desire, into discourse.”3  

This assessment misses a small but significant distinction: theories of intention routinely 

distinguish between desire and willed intention, often suggesting that desire is a morally neutral 

category, a simple fact of human consciousness, and that moral culpability inheres only in 

intentions to which the mind has rationally consented.   

Jerry Root, following Foucault’s methodology, identified intention as a key concept or 

“technology of self” that emerged in confessional literature and which determined expressions of 

subjectivity in late medieval literary works.4  Though I acknowledge Root’s role in singling out 

intention as a central idea in late medieval discussions of the moral self, my work takes a 

different approach.  While Root isolates discussions of intention in confessional practice and in 

literary works that use the language of confession for talking about the self, my dissertation 

instead considers intention in the broader social sphere, including poetry, legal documents, 

devotional writing, theology, political writings, and chronicles, many of which demonstrate no 

connection to the practice of confession.  But there is a more important difference.  Root sees in 

the “rules and regulations [of confessional practice] which limit and authorize” the self a stable 

model of influence, a clear chain of command from theology to literature.  He argues that literary 

                                                           
2 Katherine Little has critiqued Foucault’s model on a similar basis, especially with regard to Lollard and 

Wycliffite writers.  Confession and Resistance: Defining the Self in Late Medieval England  (Notre Dame, Ind.: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), 3-6. 
3 The History of Sexuality, I, 21. 
4 "Space to Speke": The Confessional Subject in Medieval Literature, American University Studies Series 

Ii, Romance Languages and Literatures (New York: P. Lang, 1997); The History of Sexuality, I, 21. 
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works “draw on the categories and vocabulary of the [confessional and penitential] manuals,” 

including the category of intention, as a self-conscious technique for representing literary 

character.5  The documents I examine instead suggest firstly, that those early theoretical models 

of intention were always, in fact, flexible, ripe for manipulation and transformation when placed 

in the hands of skilled writers and legislators.  Secondly, when writers do employ the models of 

sin as intention advanced by confessional and pentitential manuals, they often nuance, question, 

or even significantly alter those models. 

 In his book on the concept of “trouthe” in late medieval England, Richard Firth Green 

devotes one chapter to a discussion of intention.  He argues that penitential doctrine influenced 

the writings of English canonists and eventually lawyers who began to contemplate intention 

more carefully as a factor in their arguments, theories, and decisions.6  Green concludes that 

legal changes regarding intent reflect a much broader cultural shift in late medieval England and 

he calls for scholars to consider these legal changes alongside the concurrently shifting attitudes 

toward intention in Ricardian literature.  He suggests that “As readers reflect on how the 

Canterbury Tales concern themselves with ‘the difficulty of penetrating (without a magic mirror) 

the motives governing one person’s behavior towards another’ (Blamires 63), or how Troilus and 

Criseyde is preoccupied with ‘the unreliability of stated intentions and the difficulty of 

interpreting them’ (Archibald 192), they may find it helpful to consider the ways in which late 

medieval society at large was wrestling with similar problems.”7  My work acknowledges 

Green’s observations about the instability of intention as an emerging legal concept in late 

medieval England and the interesting correspondence between legal and literary concepts of 

                                                           
5 Root, “Space to Speke,” 2, 4. 
6 A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England, The Middle Ages Series (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 306. 
7 Ibid., 326. 
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intention.  However, I diverge from Green’s discussion of intention in two ways.  The first is 

that, while Green recognizes the broader changes in the criminal and torts treatments of 

intention, he focuses particularly on contract law, and his readings of intention in literary texts 

deal exclusively with stories of rash promises or contracts that involve unintended or unforeseen 

consequences; my approach addresses a much broader set of narratives that have implications 

beyond the scope of contracts.  The second difference is that, while Green sees “a marked 

consonance between the lawyer’s approach to the intention of the promisor and the poet’s,”8 the 

works I examine demonstrate that poets, chroniclers, and devotional writers often employed 

intention in ways that lawyers or canon theorists probably could never have imagined.  For 

example, both William Thorpe and Margery Kempe use intention to defy the conventions of 

church law and social practices, while Chaucer, I argue, seems to wonder aloud whether we may 

even make distinctions between desire and conscious or willed intentions in the first place. 

While Green’s comparative readings of intention in medieval English literature and law 

are important, his discussion leaves out crucial uses and developments of intention, especially its 

role in the legal machinery that led to the Rising of 1381 and in the contemporary and 

subsequent chronicle accounts of the Rising.  Paul Strohm has importantly argued that rebel 

intent and ideology are central issues in the chronicles and that readers may find in those 

accounts the clues to rebel intent not only in spite of but also because of the biases of the 

chroniclers. In chapter one, I follow Strohm’s suggestion that intention is essential for 

understanding the narrative strategies of chronicle accounts of the Rising.9  Using representations 

of rebel intention in the chronicles as a point of departure, my chapter examines their 

problematic representations of intention in general, whether attributed to the rebels, to King 

                                                           
8 Ibid., 305.   
9 Hochon's Arrow: The Social Imagination of Fourteenth-Century Texts  (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1992), 33-56. 
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Richard II, or even to inanimate objects.  In order to better understand Walsingham’s treatment 

of intention, I also look to earlier petitions and statutes.  Following the labor shortage that 

resulted from the Black Death of 1348, members of parliament began to integrate legal concepts 

of intention into their petitions in order to protect their own economic positions: they 

criminalized the new practices of mobile agricultural and artisan laborers who demanded higher 

wages by branding them with “malice aforethought.”  Legal documents and chronicle histories 

related to the Rising of 1381 strategically built upon the imaginative scaffolding that the petitions 

introduced. Chronicle writers such as Thomas Walsingham and Henry Knighton used the 

concept of intention to represent the political protests of the laboring classes as legal, moral, and 

spiritual transgressions.    

It is no secret that in Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, composed in the aftermath of the 

Rising, intention is a prominent theme.  In Chaucer and the Subject of History, Lee Patterson has 

suggested that intention is a central tool for Chaucer’s descriptions of human subjectivity and its 

inherent variability.  Despite the illuminating comparisons Patterson draws between historical 

writing, the historical context of Chaucer’s milieu in the 1380s, and the major themes of the 

poem, his reading of intention remains unconnected to the important changes in late medieval 

law and society regarding intention and its relationship moral identity.  In chapter two, I consider 

Chaucer’s treatment of intention within a broader spectrum of social thought, including medieval 

law (in particular rape law), literary theory, and just war theory, all of which contributed to 

contemporary discussions of intention and, I argue, to Chaucer’s constructions of plot and 

character.  I argue that Chaucer self-consciously transforms those specific legal, political, and 

theological discussions of intention for the fashioning of literary character.  Chaucer conjures 

Troilus and Criseyde by evoking and imagining their intentions; in doing so, he seems to render 
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the characters morally legible.  But the poem’s portrayals of the mental processes of desire, 

consent, will, and intention, I argue, ultimately reject contemporary notions that intention is a 

clear marker of sin, virtue, and moral identity.  While the 1381 chroniclers and propagandists 

sought to exploit intent as a legal, literary, and moral tool for shaping their audiences’ reactions 

to the Rising, Chaucer used, examined, critiqued, and questioned contemporary notions of 

intention as a tool for accurately representing the moral self in a literary narrative. 

Analyzing the role of intention in the Rising and in the Troilus, Chaucer’s major literary 

work of the 1380s, illustrates how intention became a central legal and narrative tool for 

managing a social crisis and for enabling a major break with medieval social and literary 

traditions, respectively.  Turning to Lollard and Wycliffite writers in chapter three, I examine the 

role of intention in another important medieval departure from traditional values.  The rise of 

Wycliffite thought and the Lollard movement directly engaged and transformed contemporary 

theories of intention.  I examine the 1407 Lollard text The Testimony of William Thorpe within 

the larger context of Lollard and Wycliffite debates about spiritual intent versus action, 

especially as those debates pertained to the swearing of oaths and the distinction between the act 

of swearing and the intention that the oath represents, and as they pertained to contemporary 

legislation regarding preaching licenses.  I argue that Thorpe’s strategic use of intention enables 

him to enact and justify his religious and political dissent, which included preaching without a 

license.  For Thorpe, intention theory is both a political tool and a narrative tool for resisting 

arrest and inquisition.  But the innovations of Thorpe and Wycliffite literature may be best seen 

not only in the deployment of intention to talk about and justify the moral or spiritual self, but, 

rather surprisingly, in the discussion and critique of the bureaucratic Church as a whole.  Thorpe 

and other Wycliffite writers emphasize the role of individuals in the crafting of Church decrees 
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and laws; in doing so, they break up the notion of the Church as an abstract, anonymous, 

inanimate, and behemoth-like structure and instead identify it and the laws and regulations that 

are issued from it as manifestations of the intentions and machinations of particular individuals 

with particular social, religious, and political agendas. 

While Thorpe summons intention to resist Archbishop Thomas Arundel, Margery Kempe 

uses intention both as a mode of resistance and as the basis for crafting new modes of spirituality 

in her autobiographical Book.  In chapter four, I argue that a theory of intention is the underlying 

principle of her work and her practice of piety; the text begins with an emphasis on her sin in 

intention and, after her conversion, emphasizes the mental processes that reverse this sin, thereby 

boldly asserting that virtuous intention is the equal of virtuous action.  During her travels through 

England, Kempe is arrested, interrogated on articles of faith, and threatened with burning for her 

unusual brand of piety.  Her emphasis on intention throughout the Book asserts that her 

adversaries subscribe to too literal a sense of spiritual law.  Amidst accusations of heresy and 

evil intentions, she confirms that her spiritual intentions are just and valid, and moreover, that an 

individual’s intention is beyond the ken of outside observation by others and can only really be 

known by the individual and by God.  Her life narrative and her visions draw on the principles of 

medieval intention theory that would have been familiar to her from popular preaching and the 

teaching of confession; she transforms those tools into powerful forms of self-expression by 

creating a narrative self that she asserts is the sum of her intentions.  The use of intention in the 

Book of Margery Kempe is perhaps the most neglected field of all that I have chosen to examine.  

Scholars like Carolyn Walker Bynum have often focused on desire in mystical writers, and 

Karma Lochrie and Lynn Staley have examined desire in Kempe in particular.  This nearly 

exclusive focus on desire tends to emphasize only the body and affective experience, categories 
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that are often incompatible with medieval treatments of morality or ethics, which assert the 

moral neutrality of desire and the moral and ethical relevance of intention.  Though my 

dissertation draws on the important contributions of Bynum, Lochrie, and Staley to the study of 

medieval mysticism and to the Book, I argue that the Book in fact employs intention, and not 

desire, as an organizing principle that also enables Kempe to make larger moral claims in her 

text, to resist her arrests and inquisitions, and to fashion new modes of devotion for herself.    

 

Intention: Definitions and Contexts 

 

What was intention, according to medieval thinkers?  And where did their definitions and 

uses of intention come from?  In order to understand intention in late medieval England, it is 

necessary to first establish the roots of medieval intention theory.  The most influential 

discussions of intention originate, for medieval thinkers, in the works of Saint Augustine of 

Hippo (c. 400 CE).  In The Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, Augustine writes that all actions should 

be understood with regard to the intentions that inform them: “Therefore not what one does, but 

with what intention he does it, is the thing to consider.”10  Deeds, he writes, offer only uncertain 

measures of virtue or sin: “The deeds themselves which we perform and which affect human 

                                                           
10 Trans. John J. Jepson, Ancient Christian Writers, no. 5, (New York: Newman Press, 1948), 133.  “…non 

ergo quid quisque faciat, sed quo animo faciat, considerandum est.”  De Sermone Domini in Monte in Opera Omnia, 

edited by J.P. Migne, Patrologiae Latinae 34.  (Turnhout: Brepols, 1985 reprint), 1289.  Lewis and Short define 

“animus” both as “The general power of perception and thought, the reason, intellect, mind” and “In a more 

restricted sense, the mind as thinking, feeling, willing, the intellect, the sensibility, and the will, acc. to the almost 

universally received division of the mental powers since the time of Kant.”  The word, however, is also synonymous 

with intention, as evidenced by its alternate meaning: “The power of willing, the will, inclination, desire, purpose, 

design, intention (syn.: voluntas, arbitrium, mens, consilium, propositum).”  Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short, A 

Latin Dictionary.  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879).  http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text? doc=Perseus%3A 

text%3A1999.04.0059%3Aentry%3Danimus.  This usage seems warranted, since in the sentences immediately 

following, Augustine shifts to the usage of the word “intentio”: “…quia novit quisque quo animo faciat, etiam cum 

malo animo facit: sed ipsum lumen tenebrae sunt, quia non in superna dirigitur simplex intentio, sed ad inferiora 

declinatur, et duplici corde quasi umbram facit.” De Sermone, PL 34, 1290. 
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society have an uncertain issue.”11  On the other hand, he suggests that intentions offer the 

individual a certain measure for morality, since “each one knows with what motivation he acts 

even when he acts with a bad motive.”12  In The City of God, Augustine further distinguishes sin 

as an act of the mind, and asserts that moral identity is a product of the will.  In his discussion of 

chastity, for example, he argues that the body rests apart from the real site of virtue, which is the 

mind.  For those saints or other Christians who were raped, Augustine argues that “whatever 

anyone else does with the body or to the body, provided that it cannot be avoided without 

committing sin, involves no blame to the sufferer.”13  His discussion of chastity thus rests on a 

prioritization of intention over action; virtue resides in the mental processes of intention and the 

will’s consent to desire, and not in the particular actions of the body.  Following this emphasis on 

intention over and above deed, he distinguishes between homicide and murder, concluding that 

“the commandment forbidding killing was not broken by those who have waged wars on the 

authority of God, or those who have imposed the death-penalty on criminals when representing 

the authority of the State.”14  He notes that obedience to God or to the State is essential for 

justice; from a moral perspective, this need for the individual’s obedience to higher authority 

colors any action that is committed as a result.  His argument transfers moral agency entirely 

onto rulers and commanders, asserting that “In fact one who owes a duty of obedience…does not 

himself ‘kill’—he is an instrument, a sword in its user’s hands.”15 

Augustine’s emphasis on intention took two distinct but related trajectories in the Middle 

Ages.  During the Crusades, Augustine’s ideas were collected, abridged, and distilled into a few 

                                                           
11 . Augustine, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, trans. Henry Scowcroft Bettenson, Pelican 

Classics (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1984), 133. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 478, 479. 
14 Ibid., 32. 
15 Ibid. 
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key concepts that together emerged as the basis of medieval just war theory.16  One of three 

criteria for the waging of a just war was right intention; those engaged in warfare must 

demonstrate a pure and noble intention and this intention exonerates combatants from charges of 

sin or crime.17  Augustine’s emphasis on intention resulted in a generally accepted principle that 

“any hostile act was justified provided it was motivated by charity,” which was recycled by 

churchmen and theologians throughout the Middle Ages.18  Jonathan Riley-Smith writes that 

these theories of intention effectively rendered violence “neutral”:  “It was generally agreed that 

violence was not intrinsically evil, but was morally neutral and drew moral colouring from the 

intentions of the perpetrators.  It was, therefore, theoretically possible to envisage ‘good’ 

violence and even ‘just’ persecution.”19  Aquinas, influenced by Augustine, insisted on the 

criterion of just intention, and asserted that “the warriors themselves must be motivated by the 

righteous intentions to promote good or avoid evil.”20  In the emphasis on the individual 

intentions of the warriors in just war theory, we see an idea taking shape that is similar to 

                                                           
16 Jonathan Riley-Smith, What Were the Crusades?, 4th ed. (San Francisco, Basingstoke, New York: 

Ignatius Press, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 6.  Frederick J. Russell offers the caveat that of course “Augustine’s 

doctrines of the just war and the punishment of heresy were not so much coherent positions as clusters of ideas 

grouped around a central theme of sin and its punishment.”  The Just War in the Middle Ages. (Cambridge, New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1979, reprint), 25. 
17 Russell points out that the crusades combined ideas of just and holy wars, including “both religious 

motivations for bellicosity and juridical institutions designed to punish those who offended the Christian religion.” 

Just War, 2.   
18 Ibid., 17. 
19 Riley-Smith, What Were the Crusades?, 7.  Riley-Smith also points out that martyrs who had committed 

acts of violence can be seen as early as 799, but the overall evidence for a category of warrior-martyrs before 1095 

is lacking, and that “it is only with the sources for the First Crusade that a mass of material on the subject appears…  

It is hard to avoid concluding that in 1095 the classification of warriors in the same category as those gentle souls 

who passively accepted violence perpetrated against themselves was not yet universally acceptable.” The First 

Crusade and the Idea of Crusading (London: Athlone Press, 1986), 116.   According to R. W. Southern, “In the 

eleventh century, it was still a grave sin to kill a man in a battle waged for secular ends” and soldiers who returned 

from battle had to serve long penances to atone for their sins. After the rise of the crusades, however, and by the 

middle of the thirteenth century, “a theory of the ‘just’ war had been evolved which gave the wars of almost all 

responsible secular rulers the benefit of the doubt.  A properly authorized war was therefore just.”  R. W. Southern, 

Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, The Penguin History of the Church (London, England; New 

York, N.Y., USA: Penguin Books, 1990), 40. 
20 Russell, Just War, 268. 
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concurrent and subsequent ideas about individual intent in the broader social and religious 

realms. 

In the twelfth century Abelard began to refine the idea of individual intent, focusing on 

the notion of sin as intention that was first introduced by Augustine.21  In The Ethical Writings 

(c. 1140), he separates the process of sin into discrete stages: first, temptation and desire, then 

will or consent to sin (thereby yielding a sinful intent), and finally the execution or enactment of 

the intended sin.  For Abelard, sin is intention—the accomplishment in deed of one’s intention to 

sin does not intensify or worsen the crime.  More importantly for a moral theory of intention, 

Abelard argues that the deeds are in fact “irrelevant” to morality:   

 

…any kind of carrying out of deeds is irrelevant to increasing a sin.  Nothing 

taints the soul but what belongs to it, namely the consent that we’ve said is alone 

the sin, not the will preceding it or the subsequent doing of the deed.  For even if 

we want or do what is improper, we don’t thereby sin, since these things 

frequently occur without sin, just as, conversely, consent occurs without these 

things...22   

                                                           
21 A few scholars have suggested that Abelard may have been inspired by Heloise in creating a theory of 

sin as intention.  M.T. Clanchy points out that “in her first extant letter to him” she asserts that “it is not the doing of 

a thing but the intention of the doer which makes the crime.”  Abelard: A Medieval Life (Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishers Ltd, 2000), 279. 
22 Peter Abelard, Ethical Writings: His Ethics or "Know Yourself" and His Dialogue between a 

Philosopher, a Jew, and a Christian, trans. Paul Vincent Spade (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co., 1995), 10. “Nichil 

igitur ad augmentum peccati pertinet qualiscumque operum exsecucio, et nichil animam, nisi quod ipsius est, 

inquinat, hoc est consensus, quem solummodo esse peccatum diximus, non uoluntatem eum precedentem uel 

actionem operis subsequentem.  Et si enim uelimus uel faciamus, quod non conuenit, non ideo tamen peccamus, 

cum hec frequenter sine consensus contingent, sicut econuerso consensus sine istis.”  Erkenne Dich Selbst, Fontes 

Christiani, edited by R.M. Ilgner (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 180, 182.  For the translation of animam here, see 

footnote 10 above.  This is also the concept behind medieval English law from the time of Bracton onward, at least 

in theory.  The De Legibus Et Consuetudinibus Angliæ states, “For remove intention and every act will be 

indifferent; it is your intent which distinguishes your acts, and a crime is not committed unless an intention to injure 

exists; nor is theft committed without the intent to steal.  In [obligations arising  from] delicta or maleficia, [where] 

the delinquent is bound to him against whom he has offended, the obligation is not extinguished with regard to the 
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Abelard marks only intention, which he defines as the consent of the will to desire, as 

constituting sin.  His rationale for this theory of morality is that “God alone, who pays attention 

not so much to the deeds that are done as to the mind with which they are done, is truly thinking 

about the guilt in our intention and tries the fault in a true court.”23  His theory asserts the moral 

importance of intention as opposed to action at the same time as it confirms its essential privacy 

and unknowability.  The bifurcation of intention and action remained an important aspect of 

moralities of intention after Abelard, even though most other theologians never separated action 

and intention quite as adamantly as Abelard did.24      

Writing after the Fourth Lateran Council, Thomas Aquinas continued to develop a theory 

of intention in the mid- to late thirteenth century.  In the Summa Theologiae (1265-1274), he 

follows the same framework as Augustine and Abelard, separating mental processes into desire, 

will, and intention, and emphasizing the moral importance of intention over action.  He likewise 

categorizes desire as a pre-moral or amoral category of human experience, focusing on reason 

and the will in the formation of intentions: “The end insofar as it pre-exists in the intention 

belongs to the will…And therefore it makes a human or moral act the kind that it is.”25  While 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

penalty except by the death of both or the other of the two parties. [Punishment is not to be extended beyond the 

person of the offender, for he who is not at fault ought not to suffer punishment.]  The punishment may be remitted, 

the fault will be enduring…”  Henry de Bracton, De Legibus Et Consuetudinibus Angliae, (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Published in association with the Selden Society, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1968-77), 

http://hlsl5.law.harvard.edu/bracton/. vol. 2., 290.  Yukio Iwakuma points out that Abelard had an enormous 

influence on his contemporaries, especially in the school of the Nominales, which outlived Abelard; however, it 

should be noted that “very few manuscripts from the thirteenth century preserve his works… As a result, Abelard is 

known in the next century only in connection with the name, or rather the notoriety, of the school of the Nominales, 

together with a few distinctive theories associated with it.”  “Influence” in The Cambridge Companion to Abelard, 

ed. Jeffrey E. Brower and Kevin Guilfoy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 305. 
23 Ethics, 20. 
24 For example, as Colin Morris notes, William of Saint Thierry and Bernard of Clairvaux both objected to 

such an absolutist view.  The Discovery of the Individual, 1050-1200, Medieval Academy Reprints for Teaching 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press in association with the Medieval Academy of America, 1987), 75. 
25 An Aquinas Reader, trans. Mary T. Clark (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), 281.  “Ad 

secundum dicendum quod finis secundum quod est prior in intentione, ut dictum est, secundum hoc pertinent ad 

voluntatem.  Et hoc modo dat speciem actui humano sive morali.”  Summa Theologiae, Opera Omnia, XIII edita 

(Rome: Leonine, 1882-1972), I-II, q. I, a. 3, ad 2.  http://www.Corpusthomisticum.org/ sth2001.html. 
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Abelard severs intention and action entirely, Aquinas suggests that some acts are inherently 

good, while others are inherently evil, emphasizing that we therefore cannot conclude “that all 

are morally indifferent.”26  But he further nuances this claim, asserting that acts in themselves 

still give only incomplete information about the moral character of the person committing them; 

he writes that “it can happen that to an act good in itself may be added another act evil according 

to some relationship; and because of this kind of evil act, the good is said to produce evil at 

times, but it is not in itself evil.  Thus, to give alms to the poor or to love God is an act good in 

itself, but to use an act of this kind for some inordinate end, i.e., for cupidity or vanity, is quite 

another act and an evil one…”27  His example of almsgiving illustrates the idea that intentions 

should inform the way we understand and judge the moral characters of the agents performing 

any deed. 

The foundations of medieval intention theory, laid by Augustine, Abelard, Aquinas and 

others, and transmitted into the broader social sphere through popular preaching, pastoral 

manuals, and the practice of confession, form an important part of the story of this dissertation.  

Although my focus is primarily on the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries in England, I 

will nevertheless refer back to these earlier theories as a basis for comparison and as illustrative 

for later discussions of intention.     

Following the institutionalization of the lay practice of confession by the Fourth Lateran 

Council in 1215, discussions of intention began to figure more prominently in debates about 

individual morality.  This development was central to a revolution in spirituality that made use of 

moralities of intention and that had broad impact on individual devotion.28  In the later Middle 

                                                           
26 Ibid., 285.   
27 Ibid., 286. 
28 Root emphasizes “the importance of confession for the construction of the subject in the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries…in the vernacular manuals and sermons, contrition and intention continue to play a powerful 
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Ages, “The category of intention play[ed] a central role in the development of confessional 

practice.  It [could] serve as a means of self-justification, self-condemnation, or even as the basis 

for self-knowledge” in generically diverse texts, both spiritual and secular.29   

The growing prominence of intention was not limited to the realm of religious thought 

and just war theory.  Legal theory often overlapped with or sprang from religious writings, and 

late medieval England in particular witnessed a change in legal theory and practice regarding the 

role of intention in assessing or determining criminal guilt or blame.30  In early English and 

Norman law, little distinction was made between intended and unintended crimes.31  Frederick 

Pollock and Frederic Maitland note as emblematic one law from the Leges Henrici (1115) that 

declares “if by mischance you fall from a tree upon me and kill me, then, if my kinsman must 

needs have his vengeance, he may climb a tree and fall upon you.”32  By the end of the twelfth 

century, however, considerations of individual intent had gradually become more prominent in 

canon law.33  And beginning in the thirteenth century the English chancery had initiated a theory 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

role in personal salvation.”  Root cites, for example, Zink’s La predication en langue romane avant 1300 (Paris: 

Champion, 1976), 441 and Pérez de Guzmán’s Confesión Rimada.  Root, "Space to Speke": The Confessional 

Subject in Medieval Literature, 471.  
29 Root, “Space to Speke,” 35.  
30 Clarence Ray Jeffery argues that the development of mens rea or criminal intent came from Christian 

doctrines on sin: “The notion of crime contains within it the notion of sin, for which punishment is required.  The 

concept of mens rea was derived from the Christian view of sins of the mind.  Sin can be punished individually, not 

collectively, so that the individual and not the clan or family is responsible.  Only individuals have a soul that can be 

saved; social groups do not possess souls, and for that reason tribal responsibility gave way to the Christian notion 

of individual responsibility.”  "The Development of Crime in Early English Society," The Journal of Criminal Law, 

Criminology, and Police Science 47, no. 6 (1957): 664.  Richard Firth Green concords with Jeffery, arguing that 

“Medieval canon law had grown out of penitential doctrine, and through many of the earlier penitentials are 

surprisingly indifferent to the psychological dimension, the spread of the practice of private confession after the 

Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 provoked more and more interest in the sinner’s own conscience.  Since it was a 

common place that one could sin in thought as well as word and deed, the canonists could hardly have avoided 

consideration of motive and intention in their legal deliberations (Berman 1983, 189-90).” A Crisis of Truth: 

Literature and Law in Ricardian England, 306.  
31 Jeffery, "The Development of Crime in Early English Society," 656. 
32 Frederick Pollock and Frederic William Maitland, The History of English Law before the Time of 

Edward I, 2d ed., 2 vols. (Cambridge: The University press, 1898), 471. 
33 Brian Tierney writes that “The concern with individual intention, individual consent, individual will that 

characterized twelfth-century culture spilled over into many areas of canon law.  In marriage law, by the end of the 

twelfth century, the simple consent of two parties, without any other formalities, could constitute a valid, 
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of intention through its distinction between accidental homicide and homicide “committed in 

felonia et per malitiam praecogitatam” (homicide done in felony and by premeditated malice).34  

By the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries “the concept of intent became the touchstone of 

substantive criminal law doctrine” according to the cases recorded in the Year Books.35  David J. 

Seipp notes that in England, “Lawyers focused on intent when they agreed that an attempt to 

murder or rob was a felony, when they executed children who showed malice in the commission 

of crimes, and refused to execute an insane killer, and when they balked at calling homicide in 

self-defence a felony.”36   

Despite this differentiation, the courts still frequently adhered to an attitude and a legal 

process that did not give full consideration to criminal intent or that evinced inconsistency in its 

theories of intention.37  A number of cases brought against children during the period, for 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

sacramental marriage.  In contract law, a bare promise could create a binding obligation—it was the intention of the 

promisor that counted.  In criminal law, the degree of guilt and punishment was again related to the intention of the 

individual defendant, and this led on, as in modern legal systems, to complex considerations about negligence and 

diminished responsibility, areas of law that we nowadays think of as mediating between the rights of individuals and 

the maintenance of public order.”  The Idea of Natural Rights: Studies on Natural Rights, Natural Law, and Church 

Law, 1150-1625, Emory University Studies in Law and Religion (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 56. 
34 Maitland and Pollock, 468.  Virpi Mäkinen and Heikki Pihlajamäki note the larger European 

phenomenon of an increased prominence of intention in the law: "One of the most important and influential 

developments in thirteenth-century criminal law concerned the individual's criminal intention and responsibility.  

Before the change criminal responsibility was mainly based on the consequences of a crime.  The canon lawyers 

began to determine different modes of subjective responsibility.  In the law of criminal evidence the individual was 

also shifted from the margins to the center of attention.  Earlier criminal evidence had been produced from sources 

external to the individuality of the defendant, such as oaths, compurgators, and ordeals.  In the thirteenth century and 

with the development of the so-called statutory or legal theory of proof, increasing attention was paid to the stories 

of both the defendant (in the form of confessions) and the witnesses.  The development of criminal law and criminal 

procedure in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries can be understood in the context of the simultaneous trend that 

took place in moral philosophy and theology as well as in canon law."  "The Individualization of Crime in Medieval 

Canon Law," Journal of the History of Ideas 65, no. 4 (2004): 526. 
35 David J. Seipp, "Crime in the Year Books," in Law Reporting in Britain: Proceedings of the Eleventh 

British Legal History Conference, edited by Chantal Stebbings (London: The Hambleton Press, 1995), 26. 
36 Ibid., 26-27. 
37 As Pollock and Maitland note, in the Leges Henrici, those guilty of manslaughter were not immediately 

acquitted, but rather were “recommended to the ‘mercy’ of judges and princes, for the rigor iuris holds them 

answerable for all the effects of their actions.”  They conclude, “…it is hard for us to acquit ancient law of that 

unreasoning instinct that impels the civilized man to kick, or consign to eternal perdition, the chair over which he 

has stumbled.  But law which would not confess to sanctioning this instinct still finds grave difficulties in its way if 

it endeavours to detect and appreciate the psychical element in guilt and innocence.  ‘The thought of man shall not 

be tried, for the devil himself knoweth not the thought of man’—: thus at the end of the middle ages spoke Brian 
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example, demonstrate this inconsistency, since as early as the thirteenth century, Henry 

Bracton’s On the Customs and Laws of England had exonerated children from legal liability, 

citing their lack of reason as the determining factor in their inability to form a criminal intent.38  

 Developments in torts law, when compared to criminal law, demonstrate an alternate and 

coexisting system for thinking about innocence and guilt.  Morris Arnold points out that although 

criminal law often did require proof of intention, in torts law during the fourteenth century 

decisions were marked by “a prevailing ethic in favor of compensation.”39  In other words, 

according to the courts, if damage or harm was done, then the person who did it must pay a fine, 

regardless of whether the defendant intended to harm or merely caused harm by accident or 

misadventure.  He notes, for example, a case from 1401 in which an accidental fire had spread 

from one property to the immediate neighbor’s home.  The serjeant who argued on behalf of the 

defendant “told the court that it seemed hard to hold the defendant responsible ‘when there is no 

fault in him.’”40  But, as Arnold points out, the court still considered the man guilty of negligence 

on behalf of his servants, who had likely caused the fire.  Even more important for our sense of 

the ambivalence toward intention is the court’s reply to the serjeant: “What is that to us?  It is 

better that [the defendant] be totally ruined than that the law be changed for him.’”41  In short, 

the court recognized the damage done and the need for recompense, despite a clear indication of 

the defendant’s innocence with regard to intention in torts law.   

                                                                                                                                                                                           

C.J. in words that might well be the motto for the early history of criminal law.”   Pollock and Maitland, The History 

of English Law before the Time of Edward I, 472, 74-5.  But Richard Firth Green points out that this ambivalence 

about intention continued to plague the legal realm.  Despite the rise of mens rea and the fact that “The absence of 

any malicious intent is, of course, raised as a defense in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (with varying degrees 

of success)… it is not until 1470 that we find a lawyer prepared to proclaim openly that ‘in felony the intent and will 

of a man shall be construed’ (cited by Seipp 1995, 27 n.75).”  Crisis of Truth, 301.  The practical and theoretical 

conflict of the doctrine of intention in the legal system articulates a broader cultural ambivalence and uncertainty 

about intention. 
38 Bracton, De Legibus Et Consuetudinibus Angliae. vol. 2, 384.   
39 "Accident, Mistake, and Rules of Liability in the Fourteenth-Century Law of Torts," University of 

Pennsylvania Law Review 128 (1979-80): 377. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
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Seipp points out that while intention was often noted and written about by medieval 

jurists in criminal law, it is only in the last half of the fifteenth century that two English lawyers 

make broader practical statements about intent as a general principle in conducting their cases.  

In 1466 one lawyer declares that “felony is malice aforethought” and in 1470 another definitively 

asserts “that felony cases were the best example of the common law’s ability to try ‘the will, 

assent and intent of a man.’”42  The distinctions between these two felony cases and the 

accidental fire case from 1401 of course point to the distinctions between torts and criminal law.  

Nevertheless, the clear differences in torts and criminal discussions of individual intention 

suggest two distinct but parallel frameworks for determining culpability.  

The uneven development of intention theory in the courts testifies to the emergence and 

malleability not only of intention as a legal construct, but moreover to the uncertain nature of a 

working theory of moral character and moral responsibility and the relationship of intention to 

such a theory.  The practical and theoretical conflict of the doctrine of intention in the legal 

system may be understood as a part of a much broader interest in and cultural ambivalence about 

emerging theories of intention, an interest that is important for understanding the literature of the 

period.    Late medieval English writers used intention to craft innovative expressions of the 

interior self, often diverging from legal, philosophical, and religious thought in their narratives. 

Their willingness not only to use and but also to challenge the contemporary cultural conceptions 

of intention reveal the important work that literary narratives did for the late medieval idea of the 

moral self in England. 

 

 

                                                           
42 Seipp notes another case from 1470: “in felony the intent and will of a man shall be construed.”    "Crime 

in the Year Books," 27n75. Also cited in Green, Crisis of Truth, 301. 
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Chapter 1: The 1381 Rising and the Problem of Intent 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Miracle of the Common Seal 

 

Amongst the accounts of the Rising of 1381, perhaps the most bizarre treatment of intent 

comes in the form of a miracle story.  In the St Albans Chronicle, Thomas Walsingham writes 

that once the rebels had forcibly coerced new charters out of the abbot of St Albans in June of 

1381, the only thing that remained that was necessary to make the charters effective was the seal 

of the abbot on the documents.  But when the clerks, who Walsingham suggests were no novices 

in their trade, tried to seal the documents with the common seal, something very strange 

happened.  Three times the wax stuck to the seal and three times the clerks were unable to 

remove it from the ancient seal, which had engraved upon it the image of the monastery’s 

ancestral saint and progenitor, Alban.  According to Walsingham, the wax took on a stance 

against the rebels; the failures of the wax to be removed from the seal indicated that “it was as 

though the wax knew assuredly that the martyr [St Alban] did not wish the villeins to be the 
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masters, but wished himself to be lord over them as had been so up till then.”43   The story 

momentarily invokes the totemic image of Alban and animates the glob of wax as a way of 

dramatizing coercion—even an inanimate object must be forced into its unintended participation 

in the granting of the charters to the rebels.  For Walsingham the tale illustrates the perversion of 

the new contracts and charters obtained by the rebels.  He includes it as an addendum to his 

account of the rebels’ initial success in obtaining charters from the abbot of St Albans, which 

temporarily granted the rebels and townspeople new rights and liberties as well as a pardon from 

crimes committed during the Rising.  By characterizing the rebellion against tradition as 

outrageous not only to the monks themselves but even to the divine forces that inform and hold 

the traditions together, Walsingham codifies the new documents as unjust, sacrilegious, and 

unnatural.   

The episode demonstrates Walsingham’s keen interest in invalidating the charters, which 

were to his disadvantage as a monk of St Albans.  But the story also shows his preoccupation 

with imagining and establishing intent as a major factor in determining validity, authenticity 

(here, of the charters), and justice in general.44  The paranormal behavior of the wax on the seal 

only corroborates the larger and more studied portrait of the rebels’ unjust overturning of 

tradition, which Walsingham labors to establish throughout the chronicle.  Walsingham codes the 

rebels’ forms of protest and the demands that they make as forceful and coercive actions and the 

new charters as documents extorted from the unwilling hands not only of the monks and the 

                                                           
43The St. Albans Chronicle: The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham, trans. John Taylor, Wendy R. 

Childs, and Leslie Watkiss (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003), 473. “…prenosticans proculdubio martirem nolle eos 

fore dominos, set uelle dominari, ut hactenus, super eos. ” 
44 The main effect of the realization of the rebels’ demands would concern the property of the monks.  As 

Rodney Hilton notes, “Apart from chartered independence, what [the rebels] seemed most concerned about was their 

freedom to grind their own corn, full their own cloth and to enjoy pasture rights, just like other villages on the St 

Albans Abbey estate.”  Although the enjoyment of pasture rights might seem like an innocuous demand to modern 

readers, it meant that the property of the monks would no longer be uniquely theirs, and therefore meant the scaling 

back of what the monks perceived as their own rights and freedoms.  Bond Men Made Free: Medieval Peasant 

Movements and the English Rising of 1381  (New York: Viking Press, 1973), 199.  
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abbot of St Albans, but also as symbolically extorted from the unwilling spirit of St Alban 

himself.   

Determining and asserting intent is always a form of storytelling; it renders actions 

meaningful by imbuing actors with moral inclinations and identities.  Here Walsingham projects 

intent and purpose explicitly onto the wax but also implicitly onto the distant historical and 

religious past represented by the image of St Alban on the seal. In doing so, he bolsters and 

justifies his position that the ancient traditions of the old charters must continue to be observed in 

the present.  His miracle story suggests that the original charters were established with the intent 

of formalizing an agreement between the monastery and the townspeople that should in fact last 

for all time, consecrated by the patron saint of the monastery, who, it is to be understood, serves 

as an intermediary to God.  The new charters of 1381 counteract the intent of the old charters, the 

sanctified intent of the saint, and the insistence on the continuity of tradition put forward with 

dogged ferocity by an outraged Walsingham. 

The miracle story illustrates in an extreme way how Walsingham—and, it will be shown, 

other chroniclers—imputed intention and purpose to people and, as here, even to objects, as a 

key strategy in the creation of narratives about innocence, guilt, and individual and collective 

culpability.  In fact, the story ends with Walsingham’s evaluation of the rebels after they gained 

the charter: “they announced, and then displayed, the charter of protection, which the king had 

sent to the monastery, pretending outwardly, as it were, every kind of good will, when immense 

ill will [malicia] reigned inwardly, as will subsequently be shown.”45  The episode establishes 

the importance of intent—here, the malice or ill will of the rebels—at the same time as it 

establishes the necessity of interpretation for Walsingham’s understanding the events of the 

                                                           
45 Walsingham, St Albans Chronicle, 475.  
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Rising.  Walsingham offers himself as both chronicler and interpreter in his reading and 

assertions of the real rebel intent that lies below the surface of their actions.   

The Rising of 1381 represented a major break with tradition, an overturning of the social 

order, and a challenge to traditional beliefs and norms; it was a social crisis on nearly every front 

with no clear historical precedent.46  Intent became a tool of crisis management, allowing 

chroniclers, judges, and lawyers to assert their own narratives of the events and their own moral 

assessments of the characters of the Rising.  The chroniclers and the authors of legal documents 

that responded to the Rising used intent as part of the process of legal, social, and historical 

storytelling.  In reimagining the recent past, in ordering the events of the Rising, and in giving 

those events social meaning, chroniclers and legal writers frequently projected intent onto 

individuals and groups, or exculpated individuals and groups from charges of criminal or 

malicious intent.  In this way, the documents of the Rising used intent to manage and make sense 

of the rupture of tradition and the destabilization of the social hierarchy that the Rising created. 

A number of scholars have carefully examined the problem of rebel intent in the 

chronicles.  Susan Crane’s influential article, “The Writing Lesson of 1381,” argues that 

determining rebel intent and identity from the chronicles presents a number of unresolvable 

questions for modern readers.47  Because of the biases inherent in the chroniclers’ writing, Crane 

determines that the rebels have no real voice in the chronicle accounts of the Rising and thus, 

“the rebels remain outside representation in that they do not represent themselves for the written 

                                                           
46 The Rising was different both from earlier local English rebellions and from large-scale uprisings on the 

continent for a number of reasons.  One element that was particular to the story of the English Rising of 1381 is the 

widespread involvement of townsmen and the clergy. See Hilton, Bond Men Made Free: Medieval Peasant 

Movements and the English Rising of 1381, 206-13. 
47"The Writing Lesson of 1381," in Chaucer's England: Literature in Historical Context, ed Barbara A. 

Hanawalt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992).   
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record.”48  Paul Strohm’s important reading of the chronicles demonstrates that the chroniclers 

oscillate between representing the rebels on the one hand as underprepared dupes and drunks 

incapable of plotting a real social movement or of thinking up an alternative political system, and 

representing them on the other hand as dangerous, capable and effective planners and protestors.  

Strohm acknowledges the onerous task of reading the biased chroniclers but nevertheless 

discovers in their accounts the traces of rebel intent not only in spite of the chroniclers’ concerted 

efforts to distort, mock, and repudiate it but also because of the biases in their representations of 

the rebels.49  Steven Justice has likewise observed the problems endemic to reading and writing 

about the chronicle accounts of the Rising.50  He nevertheless attempts to read and postulate 

rebel intent, concluding: “The rebels aimed not to destroy the documentary culture of feudal 

tenure and royal government, but to re-create it; they recognized the written document as 

something powerful but also malleable, something that, once written, could be rewritten.”51 

                                                           
48 That the rebels are so often portrayed by those whose own political and social interests, like 

Walsingham’s, clashed with the demands that they made dramatically impacts the amount and kind of information 

that can be gleaned from the chronicles.  Crane connects part of the problem inherent in the chronicles to the clash 

of the largely oral culture associated with the rebels and the literate “higher culture” assumed to be the exclusive 

domain of the monk chroniclers who, when they imagined rebel voices, wrote with strong biases against the lower 

“incoherent and irrational” caste.  "The Writing Lesson of 1381," in Chaucer's England: Literature in Historical 

Context,  Barbara A. Hanawalt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), 201.. 
49 Strohm suggests that the constant sense of an inversion of the social order that underlies the chronicle 

accounts of the Rising may actually be read as a representative strategy on the part of the rebels themselves, who, 

revolting during the Corpus Christi festival, may have advantageously exploited the social play and inversion 

customarily involved in festival activities during that holiday.  He posits that the rebels’ use of “the imagery of 

carnivalesque inversion simultaneously serves the purposes of the rebels in their attempt to invent themselves as a 

new kind of community with ‘carnivalesque’ characteristics, a community disrespectful of hierarchy, bent on the 

reversal of ‘low’ and ‘high,’ eager to involve its members in the production of transgressive actions.”  Hochon's 

Arrow: The Social Imagination of Fourteenth-Century Texts, 50.  The methodology of this chapter also draws 

inspiration from Strohm’s work on the conflicting representations of Lollards.  See Strohm, “Heretic Burning: The 

Lollard as Menace and Victim” in England's Empty Throne: Usurpation and the Language of Legitimation, 1399-

1422  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 32-62. 
50Writing and Rebellion: England in 1381, The New Historicism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1994).   
51 Ibid., 48.  He observes, “The suspicious thing [about representations of the rebels, especially their 

illiteracy] is not that it makes no sense, but that it makes too much, tallies too well with the story that chroniclers and 

royal justices wanted to tell.” Ibid., 17.  Following the work of Strohm, Justice also reads the chronicles for the 

moments that the narratives escape the aims of their narrators.  Taking into account Crane’s thesis that the conflict 

of 1381 raises a host of questions about the larger conflict between documentary and oral culture, both as perceived 

by and as represented by the chroniclers, as well as in the broader sense of actual social practice, Justice notes of the 
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This chapter will seek to build on and depart from those earlier studies by examining not 

the rebels as the main subject in the story of the Rising of 1381 but intention itself.  The concern 

of my readings of the documentary sources for the Rising is the strategic deployment of intention 

within the St Albans Chronicle and other historical, legal, and social narratives.  The careful and 

sustained application of intent-oriented claims and arguments is an important legal and social 

device in the accounts and documents that were created during and immediately after the Rising.  

Intent operates as an ideological fixer, a tool for crisis management, whether attached to or 

erased from the representations of the rebels or even other major figures like Richard II and his 

men.  Its use by chroniclers and lawyers equally, its shifting borders and changeable banners, its 

attachment to diverse social agenda, and its role in the shaping of diverse groups of people as 

well as individuals make intention a key concept for the documents of the Rising precisely 

because of its power for creating morally coherent narratives that responded to and managed the 

social breach that the Rising created.     

The Rising of 1381 offers an example of an entire culture confronted with the task of 

making difficult ethical judgments and decisions that sprang from a challenge to the established 

social order.  The threat to property and livelihood experienced by the monks and the 

landowning upper class gave way to fear and a sense of social instability.  The chroniclers 

needed to deal with not only the violent actions of the rebels, but also the threat that the Rising 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

rebels’ seizure and annihilation of documents in particular that, “In lumping together the different institutions of 

different levels of government [through their monopoly on documents and documentary culture], the rebels offered a 

realistic assessment of how official writing of all sorts and in all offices could hobble them in their daily labor for 

subsistence and baffle their chances at prosperity.  Their actions show what they were after.” Ibid., 45.  In response 

to Justice’s attempt to mine the chronicles and the records of the Rising for a coherent story of the rebels and their 

aims, A.J. Prescott has emphasized the problem of reading any kind of primary document relevant to the Rising.  He 

especially warns against the complications that can result from the temptation to read legal documents and records 

as factual sources for the events of the Rising.  Prescott asserts the historical and ethical dangers of reading the 

chronicles, a problem which has been noted by many other scholars including Justice, but Prescott goes so far as to 

argue that, “By giving priority to the texts preserved by the chroniclers, we are accepting their agenda.”  "Writing 

About Rebellion: Using the Records of the Peasants' Revolt of 1381," History Workshop Journal: A Socialist and 

Feminist Journal 45 (1998): 12.   
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posed to their social and economic positions.  The rationalization of their automatic reactions to 

the trauma of the Rising is a central characteristic of the work of the chroniclers and may be 

traced, identified, and better understood by tracking the migratory patterns of intention, their 

narrative tool for crisis management and for the justification of their positions.52  Psychologist 

Jonathan Haidt has demonstrated in several experiments that, when people make moral 

judgments and decisions, emotions come first and rational arguments emerge later, invented and 

narrated only post facto in order to justify the initial emotional response behind the judgment.53  

This is especially true of subjects who are confronted with a situation that represents a moral 

breach or an inversion of the expected social norms.  Neuroscience writer Jonah Lehrer explains 

Haidt’s claims: “When it comes to making ethical decisions, human rationality isn’t a scientist, 

it’s a lawyer.  This inner attorney gathers bits of evidence, post hoc justifications, and pithy 

rhetoric in order to make the automatic reaction seem reasonable.”54  In the chroniclers’ 

narratives of 1381, attributions of malicious intent formed a central part of the post hoc 

justifications for the chroniclers’ own staunch and unsympathetic positions against the rebels. 

                                                           
52 Haidt’s studies suggest that this entire process of rationalization is unconscious—we believe that the 

emotionally-driven arguments we concoct are driven by reason.  The emotional aspect of rhetoric in the chroniclers’ 

accounts is therefore two-fold: the first aspect follows Haidt, meaning that the chroniclers’ arguments serve as a way 

of managing a breach of the social order; the second aspect is conscious and flows from a long tradition of ancient 

and medieval rhetoric.  As educated men, the chroniclers would have known that one of the first goals of classical 

rhetoric is to capture the audience’s emotions.  Quintilian writes that speakers are better when they have an audience 

"Because eloquence is mainly a psychological matter [Maxima enim pars eloquentiae constat animo]: it is the mind 

which must be emotionally stirred and must conceive images and somehow be itself adapted to the subject of the 

speech."  The Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian in Four Volumes, trans. Harold Edgeworth Butler, 4 vols., Loeb 

Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press; W. Heinemann, 1953), 203. 
53 How We Decide  (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009), 173.  Lehrer refers to Haidt’s "The 

Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Institutionist Approach to Moral Judgment," Psychological Review 

108 (2001).  Haidt draws on his earlier work based on experiments in psychology that he conducted, and concludes: 

“Moral judgment is like aesthetic judgment.  When you see a painting, you usually know instantly and automatically 

whether you like it.  If someone asks you to explain your judgment, you confabulate…Moral arguments are much 

the same: Two people feel strongly about an issue, their feelings come first, and their reasons are invented on the fly, 

to throw at each other.”  The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth in Ancient Wisdom  (New York: Basic 

Books, 2006), 21.  Passaged cited by Lehrer in How We Decide, 172. 
54 Lehrer, How We Decide, 173. 
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Chroniclers and the courts alike alternately attribute intent to the rebels and exculpate 

them from the same charges in the narratives and arguments they made about the Rising.55  In 

this way intent is an inherently migratory concept in these sources: the chroniclers move it to and 

from individuals and groups because its ultimate importance lies in its use in the rationalization 

of arguments and judgments that were made from emotional responses (Haidt’s “automatic 

reaction”) to the Rising.  Those migratory patterns of intention attest to its usefulness in character 

assassination as well as its effectiveness in the organization of historical events into morally 

coherent narratives.  And, as I will later explain, by attaching intent to the concepts of childhood 

and the idea of the traditional patriarchal household, the chroniclers and other late-fourteenth-

century writers were able to further their representations of the moral and political identities of 

the rebels in ways that were most advantageous to themselves.   

As the following sections of this chapter will demonstrate, according to the chroniclers, 

intention was especially exploited to great effect by Richard and his subjects, rebellious or not.  

In their representations of both the members of the monarchical government as well as those who 

rebelled against them, the chroniclers employ intention as the measure of moral culpability.  I 

will begin by examining some of the legislation that predates Walsingham’s account of the 

Rising and the pivotal Mile End meeting between Richard and the rebels that occurred during the 

Rising because it is during these earlier years that the attribution of intent first becomes an 

effective tool in the management of a social crisis for the governing class. 

 

 

 

                                                           
55 My readings of the sources of the Rising are indebted to the work of Paul Strohm, especially England's 

Empty Throne: Usurpation and the Language of Legitimation, 1399-1422 and Hochon's Arrow: The Social 

Imagination of Fourteenth-Century Texts. 
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Laborers and Criminal Intent Before the Rising 

 

 

Even before 1381 an interest in exploiting the concept of criminal intention, and in 

particular in identifying the laboring classes as criminally disposed, emerges in the documents 

that in part provoked the revolt.  The Commons’ Petition against Vagrants in 1376, for example, 

demonstrates the concerted effort to associate free and mobile agricultural and artisan labor with 

criminality.  The petition represents a response on the part of parliament to the new labor market 

that followed the Black Plague of 1348.  The plague devastated between one-third and one-half 

of the European population.56  The result of the drastically reduced population was that labor in 

the generation after the plague was in short supply, creating a new market and new labor 

conditions.  Rodney Hilton has pointed out, “the immediate impact of the Black Death had been 

that both agricultural and other workers demanded, according to the strength of their local 

bargaining power, up to twice or even three times their previous wages.  These demands led first 

to the Ordinance (1349), then to the Statute of Labourers (1351)”57 and eventually to other 

documents like the Commons’ Petition against Vagrants in 1376.  The ordinance, the statute, and 

the petition all aimed to curb the bargaining power of laborers by capping their wages at a pre-

plague rate.  Those who sought to work or to employ workers at a higher rate were in breach of 

the new ordinance and the statute. 

On the one hand, the roll depicts the increased bargaining power of the now in-demand 

laborers and protests the bind that the new labor market foisted upon land-owning employers: 

“For fear of such flights, the commons now dare not challenge or offend their servants, but give 

them whatever they wish to ask, in spite of the statutes and ordinances to the contrary—and this 

                                                           
56 Norman Cantor estimates at least a third and perhaps as much as one half of the population died of the 

plague, or about twenty million people in Western Europe at the time of the outbreak.  In the Wake of the Plague: 

The Black Death and the World It Made  (New York: Free Press, 2001), 7. 
57 Hilton, Bond Men Made Free, 154. 
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chiefly through fear that they will be received elsewhere.”58  The petition illustrates how the 

landowning men who employed agricultural workers described and reacted to the reversal of 

power that the new post-plague population and labor market had given birth to: the masters “dare 

not challenge or offend their servants” if they want to keep their enterprising laborers on hand. 59   

And according to the parliamentary writers of the ordinance, the statute, and the petition, 

the entrepreneurial tendencies of this new class of workers and employers did not constitute a 

pardonable and venial sin.  Those who tried to dodge the strict limitations of the Labour Statute 

are branded in the parliamentary roll with the serious charge of “malice aforethought,” a charge 

which rendered these new labor practices criminal.60  As Morris Arnold points out, in the law 

courts “proof of intention was essential to establish the criminality of the defendant’s act.”61  For 

this reason, the statute goes on to depict these mobile laborers who flee their lords in search of 

better wages as malevolently plotting to become a drain on the whole society.      

In the roll, it is a slippery slope from entrepreneurial and mobile laborer to corrupt and 

slothful beggar.  In fact, the roll concludes that such is the fate of many of the transgressors of 

the Statute of Labourers: “And let it be known to the king and his parliament that many of the 

said wandering labourers have become mendicant beggars in order to lead an idle life; and they 

usually go away from their districts into cities.”62 The real goal of freelance agricultural and 

artisanal workers is not financial betterment; the roll suggests that they depart on new ventures 

                                                           
58Rot. Parl., II 340-1, in R. B. Dobson, The Peasants' Revolt of 1381, 2nd ed., History in Depth (London: 

Macmillan, 1983), 73. 
59 As Hilton points out, legislation like the Ordinance (1349) and Statute of Labourers (1351) “was an 

inevitable reaction by a Parliament of landowning employers whose demesnes by now were cultivated much more 

by wage labour than by the customary services of servile tenants.”  Bond Men Made Free: Medieval Peasant 

Movements and the English Rising of 1381, 154.   
60 The Peasants' Revolt of 1381, 73.  The criminalization of these labor practices could lead to 

imprisonment.  Hilton notes, “labourers had to swear an oath to abide by the provisions of the statute, or be placed in 

the stocks…Those breaking the clauses about compulsory service or forms of contract were liable to imprisonment.  

Those demanding excess wages had to pay a fine, usually double the amount of the excess.”  Bond Men Made Free: 

Medieval Peasant Movements and the English Rising of 1381, 155. 
61 "Accident, Mistake, and Rules of Liability in the Fourteenth-Century Law of Torts," 364.  
62 The Peasants' Revolt of 1381, 74. 
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and become beggars “in order to lead an idle life.”  The proclaimed search for better wages is 

really a façade that masks the criminal and predatory impulses of self-willed and vampiric ne’er-

do-wells; their intent, the petition suggests, is ultimately to become a burden on the rest of 

society.  The contradictions in the Commons’ Petition against Vagrants—that the itinerant 

laborers are both ambitious in their search for new work and indolent in their ultimate goals of 

beggary—attest to an awkward but active recruitment of intention to a particular argument and 

cause.  Malice aforethought becomes a tool in the management of what landowning individuals 

perceived as a social and economic crisis; it allows them to bring more serious charges against 

those who did not adhere to the labor laws.  The attribution of criminal intent to enterprising 

laborers operates in the same way that the petition’s claims of laborer indolence and beggary do, 

however backwardly, since both techniques seek to justify the landowners’ own economic and 

moral outrage by manipulating rhetoric and legal thought. The laborers’ beggary and their malice 

aforethought cast them as predatory aggressors and equally stylize the landowning classes who 

suffered financial loss because of them as innocent victims.   

Because intent was and is an unstable signifier—the intent of a single human mind and 

moreover the collective intent of an entire group pose epistemological problems that are difficult 

if not impossible to prove conclusively—it was easily shaped to fit the social narrative and 

argument that needed it.  The authors of chronicle texts and legal documents like the petition 

capitalized on intention, recruiting it for the vested interests of their arguments and using it to 

criminalize labor practices that they found disadvantageous to themselves.  It was exactly this 

kind of “governmental intervention [that] was a prime cause of the outbreak of the Peasants’ 
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Revolt of 1381 in eastern England.”63  By the time of the Rising and in its aftermath, intention 

had become a central tool in the narrative accounts of the events and the people involved. 

 

Motivation and the Mile End Crowd in the St Alban’s Chronicle 

 

Walsingham, writing after the 1376 petition, describes many of the rebels as men who 

were already criminals before the Rising: he writes, “the men of Kent and Essex met and joined 

forces, producing an army of about 100,000 common people and peasants… men who either 

were weighed down by debt, or feared the punishment of the law for their crimes, hastened to 

join them from all parts.”64   Imagining the rebels as an army of debtors and criminals follows 

the social narrative already put in place by the labor statutes and petitions crafted by parliament 

in the years before the Rising.  In Walsingham’s work, those rebels who merely protest the labor 

statutes and demand new labor conditions are collapsed with those who have already 

transgressed the labor restrictions of the statutes and petitions, and both groups are now 

subsumed under the category of “criminals” and “debtors.”  The rebels are therefore men spurred 

on by malice, both by virtue of their status as convicted criminals—”proof” of their malicious 

tendencies and criminal dispositions—and by virtue of their protest and rebellion.65  And 

although the author of the less reactionary Anonimalle Chronicle claims that the rebels 

                                                           
63 Cantor, In the Wake of the Plague: The Black Death and the World It Made, 24.  Hilton confirms the 

conclusion: “The rebellion was no grain riot; it was human agencies rather than natural phenomena which were 

thwarting rising expectations.  The agency which most of the chroniclers chose to blame was the government.” Bond 

Men Made Free: Medieval Peasant Movements and the English Rising of 1381, 161. 
64 The St. Albans Chronicle: The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham, 415. 
65 In a similar vein, when the rebels come for Simon of Sudbury, archbishop of Canterbury, for example, 

Walsingham again emphasizes their delinquency and their spiritual perversion.  He writes “The fateful hour came 

when it was made clear that divine vengeance had fallen upon the kingdom of England, for peasants, desperate 

criminals, and devilish scoundrels, came to seek out the common father of our people.”  The St Albans Chronicle: 

The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham, 425.  His sentence structure groups “peasants,” “desperate 

criminals,” and “devilish scoundrels” together in order to signify the rebels who congregated at the Tower in search 

of Sudbury. 



32 

 

represented a heterogeneous group of people who banded together, “some willingly and some 

not,” even he ultimately concludes that the rebel leaders, like John Ball, “labored with [the 

rebels] day by day to strengthen them in their malice.”66  In each example, the predominant 

rhetorical strategy is the enlistment of intention in an unfavorable portrait of the rebels that 

criminalizes both their behaviors and their political identities. 

While Walsingham as overarching narrator of the Rising is ready to attribute criminal and 

even treasonous intent more broadly to the rebels, Richard II, according to Walsingham, is not.  

Rather unexpectedly in the context of Walsingham’s account, Richard II pardons a portion of the 

Mile End crowd specifically by asserting the rebels’ lack of criminal intent.  The scene is 

surprising because it contradicts the portrait of malicious and criminally-disposed rebels that 

Walsingham has labored to advance.  In the following section I will examine this key moment of 

narrative tension in Walsingham’s account of the Rising.  By carefully setting up his description 

of the Mile End meeting and the actors involved, Walsingham narrates a complex social theater, 

which initially seems simply to relay the negotiations between Richard II and the rebels.  But the 

subtext of Walsingham’s account creates an important grouping of associations and arguments 

concerning the problematic status of the rebels as rational agents, the status of Richard as both 

king and child, and the relationship between intention and culpability and intention and 

patriarchy.  This scene is a cornerstone for Walsingham’s text:  it is here that Richard II 

transforms from a child into the reigning patriarch of the realm and here that the rebels—grown 

men staging a political protest—become more clearly coded as fearful, ignorant, and dependent 

children.  As I will show, in the chronicle intent is Walsingham’s narrative chisel; he recruits 

intention to sculpt and transform larger social narratives that managed the crisis of the Rising.  I 

                                                           
66 Dobson, The Peasants' Revolt of 1381, 128.  



33 

 

will here examine the scene of the Mile End meeting and its complex narrative strategies, which 

ultimately lead to the question of intent and culpability. 

In his version of the Mile End meeting outside of London in 1381, Walsingham advances 

a portrait of a young Richard II whose skillful clemency earns him the obedience of his 

rebellious subjects and the subsequent peace of the realm.67  According to the St Alban’s 

Chronicle, at the apex of the Rising a crowd of about 100,000 people mainly from Kent and 

Essex gathered at Mile End, in a field about one mile east of London.68   Under the leadership of 

Wat Tyler, the aggrieved masses demanded freedom from the ancient charters that had bound 

their parents and their ancestors to restricted labor regulations, which affected both their mobility 

and their livelihood.69   During the negotiations between Tyler and the king’s men, a scuffle 

arose, and the rebel leader Tyler was slain by the mayor of London, ushering in the beginning of 

the end of the Rising.  The circumstances of the death of the rebels’ chief representative present a 

                                                           
67 A number of scholars have discussed the problematic and inconsistent portrait of Richard II in 

Walsingham’s chronicles.  George B. Stow points out the differences in the 1388 and 1394 versions of Richard, 

which reflect how Walsingham’s attitude toward Richard’s reign changed.  As Stow argues, “in his history written 

in 1388, Walsingham was not critical of Richard.  But when he compiled the Harleian manuscript around 1394, 

Walsingham began to alter his opinion of Richard,” which Stow notes in the changes Walsingham made in his 

description of the Scrope affair.  "Richard II in Thomas Walsingham's Chronicles," Speculum: A Journal of 

Medieval Studies 59, no. 1 (1984): 84.  My argument acknowledges the differences in Walsingham’s earlier and 

later depictions of Richard; however, the depictions of Richard during the Rising are of a different sort.  

Walsingham’s impulse is to protect the establishment; his disparagement of the rebels comes hand-in-hand with his 

championing of Richard in the 1381 episodes.   
68 The number of people gathered there varies from chronicle to chronicle.  For example, The Anonimalle 

Chronicle places the crowd at about 60,000 people from Kent alone first arriving in Southwark where the 

Marshalsea was.  The Peasants' Revolt of 1381, 155. 
69 The charter that Walsingham includes attests that Richard “manumitted all and every one of our liegemen 

and subjects and others of the county of Hertford, and we have released each and every one from all bondage.”   The 

St Albans Chronicle: The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham, 441-43.  Of course, the demands are more 

complex and invite readings that go beyond the literal sense.  As Justice points out, “In revealing the range of 

purpose that motivated the rebels’ destruction of documents, Walsingham unwittingly shows also how they made 

metaphor of them.  Wat Tyler represented the Kentish band when he demanded that the king abolish ‘all serfdom 

and neifty[sic],’ so that ‘all should be free and of one condition.’  But there was not, nor ever had been, serfdom in 

Kent, which enjoyed the eccentric privileges of gavelkind tenure…That this demand would be issued at all by the 

Kentish suggests that personal freedom and unfreedom were metaphorical as well as legal expressions for them…”  

He concludes that “…the seizure of documents could be the symbolic matter of spectacle as much as the prosaic 

business of getting them out of the way.”  Writing and Rebellion: England in 1381, 45, 47.  
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climactic moment of instability in the chronicle, emblematic of the larger social and political 

instability of the Rising.  Here, intent becomes central to Walsingham’s narrative. 

According to Walsingham, Richard sent Sir John Newton, the constable of Rochester 

Castle and escheator of Kent and Essex, to request that Tyler come to the Smithfield camp that 

Richard was occupying.  Walsingham depicts Tyler as hot-headed and reactive: the rebel leader 

is “indignant” [indignatus] and speaks “in a fury” [cum furore] when met by Newton.70  The 

descriptions of the belligerent and volatile Tyler culminate when he moves from verbal 

aggression to threats of physical violence.  As the dispute between the two men escalates, Tyler 

is the first to pull out a dagger.  While Newton, too, pulls out his knife, Walsingham places 

blame and intent to injure entirely onto Tyler: it is Tyler who “made ready to assault the knight.”  

Walsingham even gives his combatants an audience in Richard, who sees the altercation and who 

also blames Tyler: “When the king saw the danger threatening the knight, in order to calm the 

scoundrel’s temper for the time being he ordered the knight to dismount and to hand over to the 

rascal the knife which he had pulled out.”71  Despite this attempt at intervention, Tyler’s “bad 

temper could not be calmed” and he “sought to assault the knight by any means he could.”  

Tyler’s dagger provides Walsingham with a prop for theatrically portraying the rebel 

leader’s malicious intent; it is an object that Walsingham uses visually to represent the threat of 

violence that he wants to attribute to Tyler.  His description of the exchange between Tyler and 

Newton stages Tyler’s intent to harm Newton, and the dagger is in fact the only vivid detail that 

Walsingham offers his readers.  While Walsingham quotes Newton directly, Tyler gets only a 

paraphrase, and a weak one at that: “Angered by these words, the impudent fellow immediately 

pulled out a knife, which is commonly called a dagger, threatening to stab the knight, and adding 

                                                           
70 Walsingham, St Albans Chronicle, 437. 
71 Ibid. 
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words accusing him of being a traitor.”  When compared to the direct quotations of Newton, and 

to the detailed description of Tyler’s death at the hands of the Richard’s knights and attendants, 

the description seems sparse.72  Walsingham provides nothing of the kinds of gestures that Tyler 

made to Newton except the fact of the unsheathing of the dagger.  Combined with the sketch of 

Tyler’s aggressive and inflammable disposition, the unsheathed dagger allows Walsingham to 

represent Tyler’s murderous intent more powerfully: the dagger visually makes Tyler’s threats 

seem imminent and real in Walsingham’s narrative.  Moreover, Tyler’s unsheathed dagger in the 

face of a disarmed Newton subtly seems to offer a justification of the ensuing murder of Tyler by 

Richard’s men. 

Intent takes on an even more central role in the episode when the bleeding Tyler falls to 

the ground.  With Tyler dead, the rebel crowd suddenly became vulnerable: the knights on 

horseback had already surrounded a portion of the weakened assembly and, as Walsingham 

ominously puts it, the knights’ circling movements around the crowd expressed the dominance 

they felt and asserted over their social inferiors.73  The knights continued to surround the rebels, 

and “just as when sheep are enclosed within their folds until the foreman decides to send those 

sheep he wishes into the pastures and to select others he wishes for slaughter,” they began to plot 

greater destruction.74  Those who had come to support Richard saw their opportunity for reprisal 

against the “sheep” that had rebelled and demanded that a few hundred of the people gathered in 

the crowd be slain “to serve as a warning to posterity, that men of the knightly order had been 

                                                           
72 For example, according to Walsingham, Tyler first suffers a “blow to his head” from the mayor of 

London, which then makes him lose his balance.  After that he “was immediately surrounded by other [sic] of the 

king’s attendants, and pierced in several parts of his body by their swords.”   
73The continuator of the Eulogium Historiarum exploits this moment for all its potential for dramatic 

irony—the crowd of “peasants” don’t know that Tyler has been slain, and declare to each other that Tyler is being 

made a knight by the king.  Dobson, The Peasants' Revolt of 1381, 207-8. 
74 The St Albans Chronicle: The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham, 439. 
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able to achieve something at least against the peasants.”75  In a moment that could have devolved 

into further bloodshed and total chaos, Richard responds to the call for violence with firm 

opposition, and his decision to spare the crowd and grant them their charters restores momentary 

social stability to the embattled groups.  Bloodshed is averted and the crowd disperses.     

But at the same time as he momentarily forestalls further chaos, Richard’s response and 

his reasoning, as Walsingham represents it to the reader, revisits the textual, intellectual and 

moral questions surrounding the problem of rebel intent that were first broached in the account 

of Tyler’s death.  Richard squelches his knights’ demand for rebel blood, reasoning that many of 

the people in the crowd may in fact be innocent, based on their lack of criminal intent.  

According to Walsingham, Richard declares to the retaliatory knights “that many of the peasants 

had been compelled to follow the crowd out of fear” or had been coerced into participating in the 

movement against their will and better judgment.76  He therefore concludes that “it could happen, 

perhaps, that by such action those who had done nothing wrong would be punished, while the 

wrongdoers would rejoice in escaping punishment.”77  According to Richard’s judgment here, 

participation in the revolt does not amount to de facto rebellion: his assumptions characterize at 

least part of the crowd of 100,000 people assembled at Mile End as, unlike Tyler, “those who 

had done nothing wrong.”78  What is surprising about Richard’s claim in this passage is how 

much it diverges from the spirit of his knightly retinue but also from the spirit of earlier 

legislation concerning the labor practices of both the peasant and the artisan classes: his logic 

departs from the sentiment of the Commons’ Petition against Vagrants of 1376 and its attribution 

of malice aforethought to mobile laborers.     

                                                           
75Ibid., 441.   
76 Ibid.   
77 Ibid.  
78 Ibid.  



37 

 

By contending “that many of the peasants had been compelled to follow the crowd out of 

fear,”79 Richard, according to Walsingham, seeks to disperse the crowd as quickly as possible 

and to avert further violence.80  By emphasizing the element of coercion in the gathering, 

Richard circumvents his knights’ demand for bloodshed.  He can begin a plan of action that 

disbands the rebel crowd, sending them back to their homes and diminishing the strength that 

they have in numbers.  Walsingham speculates that Richard’s actions—the granting and sealing 

of the charter and the suppression of violence at this critical moment—are only carried out “in 

order to avoid a greater evil at that time,” since Richard “knew that the men of Essex were not 

yet subdued and that there was still unrest in Kent where the commons and peasants were 

prepared to rebel if their wishes were not quickly granted.”81  Walsingham concludes that the 

granting of the charter was little more than a shrewd tactic for Richard, whose words and actions 

were successful in dispersing the crowd: people returned to their homes at least for the time 

being.82  He projects intent onto Richard and in doing so delegitimizes the sparing of the crowd, 

rendering it a disingenuous political tactic. 

In this climactic moment in the chronicle, Walsingham creates a dense narrative spectacle 

of the motivations, justifications, and judgments attached to a major event of the Rising.  On one 

level, based on their alleged lack of intent, Richard exonerates at least some of his subjects who 

now throng in the crowds of Mile End—that is clear enough.  But on another level, the power of 

this argument far exceeds the bounds of this particular episode.  In fact, Richard’s intent-based 

argument becomes a central undercurrent in Walsingham’s extended account of 1381; the speech 

is a subtle tool that will allow Walsingham effectively to exonerate Richard from similar 

                                                           
79 Ibid., 441.  
80 Ibid., 439.   
81 Ibid., 441. 
82 Ibid. 
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accusations of malicious transgression.  A major problem that Walsingham must address in his 

history is Richard’s granting and then rescinding of the charters—the simple duplicity and lack 

of “trouthe” on the part of Richard throws a wrench into the portrait of a good and just 

government faced with teeming crowds of lawless and animalistic peasants.83  Furthermore, 

Richard’s judgment narrates the identity of the rebels and by representing them as victims of 

coercion, he takes away any sense of their political agency, a strategy which goes against 

Walsingham’s portrait of malicious agents bent on harm. 

Richard’s focus on the problem of coercion and his insistence on the consideration of 

intention in the process of determining culpability form a subtle aspect of Walsingham’s art of 

persuasion within the account of Rising at large.  Richard’s reasoning contrasts with his 

predatory entourage; his knights’ vengefulness against the “sheep [that were] enclosed within 

their folds” only underscores his own clemency and lawfulness.  More pointedly, his 

circumspection and judiciousness contrast with Tyler’s fiery impulsiveness.  By focusing so 

closely on coercion, and especially by offering intent as the real measure of guilt or innocence, 

the episode also slyly enacts a morality play that exonerates Richard from later charges of 

double-dealing and back-pedaling.  Through the same kind of legalistic logic that Richard 

employs when evaluating and narrating the character of his subjects, Walsingham similarly 

engages in an act of evaluative narration in his portrait of Richard and offers the same standard 

for judging Richard’s behavior.  Richard, in granting and rescinding the charters, is, according to 

Walsingham’s account, of course a participant in an action and a contract that has been coerced. 

Like the innocent subjects on whom he takes pity, Richard’s actions were compelled out of fear 

                                                           
83 Tuck suggests that Richard in fact signed and sealed the charters in earnestness, which, if true, would be 

even greater cause for a chronicler like Walsingham to go to great lengths to invalidate the charters.  According to a 

number of draft letters and pardons, Richard “continued to manumit serfs even after the collapse of the revolt, and in 

the November parliament of 1381 he offered to free the serfs if parliament would authorize him to do so.”  Richard 

II and the English Nobility  (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1974), 54. 
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for the realm. Walsingham makes sure to emphasize the element of coercion—”Tenor carte 

extorte”—before presenting his record of the actual charters Richard grants.  He writes that “The 

terms of the charter [were] wrested therefore by force from the king.”84  The note serves as a 

caption to the charter that he includes in his text, reframing the angle from which the charter is 

viewed.  He shifts the focus away from the actual charter and turns it to the circumstances of its 

origins and its terms, which were “wrested…by force” from Richard.  Walsingham emphasizes 

that the terms of the charter were, therefore, neither willed nor intended by Richard but coerced 

by the threat of rebel violence and chaos and strategically agreed to by Richard only in order to 

regain social stability. 

 Walsingham’s politically-interested treatment of Richard and the Mile End meeting 

requires his readers to carefully consider intent.  It is rhetorical teleology, activating and 

deploying intent as the marker of Richard’s clemency and his justness. It portrays Richard as a 

merciful king who weighs intent in addition to and over action, Richard suppresses the bloodlust 

of his courtly subjects who are ready to “slaughter” the “sheep” they have selected.  He punishes 

only those who, like Tyler, demonstrated malice or intent to harm.  At the same time, intent is 

emphasized by Walsingham in his presentation of the terms of the charters in order to 

demonstrate that the charters Richard signed and sealed were already void before they were even 

written.  Like the St Albans charters, they are coerced and compelled, and the terms of the 

charters are “wrested…by force” and are realized only in order to temporarily avert further 

violence.  When Richard addresses the rebels and offers his leadership and support to them, 

Walsingham’s narrative rules out the possibility that Richard may have intended to design new 

charters, instead claiming that Richard only “did this to prevent the peasants, united in bitterness 

of mind, from setting fire to the buildings in Smithfield which they were occupying when their 

                                                           
84 Walsingham, St Albans Chronicle, 441.  
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leader, that traitor, was killed.”85  Walsingham’s account emphasizes coercion and Richard’s real 

intent in granting the charters and, in doing so, invalidates them, justifying their later revocation.   

The account of the Mile End meeting in Walsingham’s chronicle is remarkable, too, 

simply for how much it diverges not only from the spirit of the earlier statute of 1376 but, more 

importantly, from the rest of Walsingham’s work.  Richard’s assertion of a fear-driven crowd, as 

opposed to a willing group of co-conspirators and collaborators, contrasts with Walsingham’s 

frequent characterization of the rebels as malicious reprobates.  In Walsingham’s chronicle and 

in other documents produced during the Rising, attributions of intention often draw on basic 

social ideas about individual moral identity, the concept of a collective political identity, and, of 

course, criminal culpability.  But they also draw on and take shape from ideas and associations 

that are more symbolically charged and that define the family and the household, patriarchy, and 

the concept of childhood.  In the following section I will seek to demonstrate how intention 

operates as a complex signifying field that draws on and operates within larger social narratives 

about kingship, childhood, culpability, clemency, and the idea of the family.  When we turn 

again to Richard’s preemptive pardoning of the rebels gathered before him at the Mile End 

meeting, we begin to see a number of those social symbols emerge in Walsingham’s account in 

greater detail.  

 

Richard II: From Boy to Patriarch   

 

In The St Albans Chronicle, Richard’s interactions with the rebels draw on an array of 

rhetorical, social, and political strategies at the Mile End meeting.  In fact, it is not an irrelevant 
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detail that this is the moment that marks Richard’s transformation from a child—a young king 

amidst a throng of more powerful uncles and advisors—to patriarch and reigning sovereign.  As I 

will argue, this episode in the chronicle demonstrates part of the process of meaning relevant to 

the larger story of culpability and intent in the Rising. The concept of childhood and its 

correlative concept of patriarchy are powerfully symbolic, creating associations that Walsingham 

and other chroniclers exploit and resulting in a subtle rhetorical effect that impacts the way that 

intent is attributed and culpability is understood and determined.  Intent is a movable concept for 

those who employed it in their narratives—here, Walsingham’s text moves intent to Richard, 

making him a fully-fledged patriarch, and at the same time momentarily moves it away from the 

rebels, thereby transforming them into Richard’s dependents and children. 

The fall of Tyler enables Richard to take on fully the banner of patriarchy and merciful 

kingship.  As mentioned above, in the episode Richard quells a group of vengeance-seeking 

knights and dissuades them from murdering any of the rebels.  Walsingham’s treatment of the 

events not only emphasizes Richard’s great clemency, but it structures the episode so that the 

measure of and vehicle for Richard’s clemency resides in his judgment of the rebels.  Richard’s 

reasoning pardons the rebels, casting them in the roles of helpless “rustici” and the innocent 

victims of social unrest, while Walsingham describes them as “sheep” penned in by a group of 

predatory knights ready for slaughter.  When Richard determines “that many of the peasants had 

been compelled to follow the crowd out of fear” or had been coerced into participating in the 

movement against their will, the move establishes the rebels’ ineptitude, imbuing them with a 

child-like quality of dependency while simultaneously enacting Richard’s clemency and 

paternalism.86  Not only do the rebels hold no responsibility for the consequences of their 
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actions, but the argument also imagines that many of them are not themselves capable of 

criminal intent. 

Strohm has written about “the effectiveness of the household for purposes of social 

control” in the legal and political discourses of late medieval England (133).87  Focusing on the 

development of treason law and its relationship to women, Strohm’s readings unveil “the process 

by which gender is socially imagined.”88  A 1352 petition broadened the category of treason to 

include the murder of a superior by a subordinate, as when “a servant kills his master, [or] a 

woman kills her husband,” defining those acts as petty treason.89  Strohm argues that the 

broadened scope of the law of treason springs from a larger analogy, one in which the king is 

symbolically the head of the household of the nation, which mirrors the individual households 

that make up the sum of England. The patriarch of the family represents the domestic counterpart 

of the king, and the wife, children, and servants represent his subjects.  Accordingly, any acts 

perpetrated against heads of the domestic or ecclesiastical households analogically commit a 

kind of symbolic treason: “Most simply, if the master or husband or priest is understood to 

occupy a position ‘like’ that of the king, then his position must be protected lest the king suffer 

analogical or derivative slights.  More subtly, the heads of these intermediate institutions derive 

legitimacy from the analogy.”90  In this way, kingship is always linked to patriarchy, fatherhood 

(both spiritual and biological), and lordship, while all other social roles are closely related to 

servitude, vassalage, subjection, and childhood. 

That the Rising of 1381 was understood as a crisis of patriarchy is clear from a number of 

the chroniclers’ portrayals of the rebels.  Rebel subordination and inferiority is reinforced by the 

                                                           
87Strohm, Hochon’s Arrow, 133. 
88 Ibid., 134. 
89 Ibid., 124.  
90 Ibid., 125. 



43 

 

number of times they are literally addressed or referred to as children.  The categorization of the 

rebels as children works in tandem with assertions of their madness, drunkenness, and bestiality.  

As Strohm points out, “Walsingham, seeking an explanation for the uprising, finds it in the 

unruly conduct of the vulgi, including their preference for spending sleepless nights drinking 

liquor, wallowing in drunkenness, and committing crimes.”91  These characterizations aim to 

delegitimize their claims to enfranchisement and to strip them of their authority.  For example, 

when the rebels first stormed the Tower in search of Simon Sudbury, archbishop of Canterbury, 

Sudbury answered their demands by addressing them as “my children.”92  When the rebels 

dragged Sudbury outside of the gates to Tower Hill, Walsingham represents the rebels as lawless 

and incomprehensible, vocalizing “noises” rather than words. Theirs are “sounds more like the 

diabolical cries of peacocks,” and their shouting is “inestimably louder than any human shouting, 

and could be likened in particular to the wailing of the inhabitants of Hell.”93  By making the 

Tower and its surrounding area an inferno and the rebels its diabolical occupants, Walsingham 

strips the rebels of their claims to moral and spiritual authority.  Furthermore, the archbishop’s 

response to their cries strips them of the moral and political authority that they had tried to claim 

for themselves in a much subtler way: he addresses the rebels again as “my dear children,”94 

solidifying the idea that the rebels fall into clear roles of subordination in the social hierarchy and 

linguistically realizing his paternal superiority.  With the rebels cast as diabolical and monstrous 

children, the idea of their right to enfranchisement becomes preposterous, a representational 

impossibility in the textual world of the chronicle. 
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But it is not only the rebels who are rendered impotent through metaphors of the 

household; Wyclif and his disciples are branded with the same infantilizing terms.  Walsingham 

blames the bishops who failed to discipline Wyclif and his erring followers for the Rising, 

metaphorically casting them as failed parents.  He writes that “It was their duty to show such 

concerns as fosters the faith and security of the Christian.”95  In the same breath, he renders 

Wyclif and his disciples as the bishops’ analogical children, writing, “In fact they were well 

aware that their children, John Wyclif and his disciples, were behaving dishonourably” by 

preaching heretical beliefs on the doctrine of transubstantiation.  Walsingham laments that “there 

was no mitred bishop who was willing or had the courage to intervene during these serious 

troubles and chastise his faithless children with due reproof.”96  He ends this section on the 

causes of the Rising by returning to the rebels and casting them as children yet again, but this 

time doing so through the quotation of Scripture, thus attaching spiritual authority to his 

evaluations of the heretics and rebels.   Referencing Ephesians 5:6, he concludes, “There was 

good reason therefore to believe that ‘the wrath of God had come upon the children of 

disobedience.’”97  Through metaphor, direct address, and biblical quotation, Walsingham 

establishes the rebels as disobedient children and their ineptitude and dependency as therefore an 

inevitable condition and essential aspect of their social identities. 

The persistent designation of the rebels as children comprises a subtle but important part 

of Walsingham’s representational scheme.  Like the assertions of their drunkenness, madness 

and bestiality, the identification of the rebels as children within the larger symbolic household of 

England serves to cast aspersions on their claims to authority.  By rendering movements that the 

rebels make outside of the norm as infantile disobedience, Walsingham reaps distinct 

                                                           
95 Ibid., 501. 
96 Ibid., 503. 
97 Ibid., 502-3. 



45 

 

representational advantages from the rebel-child analogy than he does from the similar charges 

of their drunkenness or bestiality.  Rita Copeland has demonstrated how in the Middle Ages 

childhood held associations that reached far beyond the biological realities of human 

development.  In addition to connoting “a cognitive category (describing the parameters of what 

children can be expected to know or learn),” childhood could also signify “a political 

category…[that was] detachable from the actual concerns of childrearing and [which could be] 

applied to other social conditions of dependency: laity, non-literates, non-clerics.”98  Because of 

its connection to elementary levels of knowledge and an inferior intellectual capacity, childhood 

could designate “a kind of social dependency equivalent to a rudimentary intellectual level.”  

These associations made childhood “a political category” that could be rhetorically exploited “to 

define and repress any social group” that possessed only the rudiments of formal learning.99  For 

the chroniclers, the identification of the rebels as children served purposes that were parallel to 

their assertions of rebel illiteracy; both representational strategies sought to create portraits of 

people for whom enfranchisement was unimaginable and incompatible with the “natural” social 

structure in which children and the illiterate are intellectually and politically subordinate. 

That the rebel-child analogy was part of a politically-interested representational strategy 

on the part of the chroniclers becomes only more apparent with the recognition that King 

Richard II was himself only a child of fourteen at the time of the outbreak of the Rising.  

Anthony Tuck points out that “Only once before in England’s post-conquest history had a child 

king succeeded to the throne.”100  Thus, while chroniclers like Walsingham sought to portray the 

rebels as the children of the English nation, they equally labored to establish Richard as an adult, 
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a patriarch, and the unquestionable head of the English household. After all, the rebels were not 

only children, but disobedient usurpers of traditional patriarchy.  In fact, Walsingham’s 

assessment of the causes of the revolt reimagines the whole of the Rising as the result of rebel 

hubris and the rebel usurpation of the roles of patriarchs: 

 

The serfs, whom we call ‘villeins’ or ‘bondsmen’, in company with other 

countrymen of Essex, conceiving ambitions beyond their powers and harbouring 

hopes of subduing everything to their foolish designs, assembled in larger 

numbers, and began to clamour for liberty.  They imagined that they could 

become the equals of their masters, and never again be bound by servitude to any 

of them.101  

 

In the literal and symbolic chaos of the Rising of 1381, Richard and his social 

counterparts as well as the chroniclers who sympathized with them needed to reestablish their 

roles as patriarchs; they needed to demonstrate that the rebels were not “the equals of their 

masters” and that, in fact, such a claim was ridiculous.  In the passage above, Walsingham 

literally frames the rebels as treasonous; instead of portraying them as independent social 

protestors, he casts the rebels in terms of their relationship to other members of the social 

hierarchy—they seek to “become the equals of their masters.”  In this way, he perhaps responds 

to and attempts to manage the common claim of the rebels—that they are rebelling against and 

punishing “traitors” to the king—by representing the rebels themselves as traitors.102  If, as Larry 
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Scanlon asserts, “Charges of treason seemed to provide the rebels with a quasi-legal justification 

for their violence,”103 then Walsingham here may be understood to make a counter-charge 

against the rebels. His assertion of rebel subordination is essential for this charge.  In the 

passage, he emphasizes that the rebels are lowly “servants” who threaten their “masters” and 

thereby stage a treasonous (by way of the 1352 treason petition) assault against the hierarchical 

structure of English patriarchy, never mind that many of the rebels were in fact men of status in 

their own right.104 

Intent became an important representational tool both for transforming the fourteen-year-

old Richard into a potent king, a pater familias and an indisputable adult, and for suggesting that 

the grown men who participated in the Rising were really Richard’s and the Church’s child-like 

dependents.  When Richard pardons the rebels at Mile End, he paradoxically designates them as 

a category of people who lack the capacity for criminal intent.  The only group that is legally 

exempt from charges of malice aforethought or criminal intent besides the mentally disabled is, 

of course, children.  The symbolic framework of the Rising that codes the rebels as children 

becomes more apparent in the context of the larger legal and social frameworks for defining the 

roles of children in late medieval England.   
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Childhood Before and After the Rising 

 

 

In the thirteenth-century legal work, On the Customs and Laws of England, Bracton 

writes that age and mental disability are two of the most relevant categories for determining 

intention and culpability.  He exonerates children entirely from legal liability on the basis that 

they can not have an intention, the key requisite for transgression in the eyes of the law.  In the 

section entitled “Of homicide through misadventure and accident,” Bracton writes, “a crime is 

not committed unless the intention to injure exists.  It is will and purpose which mark maleficia, 

nor is a theft committed unless there is an intent to steal, as may be said of a child or a madman, 

since the absence of intention protects the one and the unkindness of fate excuses the other.”105  

For Bracton, childhood and madness are markers of unintended actions and consequences.  For 

Walsingham and other chroniclers, the rebels are alternately madmen and children and, 

therefore, in either case not meeting the criterion that Bracton would identify as an “intention to 

injure.”  Bracton’s theory of mind contextualizes and supplements Richard’s claim of mass 

coercion, since maleficia requires malicia, i.e., wrongdoing is only defined as such through 

malicious intent.  But while the madman is by definition a social anomaly—a victim of “the 

unkindness of fate” as Bracton puts it—and his anomalousness subjects him to different 

standards of moral and intellectual evaluation, the absence of culpability in a child comes as a 

byproduct of larger social structures that insist on children’s intellectual and moral 

subordination.  For this reason the imagery that casts the rebels as children and dependents 

allows for their place within society—unlike the alienated madmen—but designates it as 

necessarily inferior. 
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Like its corollary, intent, childhood was an unstable signifier in the Middle Ages.  In 

addition to the general exoneration of children from legal liability that seems to have been made 

by Bracton, Barbara Hanawalt notes the complex legal structures in place that marked transitions 

from childhood to adolescence and adulthood: “Criminal law, canon law, and taxation set twelve 

to fourteen as the age of entrance into legal liabilities. Men were not eligible to be called up for 

the king's army until the age of sixteen...London's inheritance laws put the age of majority at 

twenty-one for males and for unmarried females.  Married females had to be at least sixteen to 

eighteen, with a husband who was twenty-one or older, before they could inherit.”106   The laws 

that shaped the ages for inheritance, marriage, and legal liabilities also shaped the nature and 

practice of patriarchy: they determine not only who is answerable to the law, but also who the 

heads of households can be.  But the concept and practice of patriarchy is always dependent on a 

host of other social behaviors and institutions, especially when considered in light of the fact 

that, as Hanawalt points out, “laws…did not necessarily indicate practice.” 

Despite all of these general and specific markers of consent, reason, and social 

responsibility in children, other factors could contribute to or change those markers.  In the years 

just before the Rising, the poll taxes of the late 1370s attest to the flexibility of the age of 

taxation in times of economic depression.  The grant of the first poll tax in 1377, voted on for the 

purposes of raising funds for defense against the attacks by France, stipulates that “four pence be 

taken from the goods of each person of the kingdom, both male and female, over the age of 
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fourteen years.”107   After rioting and widespread tax evasion, the grant of the second poll tax in 

1379, among other things, raised the general age to sixteen: “Each married man, for himself and 

his wife if they do not belong to the estate above-mentioned and are over the age of 16 years, 

genuine beggars excepted, is to pay 4d.”108  I mention this, of course, not to argue that the 

members of the Parliament who levied the taxes had as their purpose the redefinition of 

childhood and consequently categories of social dependency, rationality, and the capacity for 

intent, criminal or otherwise.  Nonetheless, the legislation that created limits for civic behavior 

and social responsibility had as its byproduct the bare bones of a sketch of childhood and 

therefore reasonable accountability.  It is equally significant that the second law would have 

made the then fourteen-year-old Richard (in 1381) a non-taxable child.  All of these examples 

demonstrate that childhood was a category that was open to interpretation and was changed or 

modified in different fields of knowledge and social practice.  As Copeland suggests, childhood 

was a socially imagined category, constructed through education, religious practice and belief, 

and the law.  The attribution of or exemption from charges of intent was part of that process of 

socially imagining the differences between children and adults.  It was this association that the 

chroniclers seized upon in their narratives of the Rising; casting the rebels as children frames 

them as formless and without political agency.  In this way the story of childhood equally 

becomes part of the process of socially imagining intention. 

As Hilton and others have indicated, the outbreak of the Rising was largely a response to 

government interventions—like the new tax laws—in the practice of daily life.  But a few 

medieval chronicles imagined that the Rising was sparked because of abuses involving children.  
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Knighton in fact connects the collection of taxes to a wider abuse and exploitation of little 

girls.109  He writes that John Legg’s commission of tax collectors in Kent and Norfolk would 

come to a village and “assemble the men and women before him, and horrible to relate, would 

shamelessly raise the young girls’ skirts, to discover whether they were corrupted by intercourse 

with men, and thus he would compel their friends and parents to pay the tax for them, for many 

would rather choose to pay than to see their daughters shamefully mistreated.”110  He concludes, 

“Those and other such actions of the investigators greatly provoked the people” to rise.   

In Knighton’s work the grievances of the literal children (puellulas) give way to the 

grievances of England’s analogical children (communes), Richard’s subjects who find 

themselves taxed and encumbered beyond measure by their government.  In fact, Knigthon’s 

next claim attests to the elision of actual and analogical children in the text.  As he concludes the 

story of the little girls (puellulas) who were violated, he writes, “And when the commons of Kent 

and neighbouring parts found themselves so gravely harassed, ever new and all but intolerable 

burdens incessantly laid upon them, without hope of redress, unable longer to bear the injury of 

such oppression, they conferred amongst themselves to discover what remedy or support they 

could devise.”111  The perceived assaults on little girls’ bodies (puellulas) give way to the 

perception of assaults on the “communes,” the general social body of Richard’s subjects; the 

abuse of children by the tax collectors stands in for and gives way to the abuse of the communes 

by their institutional and governmental parents.  The biased Knighton’s narrative breaks free of 

his hold as he here offers a quasi-justification of the Rising.  The imagined origin of the revolt 

that he describes depends for its emotional effect upon the system of English patriarchy already 
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in place.  As Copeland points out, “childhood and adulthood” are “conditions [that] stand for 

states of political disenfranchisement and political agency.”112  The assaults on the 

disenfranchised little girls incite the action of their disenfranchised parents, causing them to 

attempt to take on roles of political agency.  But the rebels become politically active adults in the 

text only in relation to their children.   

When the rebels sought to represent themselves and act on their own behalf, they 

challenged those clearly delineated social roles and blurred the lines between lord and subject. 

No longer dependent, “the day was come in which they could look to each other for relief from 

such oppressive need,” as Knighton put it.113  The political agency of the rebels poses a 

representational problem for the chroniclers, who sought to invalidate their claims to authority.  

Traditional government had to regain its footing, and traditional patriarchy in the form of 

monarchy—its most powerful symbol—had to be fully realized.  For Richard to reassume the 

role of reigning king and custodian of his subjects, he must make them dependent again, and he 

must become the indisputable and national pater familias.  But to do so, he must leave childhood 

behind himself.  Richard’s tender age is a problem with which the anxious chroniclers grappled 

self-consciously.  Walsingham organizes the episode of the death of Tyler and Richard’s 

immediate reaction to it in part as a demonstration of his clemency, as mentioned above, but also 

in part as a theater of both his growing up and his becoming king.  Walsingham calls attention to 

the fledgling king only to demonstrate Richard’s authority and his capability as a leader.  And so 

unlike the “‘villeins’ or ‘bondsmen’” who “[conceive] ambitions beyond their powers” and 

“clamour for liberty,” Richard’s ambitions match his powers; his authority confirms his natural 

aptitudes and abilities, despite his age.  Richard distinguishes himself from a group which seems 
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and act like children and thereby makes himself definitively not a child.  By emphasizing 

Richard’s foresight and his clear intention, Walsingham draws an even greater contrast between 

the child-like rebels who act without intention and the monarch whose actions spring from clear 

and strategic planning. 

While the rebels revert to the feudal roles of bound and dependent children, the child-

monarch becomes a man.  We first see the boy-king through the older monk’s eyes.  When 

Richard comes out to meet the crowd of 100,000 people, Walsingham reminds his readers of 

Richard’s greenness: “The King gave heed to them, and although he was a boy [puer] of tender 

years, took the bold step [concepta audacia] of ordering the mayor of London to arrest Tyler.”114  

Referring to Richard as “puer” or “boy”115 and describing his decision and action as “concepta 

audacia,” Walsingham begins the process of transformation that contrasts Richard with his 

soldiers and that makes him a leader and patriarch.  Just before describing the Mile End meeting, 

Walsingham gives an account of the storming of the Tower of London by the rebels.  The 

soldiers who had stood guard in the Tower, forgetting their experience in war, shrank at the site 

of the crowd of rebels: Walsingham writes, “emarcuerat a facie rusticorum pene tocius Loegrie 

omnis audacia militaris.”116  Their “courage as soldiers,” as Taylor, Childs, and Watkiss 

translated it, or their war-like boldness (audacia), withered (emarcuerat) or faded away when 

they were confronted with the crowd of peasants (facie rusticorum).117  The “audacia” that the 

soldiers and protectors of the realm lack draws attention to a moral gulf into which the young 

Richard’s own “audacia” can then be poured.  By ordering the mayor of London to arrest Tyler 

(“concepta audacia”), not only does Richard fulfill the moral duties that his men cannot, he also 
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regains ground as a political agent and leader, demonstrating his authority and his men’s 

obedience to him.  The portrait further serves as a contrast with the rebel crowd, whose plans are 

ill-formed. 

The “audacia” that Richard demonstrates and that his soldiers lack should not to be 

confused with the boldness of the rebels, especially Tyler’s, which Walsingham designates as 

“insolens” and which imbues their actions with a sense of arrogance and impropriety rather than 

bravery or courage.  In Walsingham’s version of the events, Richard moves from boy to king, 

from child to “bold” commander, while the rebels remain little more than fear-driven and 

insolent children; they “cried in distress” at Tyler’s death, ready to avenge him, but are easily 

stopped and swayed by a more persuasive Richard.  Without a leader and without a clear plan, 

the rebels are formless: Walsingham writes that they were no longer “fully certain yet what they 

were going to do, whether they should kill the king, or give in completely and return home with 

their royal charter.”118  And it is in the next passage that Walsingham insists that the rebels have 

reverted to their roles as dependents and subjects, as he describes them as helpless “sheep,” 

dependent on the good graces of Richard for the sparing of their lives.  

Walsingham was not the only chronicler to grapple with the problem of Richard’s young 

age.  Jean Froissart’s account of the Rising also stresses Richard’s inexperience as a monarch, 

and Froissart notes the fact of Richard’s age as a detail that the rebels plan to strategically 

exploit.  In Froissart’s version Wat Tyler organizes the rebel crowd at the Mile End meeting and 

announces that he will give them a signal if they are to kill the retinue of the king.  But Tyler 

orders that the rebels must not lay a hand on Richard: “if I make this sign (he showed them one), 

move forward and kill the lot.  Except the King, don’t touch the King.  He’s young, we will 

make him do as we want, we can take him with us anywhere in England and we shall be the 
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lords of the realm.  No doubt of that.”119  Froissart’s account vividly dramatizes the inversion of 

the social order, imagining an impotent and child-like king who would enjoy no rights if 

overcome by the rebels.  A portable symbol of the realm, Richard is rendered a lesser subject of 

the rebels themselves, who, Froissart claims, imagine that they will reign as “lords of the realm.”  

Richard as a child-king presents a problem to which the sources of the Rising must respond in 

their narratives, and his childhood denotes his greater impressionability, a formlessness that 

Walsingham is quick to attribute to the rebels at the first chance.  The rebels imagine Richard in 

Froissart as Richard imagines the rebels in Walsingham: easily pliable, not entirely autonomous, 

and not the ultimate ruler of his (or their) own intentions and actions.  In both instances, the 

depiction of political agency is a function of independence and adulthood and a mark of the 

ability to form clear intentions and have mastery over them. 

Like Froissart’s account, which casts the rebels as graspers and usurpers bent on making 

themselves “lords of the realm,” Walsingham’s account builds on the charged element of 

usurpation.  In Walsingham’s treatment of the episode, the rebels, who had hitherto been 

depicted as usurpers of the role of lords, now stand before a king who in a defining moment 

transforms from child to patriarch, from impotent usurpee to effective commander and sovereign.  

While the rebels seek to move from their position as dependents and inferiors to lords and rulers, 

Richard theatrically moves from “puer”—the dependent child to his advisors—to leader and 

commander.  In fact, it is immediately after the mayor of London kills Wat Tyler in 

Walsingham’s account that Richard declares himself the leader of the aggrieved masses.  As the 

unruly crowd cries out, “Our captain is dead, our leader has been slain,” Richard becomes their 

defender and now their tried patriarch, demonstrating his political agency and effectively 
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replacing Tyler.  Walsingham organizes the narrative to emphasize the transformation taking 

place:  

the king, marvelously forestalled this [retaliation on the part of the rebels] by a 

resourcefulness and courage (audacia) beyond his years, and, swiftly spurring on 

his horse, he approached them.  Riding around them, he said, ‘What is this, my 

people?  What are you doing?  Surely you do not want to shoot your king?  You 

should not blame me, nor be distressed at the death of a traitor and a rascal.  I will 

be your king, I will be your captain and leader.  Follow me into the field, and you 

can have everything you wish to ask for.120 

 

The passage marks an important moment of inversion for the symbolic registers of the 

revolt.  While Walsingham and the other chroniclers, when writing about the days that marked 

the outbreak of the Rising, normally emphasize social inversion of all kinds, here, the language 

used to describe the Mile End meeting as well as the language attributed to Richard point not 

only to the restoration of order, but also to the reinstatement of the roles of the family.  The 

child-like rebels, who had attempted to assume the roles of lords and masters, become once again 

the proper subordinates of the household of the English realm.  No longer leaders and masters, 

Richard addresses and claims them as “homines mei” or “my men.”  The possessive form (mei) 

is part of his direct address to the crowd, but it simultaneously signifies, claims, and enacts their 

subjection.  The usurpers make way, and the proper lord is restored to his position at the head of 

“his men,” the English realm, and therefore at the head of its analogical household.  Likewise, 

the problematic upside-downness of a nation ruled by a child is overturned as Richard becomes 

the “bold” patriarch of England, showing “courage beyond his years.”  His leadership and 
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political agency are fully realized in the command forms that his language takes.  Whereas 

during the Rising Richard was acted upon by the rebels, who had broken into the Tower and 

even into his mother’s bedchamber,121 here Richard acts, leads, and commands.  But Richard’s 

leadership and audacia prove fleeting and only hold true in relation to the thronging mobs of 

rebels in 1381.  In the account of 1382 in the chronicle, Walsingham has returned to describing 

Richard again as having “only the wisdom of a boy”122 when faced with the political anglers at 

his court.  In the presentation of 1381, Richard’s audacia is more clearly a strategy for shaping 

the rebels’ formlessness and foreclosing the possibility of their political agency. 

  

Children and Rebels 

 

 

When he turns to the events at St Albans, it is not without an evident sense of betrayal 

that Walsingham describes the rebels who stormed the abbey.  The blur of the normally voiceless 

and illiterate mob momentarily comes into clearer focus and takes shape in the form of William 

Grindcobbe, the local leader of the rebels and, according to Walsingham, a chief representative 

for Wat Tyler.  Grindcobbe is not simply another of the “rustici” for Walsingham—he is a much 

more terrifying brand of rebel.  A literate man, Grindcobbe had been educated at the monastery, 

“brought up and fed there” and was therefore, in Walsingham’s view, “under great obligation to 

the monastery.”123  No alien invader, Grindcobbe represented for Walsingham something more 

terrifying than a barbarian invasion of alien, bestial, and illiterate serfs.  Grindcobbe was a 

former dependent of the monastery and had relatives who were monks at St Albans with whom, 

Walsingham claims, Grindcobbe had a close relationship.  In this way Grindcobbe represents at 
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least the alarming prospect of the betrayal of an intimate other and at worst the rebellion of one 

of the monastery’s own children.124 

In a kind of monastic Oedipal drama, Walsingham writes that Grindcobbe sought to 

usurp the positions of both the monks and the local lords, his two sets of social and institutional 

parents.  Grindcobbe and another rebel leader, William Cadindon, spur the rebels and local 

villagers on to a full-scale revolution, claiming, according to Walsingham that “in the future 

people would not be serfs as they had been hitherto, but lords”; Grindcobbe and Cadindon   told 

them of the important, marvelous plans that they had made against the abbey.”125  The claim 

attributed to Grindcobbe renders him a traitor by way of intent.  He is guilty in the sense of “the 

plans” he has hatched against the abbey and in his desire to become “a lord.”  He disrupts the 

social hierarchy by rebelling against his Church patriarchs, the monks and the abbot, and the 

passage literally casts him as a mastermind inverter of the social order.   

By Walsingham’s own account, the rebels demand to: 1) freely pasture their animals, 2) 

obtain fishing rights, 3) have rights of hunting and fowling, 4) erect hand-mills that they could 

freely use whenever they wished, and 5) be released from the bonds that their parents had once 

made to Abbot Richard of Wallingford (i.e., that these be given back to them as well as any 

                                                           
124 Walsingham’s descriptions of the revolt at St Albans contrast sharply with Knighton’s more 
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125 The St. Albans Chronicle: The Chronica Maiora of Thomas Walsingham, 447. 



59 

 

related muniments).126   Walsingham emphasizes their final demand in order to create a narrative 

of the Rising at St Albans that represents a more generalized assault on patriarchy and the 

established social order.  He writes that the rebels discussed “their subservience to the 

monastery, and the means by which they could achieve what they had secretly wanted for a long 

time.”127  Walsingham does not simply represent the rebels by their petitions for shared pasture 

and hunting and fishing rights; they must be bad seeds, traitors to the abbey who have identified 

their “subservience” as a cause for grievance, and usurpers desirous of mastery over the monks 

of St Albans. 

It is no coincidence that, in this section of Walsingham’s text, charges of malicious intent 

become a central aspect of his narrative of the revolt as well as an organizing principle for his 

history: he even titles the section “Processus de maleficiis et malicia uillanorum de Sancto 

Albano contra abbathiam,” or “The Record of wrongdoing and the malice of the villeins of St 

Albans against the abbot.”128  Grindcobbe is helped “in his malice” (malicie sue) by the mob, 

which slanders the abbot.  On Saturday, Grindcobbe and Cadindon, “the instigators of evil,” 

come to the abbey with a large group of followers, and “a plan was outlined as to what they 

should ask for, what action they should take, and what threats they should make.”129  The rebels 

decide to take down the enclosures that surrounded the woods and outlined the property of the 

monks, and “Malicious action followed the evil decision, and it was accordingly carried out” 

(sectum est opus maliciosum consilium impium, et factum est ita).130  It is here that the moral 

character of the crowd shifts.  Whereas Richard had claimed that Mile End rebels were only half-

guilty, casting many of them as victims of coercion, the mob at St Albans is, according to 
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Walsingham, “not unwillingly…stirred up” (non inuiti).131  The amplified malice of the rebels—

their malicious intent and treachery—paradoxically occurs in a passage that emphasizes their 

status as the analogical children of St Albans.  When the rebels make their demands directly to 

the abbot, he begins his response by situating himself at the head of the symbolic household of St 

Albans and its environs: Walsingham writes that the abbot, “deeply perplexed” by the demands 

of the rebels, responded to their demands by first saying, “it is now thirty-two years since I 

became your abbot and father, and I have never been hostile to you or grieved you.”132  Like 

Sudbury’s response to the rebels at the Tower, the abbot’s language patronizes the rebels: he 

reminds them of his position as their spiritual “father,” laying claim to his authority over them.  

Walsingham claims that the rebels falsely accused the abbot of inciting the rebellion, describing 

them as “ungrateful for their benefits,” which were bestowed on them by the abbot, “their lord 

and spiritual father.”133  His representational strategies are the same for his description of the 

revolt at the Tower and for the rebellion at St Albans; in each case he tries to delegitimize rebel 

claims to moral or political authority by situating them in roles of symbolic dependency at the 

bottom of the spiritual and political household.  The emphasis on Grindcobbe’s connections to 

the monastery serves Walsingham’s larger narrative purpose: he casts the actions of the rebels 

not as the unintended consequences of the victims of social unrest, but as the corrupt 

maneuverings of a treasonous group bent on harm.  The coding of the abbot as the rebels’ father 

                                                           
131 Ibid., 479.  This accusation differs significantly not only from Richard’s claims at Mile End (according 
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and the rebels therefore as his spiritual children unexpectedly operates in a way that achieves the 

rhetorically opposite effect of both Knighton’s example of the little girls harassed and violated 

by the tax collectors and Richard’s casting of the rebels as helpless and dependent people who 

had intended no harm.  It is because their leader and symbol, William Grindcobbe, was family 

and once a dependent of the monks that their revolt is so much more outrageous.   

The symbols of the family and the concomitant associations of patriarchy offered 

Walsingham and other chroniclers a tool for shaping socially significant narratives, enabling 

them to cast themselves as victims and the rebels either as traitors, guilty of malicious intent, or, 

alternately, sheep-like and child-like, entirely unable to concoct and execute anything on their 

own.  In each case, the semiotics of childhood, social dependency and the patriarchal household 

creates the story of the Rising—whether the chroniclers exploit it, as in the case of Walsingham, 

or whether the narrative seems to escape their aims and the general portrait they seek to create, as 

in the case of Knighton.  The rebels and their innocence or guilt are connected to their status as 

dependents and children and to their intent or lack of intent, which then qualifies or gives shape 

to the narrative of their mental states and their moral and political identities.  The concept of 

childhood was a problematic and powerful signifying field in late medieval England.  The rebels 

are children for a number of reasons—thoughtless, irrational, at the bottom of a social and 

spiritual hierarchy, they are thus dependent on the system of patriarchy for their survival.  These 

very qualities, however, and their association with children and their purported lack of reason, 

would also give cause to pardon them.  Their childishness comprises both their guilt and their 

innocence; it helps to define the social narrative of Richard II’s patriarchy and his clemency and 

defines part of the rebels’ demands for pardons.   
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After the Rising was crushed, the rebels, according to Walsingham, used their absence of 

intent as a tool to try to establish their innocence and gain pardons from Richard.  Walsingham 

writes that the villeins of St Albans took on the mantle of obedient dependents as eagerly as 

Richard had taken on the mantle of patriarch.  According to Walsingham, they laid blame for 

their actions on the abbot, claiming that “the abbot had ordered them, and forced them to leave St 

Albans and join the crowd which had gathered in London, when the villeins had given no 

thought, or very little, to such a course of action.  They declared that the abbot and the convent, 

and their servants, had been the first to incite, provoke, and initiate the troubles which later 

occurred in the town; and had, moreover, directed them to help the enemies of the king and the 

realm.”134  In this scenario Walsingham imagines that, as much as the commons sought to rebel 

against the intermediated system of patriarchal authority in place at St Albans and in England at 

large, they would equally exploit it for their own gains, using it to justify their behavior and to 

wiggle out of charges of criminal intent.  In the passage, the main argument concerns not what 

the rebels did but who authorized what they did.  If the rebels can place the blame on the abbot 

and their social superiors, they can use their positions of subordination to their advantage and 

argumentatively outmaneuver the abbot and the monks.  The reversal dramatizes how 

fundamentally wrapped up in issues of power structures the ideas of criminal intent and 

culpability are.   

The rebels, as subjects of the abbot, aim to absolve themselves of wrongdoing by way of 

their lower social status.  At this point it is useful to recall the discussions of Abelard and 

Augustine about the soldier who receives orders from above and is therefore absolved of his 

wrongdoings because of his praiseworthy obedience; these texts help us when framing and 

considering a longer tradition of determining culpability and its relationship to power structures 
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in the Middle Ages (see the introduction). Social hierarchy and public opinion are central to 

understanding culpability: if a dependent tells a person to do something, he or she is not pressed 

to do it; if a person of authority does the same, however, and the subordinate then commits the 

deed, the question of guilt becomes more complicated because of the subordinate’s position in 

the hierarchy.  Aquinas summarizes this medieval notion of obedience: “a subject is obliged to 

obey his superior in the sectors of their superiority, just as a soldier obeys his general in matters 

of war; a servant, his master in the tasks assigned him; a son, his father in matters included in the 

discipline and management of family life, etc.”135   

From a perspective of legal liability, employers and masters were considered guilty of 

crimes they commanded their inferiors to perpetrate.  Pollack and Maitland note: “we may take 

for granted that the man who commands a trespass, which is committed in obedience to his 

command, is himself a trespasser…What is done by a man’s command may be imputed to him as 

though it were his own act.”136  By subjecting themselves to the power of the abbot, the rebels 

represent themselves as patriarchy’s submissive victims and the monastery’s abused and 

exploited subjects, guilty only of dutiful obedience to their spiritual father. 

By casting themselves as subject to the paternal power of their spiritual father, the rebels, 

as Walsingham portrays them, aim to divert intent and culpability onto the abbot.  Asserting that 

they subjected themselves to the paternal power of the abbot, the rebels, according to 

Walsingham, angle to shape the narrative of the Rising and, by symbolically casting themselves 

as the dependents of the abbot, they seek to shape the legal consequences for their actions and 

escape the charge of malice aforethought or evil intent.  In the St Albans Chronicle both rebels 

and kings are able to exploit the semiotics of patriarchy and its correlatives, obedience and 
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dependency, for the purposes of undoing charges of criminal intent.  For Walsingham, though, 

this maneuvering on the part of the St Albans rebels represents a perverse exploitation of the 

monastic ideals of intention and obedience. 

 

Intention and Obedience 

 

In the immediate aftermath of the Rising, the rebels of St Albans asserted that they had 

been the obedient servants of the abbot.  According to Walsingham, the rebels claimed that the 

“abbot had ordered them, and forced them to leave St Albans and join the crowd which had 

gathered in London, when [they themselves] had given no thought, or very little, to such a course 

of action.”137  For Walsingham, a Benedictine monk, this particular episode in the chronicle 

proves central for understanding his deployment of intention and its relationship to obedience 

and subordination.  St. Benedict identified obedience as the central value of monastic life, and in 

fact The Rule of St. Benedict begins with an emphasis on the “labour of obedience.”138  As C.H. 

Lawrence points out, for Benedictines “The monastic life began with the intention to renounce 

self-will and to place oneself under the will of a superior, who represented the person of Christ.  

What was demanded was not mere outward conformity, but the inner assent of the will to the 

commands of the abbot.  Obedience must be prompt, willing, and without murmuring.”139  For 

Benedictine monks, one’s own intentions were not only secondary to those of the superior abbot 

but, moreover, should in fact be fought against and annihilated: “Total docility to the will of the 

master was the essential safeguard against spiritual pride” in the monastery.140  As a monk who 

had climbed the ladder at St Albans, Walsingham was fully invested in the world of the abbey.  
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By 1380, a year before the outbreak of rebellion, he had risen to the status of “precentor,” and he 

continued as both “precentor” and “scriptorarius” until 1394.141  These titles indicate that 

Walsingham had been identified as a prominent member of the monastery and very likely as one 

who subscribed to its ideals.  His representation of the rebels as “children of disobedience” takes 

on a new inflection when understood as a perversion of the central monastic ideal of 

obedience—a perversion which his immediate audience in the monastery would have 

recognized. 

As “children of disobedience,” the rebels not only challenged the traditional patriarchal 

structure of late medieval society, they also broke the central tenet of the Benedictine worldview.  

But a further nuance to Walsingham’s portrait of the disobedient rebels is warranted. Although 

they fail to acknowledge their roles of subordination, the rebels almost never fully assume the 

roles of leaders in their own right—they simply follow the commands or imitate the behavior of 

their rebel superiors.  In one of the longer rants of the chronicle, Walsingham writes of the rebels 

of St Albans: “that dishonest mob, that treacherous race, that deceitful people, those lying men, 

those false human beings, envious of their close neighbor, ever ungrateful of their benefits, had 

contrived those lies to discredit a man who, whether they like it or not, was their lord and 

spiritual father, so that they were truly the sons of iniquity, imitating the devil, the father of all 

ingratitude and falsehood.”142  Unimaginative in their own right, the rebels are mere “imitators of 

the devil” and still incapable of any originality or agency.  In Walsingham’s hyperbolic slur they 

are also still “sons” and subordinates—and not leaders—even within a deviant patriarchal 

structure.  In fact, the specific wrongdoings they commit at St Albans spring from imitations of 

Wat Tyler and not their own invention. During the revolt at St Albans, “They spent the 
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remainder of that day wherever anything remained, pulling down buildings, breaking utensils or 

things found in them, imitating[secundum] what they had learned from Wat Tyler in London.”143 

This is one of the central conflicts of the chronicle: Walsingham attempts both to attribute blame 

and therefore malicious intent to the rebels, and at the same time he tries to rob them of any 

capacity for political agency and therefore of meaningful action.  His efforts to represent their 

malice, however, give the rebels a subjectivity that he must then discount: they are cast both as 

ill willed and as formless automata, blindly following the evil plotting of men like Wat Tyler and 

John Ball.  

Even though intent became a prominent idea during the crusades via just war theory and 

then again with the rise of the confession manuals after 1215, in England the process of adoption 

was halting and episodic. Anglo-Saxon legal codes take little or no account of intent, and, 

although Bracton in the thirteenth century recognizes it as an important aspect of moral identity 

and legal consequences, only as late as 1470 does an English lawyer make the claim that “in 

felony the intent and will of a man shall be construed.”144  Both in the narratives of the Rising 

and in the parliamentary petitions that predated the Rising, intention (or its absence, suggested or 

real) was the measure of guilt or innocence but also an indication of agency and subjectivity.  

Intention governs the shape of the Rising and its actors in the chronicles and legal documents 

that provoked protest, and it is itself in turn governed and shaped by powerful symbols, like 

patriarchy and childhood and the associations of dependency, obedience, subordination, and 

subjectivity that those symbols impart to narratives.   

But the chroniclers are unable to definitively contain that duality, as a number of scholars 

have pointed out; their narratives at times escape their narrative aims.  They cannot entirely 
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excise from their accounts the idea that perhaps those who intended to revolt had valid reasons to 

do so, as in the case of Knighton’s description of little girls who were harassed and violated by 

the tax collectors and the collective reaction of their families and neighbors.  Walsingham seems 

to return anxiously to Richard’s claim that “many of the peasants had been compelled to follow 

the crowd out of fear”145 when he writes of “the villeins” of St Albans and their attempt to place 

blame for the uprising on the abbot. He emphasizes that “no one should be deceived about their 

malicious intentions [eorum malicia], the villeins, not because they had been charged or ordered 

or forced to do so, but of their own free will [sponte], contrived treachery [dolum cogitantes] 

against the abbot and the convent, fabricating lies against them and making charges against them 

in connection with the first uprising of the villeins.”146  Richard’s intent-oriented claims about 

the nature of the uprising haunt Walsingham’s narrative arc and his history. Despite the use of 

these claims in the portrait of a newly-bold and patriarchal Richard, Walsingham must return to 

the idea of the moral character of the crowd and overpower Richard’s earlier claims—even 

though he dismisses them as realpolitik— in order to protect his own narrative interests and to 

ensure the complete condemnation of the rebels in his history of the Rising. 

In a similar vein, the chroniclers do not entirely excise from their accounts the arguments 

that were made in favor of revolution, however much they tried to belittle them.  John Ball’s 

preaching, for example, according to Walsingham, sought to agitate the masses and bring an end 

not only to serfdom but to any caste system or social hierarchy.  Looking back to Scripture, Ball 

rereads Eden as the proto-farm, its laborers, Adam and Eve, as casteless and independent 

individuals.  According to Walsingham, Ball uses the image of an un-hierarchical Eden to argue 
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that servitude in the realm of human affairs is not only unnatural, but a heretical departure from 

God’s original intention in creation.  Walsingham summarizes Ball: 

…he endeavoured, through the words of this saying which he had taken as his 

text, to introduce and prove the notion that all men were by nature created equal 

from the beginning, and that servitude had been brought in wrongly by the unjust 

oppression of human beings, contrary to the will of God; that if God had intended 

that men should be made serfs, he would certainly have established it at the 

beginning of the world who was to be a serf, and who a master.147 

 

Ball’s sermon, according to Walsingham, asserts that contemporary society exists as a 

perversion of the natural order.  The content of Ball’s sermon is all based in a broader rhetorical 

goal: according to Walsingham, Ball lays out a variety of images all for the purpose of arguing 

intent—that, because of this pastoral, un-hierarchical origin of humankind, God’s intention was 

not the development of a caste society, but broader equality among all men. 

Walsingham dismisses Ball’s sermon as madness.148  He includes a letter that Ball 

confessed to writing which, though coded, seems to have encouraged rebellion.149  After the end 

of the passage on Ball, Walsingham reports the alleged confession of Ball and his subsequent 

execution: “he was drawn, hanged, and beheaded at St Albans on 15 July in the presence of the 

king; his body was quartered and then sent to four cities of the realm.”150 Walsingham mocks 

both Ball and the sermon, and the ignominious death of Ball seems to him to prove his own 

cosmic point about the erroneousness of the Rising and its leaders.  Ball’s interpretation of God’s 
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intent in his sermon is, to Walsingham, part of his madness.  For a Benedictine monk educated in 

classical rhetoric, interpreting authorial intention—especially in Scripture—was the privileged 

realm of the learned priestly class.  As Copeland points out, a number of medieval exegetical 

works grant “priority to the intention behind the grammatical surface of the words” as opposed to 

more literal readings of Scripture. 151  Alan of Lille, for example, implies that “reading according 

to the literal sense of words is not only hermeneutically misleading, but a sign of vulgarity.”152  

According to this thread of the hermeneutical tradition, Ball’s reading of the divine intent of God 

is social heresy since he not only preaches to “common people”—the “vulgo”153 and the 

“commune vulgus”154—but moreover because he wins “the good will of the commons rather than 

approval before God” by laying claim to an understanding of scriptural and divine intention. 155  

But his hermeneutical jurisdiction is limited to the literal sense and the grammatical sense of 

words; his readings should be as “vulgar” as his audience.   His claims to the sense of scriptural 

intent represent perhaps a worse assault on tradition than the attacks of the rebels; as a man who 

has been excommunicated and forbidden to preach, he is placed outside of the authorized realm 

of priestly authority.  His claims to understand divine intent are, for Walsingham, fraudulent and 

the worst kind of spiritual disobedience imaginable.  As Walsingham concludes, Ball’s sermons 

are little more than demagoguery, a means to social control: “John Ball had always preached in 

various places the things which he knew would please the common people, disparaging men of 

the Church as well as secular lords.”156   
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But the techniques of social control from which Walsingham recoils in Ball’s sermon are 

the same techniques that he employs in his own historical narrative.  As noted in the opening of 

this chapter and the miracle of the common seal, Walsingham aims to assert divine intent in 

order to stage a critique of the granting of the charters.  Here, intention allowed Walsingham to 

call into question ritual praxis; the act of the sealing of the charters with wax was meaningless, 

according to the divine, supernatural forces that resisted it. The new charters were not intended 

by the monks, the abbot, St. Alban, the wax, or, it is implied, God.  But the image of the wax on 

the seal needs a further nuance.  If we look at the passage more closely, it becomes clear that the 

wax, in fact, has no individual intention at all, but more simply knowledge: it knows to conform 

itself to the will and intention of the ancestral martyr, Alban.  Walsingham writes that “it was as 

though the wax knew assuredly that the martyr did not wish the villeins to be the masters, but 

wished himself to be lord over them as had been so up till then.”157  Like a good monk, the wax 

in fact displays the virtue of obedience, an important trait for the Benedictine Walsingham: it 

“knew” the wishes of the ancestral abbot, Alban, and obediently and literally attempted to 

conform itself to them.  The miracle story of the wax and the seal of St Albans not only 

invalidates the new terms of the charters granted to the rebels, but it also draws upon a value 

system that informs Walsingham’s chronicle.  That system prioritizes the subjection of a 

subordinate’s will and intention to a superior’s, even against all odds and, as in the case of the 

wax, even against the laws of nature.  The drunken, demented, and child-like rebels lack self-

mastery; they are out of control and unable to conform themselves to the will of their superiors.  

As children, they are by necessity assigned roles of subordination within the existing political 

structure.  When the rebels do evince a sense of subjectivity and seek to challenge authority, 

however, they are evil, marked by “malicia” or moral corruption bent on harm.  In these 

                                                           
157 Ibid., 473. 
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descriptions Walsingham runs the risk of conferring subjectivity onto the rebels and therefore 

giving them political agency; he must manage this risk, counteract its effects, and represent the 

rebels as acted upon rather than as agents. 

His final image of the 1381 Rising at St Albans is aimed at managing the problem of 

rebel subjectivity by placing the rebels in roles of subordination which not only deny them self-

expression but which also force them to act against what the text suggests might be their own 

intentions.  After the main traitors had been found guilty and were hanged, their bodies were 

secretly removed from public display.  When Richard discovered the theft of the bodies, he sent 

a new writ to the bailiffs of St Albans which commanded the remaining villeins of St Albans to 

bring the bodies back and rehang them immediately.158  Walsingham notes that the writ made 

“the villeins of St Albans, who had long agitated for their freedom, the servants of a shameful 

and accursed servitude…they were compelled to hang their fellow citizens again with their own 

hands, using the iron chains.”159  His language represents the act as disgusting: the “bodies were 

now oozing with decay, swarming with worms, were putrid and stinking, and exuding their foul 

odour upon them.”160  Theirs is a vile servitude, enacted by no small coincidence, on the day of 

the feast of St Alban, the proto-matyr and spiritual patriarch of England and the symbol of the 

abbey.  Walsingham concludes that “It was thereby shown that they had sinfully offended [St 

Alban], and so had suffered many kinds of misery.”161 The passage presents the reader with an 

objectively disgusting scenario without ever representing the disgust or resistance of the rebels 

                                                           
158 Hilton points out the significance of Walsingham’s use of the term “villeins”: it functions as a way of 

“denying to the men of St Albans the coveted title of ‘burgess’ and using the term which emphasized their 

unenfranchised state.  His implied assimilation of St Albans to the status of a mere village almost receives 

confirmation in the demands of the men of St Albans themselves in 1381.  Apart from chartered independence, what 

they seemed most concerned about was their freedom to grind their own corn, full their own cloth and to enjoy 

pasture rights, just like other villages on the St Albans Abbey estate.”  Bond Men Made Free,199. 
159 Walsingham, St Albans Chronicle, 561, 563. 
160 Ibid., 563. 
161 Ibid. 
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themselves who were forced to perform the rehanging.  Walsingham returns them to their proper 

roles of subordination and subjection, and, unlike other events in which he offered his 

interpretation of the rebels’ behaviors, asserting their real intentions, here he offers no 

representation or conclusion about what lies below the surface of their actions.  In the chronicle 

the punishment for the crime of rebellion is realized not only through the perverse rehanging of 

the bodies but also in the textual erasure of rebel subjectivity and political agency.  Whereas 

previously Walsingham was at pains to establish rebel interiority through asserting their 

malicious intent, arguing that “no one should be deceived about their malicious intentions 

[eorum malicia],”162 in the narrative of their defeat, they are denied that same subjectivity.  The 

forces that the rebels had challenged converge: the narrative forecloses the possibility of political 

agency through the assignment and enforcement of predetermined roles of subservience and 

representationally excludes the possibility that the outward obedience of the rebels belies an 

inward resistance or intention to rise again.  The act of writing chronicle history, for 

Walsingham, restores order to St Albans and reduces the rebels to formless subjects once again, 

shaped only by their subordination in the social structure. It confines them to literal 

representation and dismisses the possibility for hermeneutics.  Their intent no longer matters, 

because their formal subjection has been realized; they are what they enact.  The omission of 

their intentions from this episode is the culmination of their subjection.  Just as the attribution of 

intent had played an important role in the chronicle, so, too, its absence asserts an absence of 

subjectivity, creating in its void a formlessness that is only given shape by political 

superstructures and the narrative of Walsingham’s version of history. 

 

 

                                                           
162 Ibid., 553. 
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Chapter Two: Intention and the Fiction of Subjectivity in  

 Troilus and Criseyde 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The Rising of 1381 was a defining event for everyone living in late medieval London.  

Although Chaucer’s writings never directly respond to the events of the Rising, a number of 

scholars have pointed out that his allusions to the rebel leaders in The Nun’s Priest’s Tale and his 

depictions of unruly peasants like the Miller obliquely evoke the same challenges to authority 

that the Rising enacted.163  Others have suggested that the Troy of Troilus and Criseyde evokes 

                                                           
163 On their march to the Mile End meeting with Richard II, the rebels passed under Chaucer’s house in 

Aldgate.  This fact has sparked much debate about Chaucer’s attitude toward the Rising.  Among the many studies 

on this topic, see, as illustrative, Strohm, Social Chaucer, especially 164-165; David Aers, “Vox populi and the 

literature of 1381” in The Cambridge History of Medieval English Literature, ed. David Wallace (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), 444-452; Lee Patterson, Chaucer and the Subject of History (London: 

Routledge, 1991), 254-270. 
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the London of 1381, which was nicknamed “New Troy,” and which was also “walled, besieged, 

and finally overrun.”164  My concern in this chapter will not be aimed at establishing direct 

linkages between the documents or events of the Rising of 1381 and the Troilus, but rather will 

focus on Chaucer’s serious concern with attributions of intention.  While chroniclers and 

legislators alike focused on intention as an important part of strategically organizing their 

narrative accounts of the rebels of 1381, around 1385, only a few years after the Rising, Chaucer 

completed Troilus, a poem which has been called “a drama of intentions.”165  In this way, 

Chaucer may be understood to respond not so much to the story of the Rising itself, so much as 

to the modes of storytelling used by English chroniclers and legislators in the 1370s and early 

1380s, which invent and manipulate intentions as a way of organizing the people and the events 

of the Rising into a morally inflected narrative.   

The central part of this “drama of intentions” in the poem is the “slydynge” of 

Criseyde—her changeability and faithlessness—which poses a familiar set of problems for 

Chaucerians.   Feminist readings have pointed out that despite Criseyde’s final betrayal of 

Troilus, Chaucer departs from the overt misogyny of his immediate source, Boccaccio’s Il 

Filostrato, by at least richly contextualizing her inconstancy, offering social and environmental 

explanations for her bad faith.166  Other treatments of the poem have observed Chaucer’s 

                                                           
164 David Wallace, Chaucerian Polity: Absolutist Lineages and Associational Forms in England and Italy 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 156.  Wallace here summarizes Donald Howard, Chaucer: His Life, His 

Works, His World (New York: Dutton, 1987), 331. 
165 Elizabeth Archibald, "Declarations of 'Entente' in Troilus and Criseyde," Chaucer Review: A Journal of 

Medieval Studies and Literary Criticism 25, no. 3 (1991): 190. 
166 See E. Talbot Donaldson’s famous discussion of Criseyde, which sparked a number of later critical 

treatments of the poem in Speaking of Chaucer, 1st Labyrinth Press ed. (Durham, N.C.: Labyrinth Press, 1983).  

Notably, Carolyn Dinshaw has responded to Donaldson’s reading by instead emphasizing Criseyde’s status as 

trafficked woman. See Chaucer's Sexual Poetics  (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989).  David Aers 

stresses Criseyde’s fear as the important psychological factor in her betrayal in Chaucer, Langland, and the Creative 

Imagination  (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980).  Louise O.  Fradenburg asserts that Chaucer displays a 

surprising sensitivity to her limited freedoms.  See "'Our Owen Wo to Drynke': Loss, Gender and Chivalry in 

Troilus and Criseyde," in Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde, "Subgit to Alle Poesye": Essays in Criticism, ed. R.A. 

Shoaf and Catherine S. Cox, Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies (Binghamton, N.Y.: Medieval and 
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emphasis on the forces of history and time passage that relentlessly influence Criseyde’s 

experiences and mold her subjectivity.167  In contrasting Criseyde’s shifting intentions with 

Troilus’s constancy, Chaucer explores and describes human subjectivity through portrayals and 

expressions of his characters’ intentions.168  Intent for Chaucer, it would seem, drives character 

development, offering audiences a stable measure for reading and judging characters from a 

moral perspective.169  

But while the majority of critical treatments of the Troilus have focused on Criseyde’s 

failure to honor and act on her original intentions, it is less often remarked that Troilus, despite 

his fidelity to Criseyde at the end of the poem, cannot be said to represent absolute constancy.170  

In my reading of the poem, I suggest that Troilus’s intentions slide, shift, develop, and transform 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1992).  Sheila Delany argues that the poem employs a number of distancing 

techniques which alienate us from the characters, causing us to consider them and their circumstances more 

abstractly.  Delany asks to what extent Criseyde’s negative personality traits are impacted by her “tenuous social 

position” in "Techniques of Alienation in Troilus and Criseyde," ibid., ed. R.A. Shoaf and Catherine S. Cox, 37.  

Jennifer Campbell argues that Criseyde’s intentions are the product of history: “The unfolding of history has severed 

Criseyde from her own desires and intentions, and her status as a woman has severed her from historical agency.”  

"Figuring Criseyde's "Entente": Authority, Narrative, and Chaucer's Use of History," Chaucer Review: A Journal of 

Medieval Studies and Literary Criticism 27, no. 4 (1993): 356.          
167 Paul Strohm has discussed the problem of temporality and its relationship to intention in the Troilus, 

arguing that “ideas about time… are associated with attitudes toward human action in time,” and notes that 

Pandarus, Troilus and Criseyde demonstrate different attitudes toward time, which impacts and shapes their attitudes 

toward moral action.  See Social Chaucer  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), 111-12.  Strohm 

also suggests that the way we understand subjectivity in the poem has larger implications for periodization in literary 

history.  Theory and the Premodern Text, Medieval Cultures (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 

80-96.  Lee Patterson sees the poem as a longer meditation on history, narrative, and subjectivity.  See Chaucer and 

the Subject of History  (London: Routledge, 1991). 
168 Archibald argues that the meaning of “entente” in the Troilus constantly shifts and makes use of a 

specifically sexual meaning, which is not listed in the MED.  "Declarations of 'Entente' in Troilus and Criseyde."  

Richard H. Osberg argues that while the characters of the poem evince unstable intentions, the narrator asserts a 

unified and stable Boethian intent from beginning to end.  "Between the Motion and the Act: Intentions and Ends in 

Chaucer's Troilus," ELH: Journal of English Literary History 48, no. 2 (1981). 
169 Richard H. Passon, for example, argues “entente” is a measure of morality in the Friar’s Tale.  

""Entente" in Chaucer's Friar's Tale," Chaucer Review: A Journal of Medieval Studies and Literary Criticism 

2(1967). 
170 Archibald, for example, writes that “Good entencioun” is “characteristic of Troilus throughout the 

poem,”  in “Declarations,” 194.  Mary Carruthers’s reading of the poem also suggests a similar faith in Troilus’s 

constancy.  She contends that Troilus’s weeping parallels earlier monastic treatments of tears as an expression of 

“aesthetically conditioned intention toward reading”; in other words, those passages in Book IV that emphasize 

Troilus’s grief draw on medieval concepts of focused intention that necessarily incorporates emotion.  "On 

Affliction and Reading, Weeping and Argument: Chaucer's Lachrymose Troilus in Context," Representations 93 

(2006): 7, 12-13.   On the other hand, Patterson notes that Troilus, like Criseyde, is variable, but never connects this 

variability specifically to his shifting intentions.  Chaucer and the Subject of History, 143-44. 
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over time, as is in fact true for all of the major the characters in the Troilus.  Guilty of changing 

or going back on their imagined intentions and stated promises, Troilus, Pandarus, and Criseyde 

together form a carefully plotted literary representation of the permutations of subjectivity.   

In fact, departures from original intentions may be understood not only as the force 

driving Chaucer’s character development, but also as part of the architecture of the poem as a 

whole.  Each book of the poem contains a central set episode in which a character is persuaded 

by external factors to forsake his or her already formed intentions.  In Book I, the persuasive 

powers of Pandarus cause Troilus to change his established intention to keep his love for 

Criseyde a secret; in Book II, Criseyde likewise changes her earlier intention to remain aloof 

from matters of love due to the pressures placed on her by her uncle Pandarus; in Book III, 

Criseyde moves from agreeing to look on Troilus with a “freendly chere” (II.332)171 and nothing 

more, to becoming his lover due to the manipulations and pressure of Pandarus, the force and 

persuasion of Troilus, and her own changing feelings; in Book IV, Criseyde’s father Calchas 

decides that he wants his daughter back, even though he had abandoned her at the start of the 

poem, and Ector’s initial intent not to abandon Criseyde by exchanging her as a prisoner for 

Antenor lapses due to the opinions of the Trojan masses; in Book V, Criseyde’s intent alters 

again due to all of the previously seen kinds of forces, including persuasive speech, a changed 

social environment, and changing political winds.  

The shifting of intentions clearly emerges as the key tool both in the structure and 

plotting of the poem and in Chaucer’s representations of literary character.  His fictional 

treatments of intent often evoke and engage a decidedly religious register; D.W. Robertson, 

                                                           
171 Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1987).  All 

subsequent references to the poem will refer to this edition and will be made in parenthetical citations, listing the 

book and line numbers, following CMS, 16th edition suggested citations for literary texts.  In addition, all references 

to other literary texts in this chapter will follow this format for the reader’s convenience. 
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Joseph E. Gallagher and others have noted that Chaucer’s word choice—his emphasis on desire, 

assent, and intent in his characters’ internal monologues—point to the religious notion of sin and 

how sin offered medieval thinkers a specific platform for discussing morality.172  Robertson 

argues that the thought processes of Chaucer’s characters are heavily influenced by medieval 

discussions of sin and penance, and Gallagher adds that they especially evoke discussions of sin 

as intention, rather than action, as put forward by theologians like Augustine and Aquinas, but 

also as widely understood and practiced in popular religion.  This approach has been critiqued by 

more recent scholars, most notably Carolyn Dinshaw.  She argues that Robertson analyzes the 

language of sin in the Troilus with too narrow and literal a focus on matters of love and sex, and 

that as a result, he concludes from the use of the language of sin that Chaucer must therefore 

reject the erotic in favor of “orderly and rational love…governed by the reason.”173  I would 

suggest a more nuanced approach that views theological theories of intention in the context of 

sin as models for thinking broadly about mental processes.  The insights of more recent 

scholarship by Paul Strohm, Lee Patterson, Mary Carruthers, Louise Fradenburg and others may 

be combined with a broader reading of Robertson’s approach in order to better reveal the poem’s 

treatments of intention and its impermanent and therefore morally problematic nature. 

Medieval philosophy, theology, and popular religious culture assert clear boundaries 

between desire and intention that are important for understanding the intentions of Troilus, 

Pandarus, and Criseyde.  As I discussed in the introduction, desire constitutes a morally neutral 

sphere of human experience for writers like Augustine, Abelard, and Aquinas; the conscious acts 

                                                           
172 See D. W. Robertson, A Preface to Chaucer: Studies in Medieval Perspectives  (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1969).  See also Joseph E. Gallagher, "Theology and Intention in Chaucer's Troilus," Chaucer 

Review: A Journal of Medieval Studies and Literary Criticism 7, no. 1 (1972).   
173 Chaucer’s Sexual Poetics, 34.  Dinshaw goes even further to suggest that Robertson’s readings of the 

poem evince “a disgust with sexuality,” which she implies may be the driving force in his criticism, since he 

ultimately concludes that Chaucer’s poem censures cupidity. 
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of the will in consenting to desire and therefore in consequently forming an intention in the mind 

mark a moral rubicon of sorts.  In this view, sin is intention, while desire is blurry, undefinable, 

and not entirely subject to the rational and moral mind.   

In this chapter, I will argue that Chaucer makes use of those religious discussions of 

morality and interior experience, but that he explicitly undermines distinctions between desire 

and intent, and in doing so, radically calls into question the element of conscious, rational 

thought in the formation of his characters’ intentions.  The Troilus interrogates medieval theories 

of sin as intention that may ultimately be traced to Augustine, Aquinas, Abelard, and others, but 

which were widely known in popular religious culture through sermons, pastoral manuals, and 

instructions on confession.174  As a poet, Chaucer may embrace the freedom that poetic invention 

allows and may choose to blur, invert, or completely scatter the distinctions to which philosophy 

and theology must adhere.  But through a nuanced sense of literary character that leaves room for 

contradiction and instability in mental activity, Chaucer departs from widespread notions of 

intention; instead, he creates characters and scenarios that bewilder our ability to accurately 

delineate distinctions between desire, will, and intention, and our capacity to thus confidently 

demarcate and identify the experience of consciousness and its distinct and morally pertinent 

components in his characters.  By destabilizing these terms and distinctions, the poem often 

forces readers to make attributions of intent to the main characters; this technique of suggesting 

and then mystifying individual intent becomes a literary game that has drawn in the participation 

of generations of literary scholars whose own attributions of intent to both Troilus and Criseyde I 

will examine. In addition, Chaucer obscures distinctions between authorial and readerly intent, 

political and legal intent, and individual and collective intent, pushing intention as a concept to 

its epistemological limits.  These representations of authorial and audience intent imitate the 

                                                           
174 See the introduction. 
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larger dynamic in the poem in which the narrative first constructs intent as a fixed marker of 

identity, and then subverts, blurs and problematizes that construction through the mental 

vacillations of the characters.  The discussions and depictions of authorial, audience, and 

character intent together form a literary interrogation of intention, desire, and will that operates 

as an analogy for an equally radical interrogation of the construction of collective intentions and 

collective identity.    As I will discuss at the end of this chapter, the clearly erratic, unpredictable 

and often unknowable “entente” of Troilus, Criseyde, and Pandarus offers a platform for 

thinking about the frame of the poem, the Trojan War, and the professed “oon entente” of the 

Greek soldiers who attack Troy.  The opening description of the Greek soldiers, the actions of 

Troilus as an agent of war, and the trading of Criseyde as a war  prisoner to the Greeks, all 

function together as part of an examination of the principles of just intent and its relevance to just 

war theory, a pressing issue in Chaucer’s lifetime.  In short, in the Troilus Chaucer combines 

distinct senses of intention in a poem that may be understood as a literary experiment on the 

concept of intention.  This experimentation ultimately leads to broader questions about the 

philosophical, political, and epistemological limitations of knowledge, identity, consciousness, 

and collective action.   

Troilus and Criseyde offers an important divergence from typical discussions of intent 

that we see in philosophical and religious thought in the late medieval world.  In the following 

section I will outline how the poem first invokes discussions of authorial intention only to 

immediately relocate them within a much larger sphere of readers and writers, statesmen and 

subjects, and individuals and their environments.  The last section of this chapter will connect 

those diverse treatments of intent to Chaucer’s treatment of collective intention in decisions of 

warfare and political negotiation, which, I will argue, respond to philosophical and political 
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treatments of just intent in ways that challenge the terms of a just war by connecting intent to the 

unstable subjects who wage war. 

 

Authors, Audiences, Characters and Collectivities 

 

 Before the characters in the poem make any decisions or change their minds about those 

decisions, Chaucer’s narrator asserts his own authorial intent in composing the Troilus.  The 

move shapes his audience’s expectations about the poem in a mode common to medieval proems 

and introductions.175  The establishment of authorial intent, however, serves another, less 

frequently noted function: it is the first representation of self that occurs in a poem that is 

obsessively focused on fictional depictions of subjectivity and how we represent our interior 

experiences and inclinations both to ourselves and to each other.  This presentation of authorial 

intention is equally important for the poem’s examination of the relationship between authors, 

audiences, texts, and meaning.  The narrator begins:  

  

  The double sorwe of Troilus to tellen, 

  That was the king Priamus sone of Troye, 

  In lovinge, how his aventures fellen 

  Fro wo to wele, and after out of Ioye, 

  My purpos is, er that I parte fro ye. (I.1-5) 

 

                                                           
175 See, for example, A. J. Minnis, A. Brian Scott, and David Wallace, Medieval Literary Theory and 

Criticism, C.1100-C.1375: The Commentary Tradition  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 12-37. 
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The act of asserting a specific intent or “purpos” in composing a poem normally confers agency 

onto its author, and with this agency, a sense of moral and aesthetic responsibility for the lines 

and pages that follow.176  Here, that agency immediately becomes diluted in the next breath of 

the poem as the narrator subsequently implores the “cruel Furie” for help in his role as “sorwful 

instrument  /  That helpeth lovers…to pleyne” (I.10-11).  As an “instrument,” the narrator 

represents himself as a medium for the complaints of lovers, rather than as a source or efficient 

cause for those complaints, marking a subtle shift in his self-representation, and suggesting that 

he is at turns both cause of and medium for poetry.177  The play that the opening lines engage in 

offers a fixed sense of intentio auctoris only to promptly undercut the agency of the author.  This 

subversion of authorial intention and agency frames a larger dynamic within the story; it 

inaugurates a clear pattern of constructing the intent of individuals and then diluting, blurring, or 

subverting that construction. 

 What begins with an emphasis on the author’s “purpose” or intention, however, gives 

way to a greater focus on the audience’s intention: the narrator requires that his audience listen 

with “good entencioun” to his poem (I.52).178  The movement transfers the moral meaning of the 

poem from author to reader, placing the burden of ethics predominantly onto the reader.179  The 

narrator asks that we imagine and to some extent participate in the sufferings of the poem’s 

                                                           
176 For a discussion of the Legend of Good Women and the medieval accessus, see Rita Copeland, Rhetoric, 

Hermeneutics, and Translation in the Middle Ages: Academic Traditions and Vernacular Texts, Cambridge Studies 

in Medieval Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
177 Strohm has discussed the dynamic idea of audience in the poem and Chaucer’s relationship to his 

historical audience, pointing out that the Troilus “exemplifies a dazzling array of situations of address.”  Of 

particular interest here is Strohm’s observation that Chaucer’s specific nods to Gower and Strode at the end of the 

poem activate and invite a “moral/philosophical perspective” for interpreting the poem.  Social Chaucer, 55, 59. 
178 Richard Firth Green offers another reading of how audience impacts tone, suggesting that the Troilus 

“was clearly written for an audience whose sensibilities were very much in tune with that spirit of self-conscious 

play which…was so congenial to the late medieval aristocracy.”  "Troilus and the Game of Love," Chaucer Review: 

A Journal of Medieval Studies and Literary Criticism 13, no. 3 (1979): 208.   
179 Copeland’s treatment of intention in the Legend of Good Women offers interesting parallels for the 

Troilus.  Copeland examines the introduction to the Legend of Good Women and argues that Chaucer’s emphasis on 

authorial intent uses a “model of reading” as “a model of writing.”  Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and Translation in the 

Middle Ages: Academic Traditions and Vernacular Texts. 
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characters.  The ideal audience will, like the narrator, feel pity for the characters because of his 

or her ability to remember past suffering, which will enable a more ready identification with the 

poem’s characters: 

 

 But ye lovers, that bathen in gladnesse, 

 If any drope of pyte in yow be,  

 Remembreth yow on passed hevynesse 

 That ye han felt, and on the adversite 

 Of othere folk, and thynketh how that ye  

 Han felt that Love dorste yow displease… (I.22-27) 

 

Listening with a “good entencioun,” here elaborated in the quote, means both listening to the 

present story and remembering one’s past experiences.  The passage activates one of the key 

problems of the poem and alludes to the final difference between Troilus and Criseyde as 

characters when they are later separated from each other: it raises the issue of the individual’s 

ability to keep an image present in the memory and the related issue of the individual’s capacity 

to remain committed to imagined or stated intentions.  For lovers who now “bathen in 

gladnesse,” the challenge will be to recall a past that conflicts with present circumstances and 

emotional dispositions. 

 In shifting the emphasis from authorial intention to readerly intention, the passage evokes 

discussions of medieval rhetoric and especially medieval treatments of memory.  For medieval 

audiences of Scripture, rhetoric, and literature, intentio colored both the material under 

consideration and one’s ability to remember it.  With reference to readers, intentio invokes a 
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sense of “concentration…but also an emotional attitude…willingly adopted, that enabled 

productive memory work to be carried on.”180  This sense of an “emotional attitude” emerges in 

the explicit connection between the audience’s obligation to listen with “good entencioun” and 

the related requirement that they have “pyte” (I.22) for the characters in the story. 

 The movement from authorial intention to a focus on audience reception intimates the 

problems inherent in the acts of producing, transmitting, and receiving meaning.  The subtle 

shifts between the reader and the writer’s intention, and the pointed emphasis on the 

subjectiveness of especially the audience’s intent, create a sense of the instability of meaning that 

has deeper philosophical and aesthetic consequences.  If the Troilus is in part dependent on the 

emotional dispositions of the audience for the production of meaning, then its meaning can 

change from person to person, and even from moment to moment, as each reader accommodates 

herself more or less to the content of the poem.  And the problem of a reader’s intention (whether 

Chaucer the reader and translator’s or his audience’s) not only contributes to whether or how 

well the poem will be understood, but also to whether or not it will be remembered at all.  If, as 

medieval treatments of memory suggest, intentio is a necessary requirement for memory, then 

memory itself is not an objective process of data collection, but one that is emotionally inflected 

and psychically determined.181   This inflection in the opening lines of the poem is significant for 

a work that explicitly seeks to be remembered: this is Chaucer’s epic.  The Troilus ends with a 

direct expression of those epic ambitions.  In the apostrophe to his book near the close of the 

poem, the narrator leaves aside the progress toward the final denouement of his story to consider 

for a moment the place of his poem in literary history: “Go, litel book, go litel myn 

tragedie…subgit be to alle poesye;  /  And kis the steppes, wher-as thou seest pace  /  Virgile, 

                                                           
180 Mary Carruthers, The Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the Making of Images, 400-1200 ibid. 

(Cambridge, U.K.2000), 15.   
181 Ibid., 15-16. 
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Ovyde, Omer, Lucan, and Stace” (V.1785-92).  The apostrophe, of course, offers no certitude for 

the poem’s future reception; a keen awareness of the vicissitudes of the reader’s mind is clear in 

the poet’s ensuing appeal to God that the book be both read and understood:  “So preye I God 

that noon miswryte thee…And red wherso thou be, or elles songe,  /  That thou be understonde I 

God biseche!” (V.1795-8)  The hope for the poem—that it be understood—is, like the goals and 

aspirations of the characters within the poem—a “blind entencioun” on the part of the poet, 

unknowable because of the material circumstances of history and the rickety nature of the 

poem’s  future transmission and copying, but also unknowable because of, as the opening lines 

of the poem remind us, the unstable, affective, and highly individualistic nature of intention as it 

relates to reading and the memory.  Texts are themselves materially unfaithful, and readers and 

writers by their dispositions and memories are equally unfaithful.  Thus, before Chaucer has even 

broached the subject of Criseyde’s faithlessness, he has already underscored the changeability of 

audiences, texts, and authors, and has suggested that faithlessness is in fact structural, or, in other 

words, that it is endemic to the circumstances of narrative and individual responses to narrative. 

 The unstable and affective nature of intention in the Troilus is not limited to reader 

reception, but is pertinent to the subject matter of the poem.  In addition to a plot that marches 

toward the exchange of Criseyde for Antenor and the problems it causes for her fidelity to 

Troilus, the poem’s more nuanced sense of tragedy adds another layer of subjective experience 

to the story: not only do the audience and the narrator incorporate subjective dispositions in their 

relationships to the text, but the poem itself is also a story of those very kinds of subjective and 

affective fluctuations.  In fact, while Chaucer explicitly calls the Troilus “myn tragedie” near the 

end of the poem, many scholars have noted that the poem’s beginning offers what is essentially 

the medieval definition of tragedy.  The Boece, Chaucer’s translation of Boethius’s Consolation 
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of Philosophy and itself an important source for the Troilus, identifies tragedy as the changes in 

specifically material wealth, due to the unforeseen operations of Fortune: “What other thynge 

bywaylen the cryinges of tragedyes but oonly the dedes of Fortune, that with an unwar strook 

overturneth the realms of greet nobleye?  (Glose.  Tragedye is to seyn a dite of prosperite  for a 

tyme, that endeth in wrecchidnesse.)” (II.Prosa 2: 67-72)182  I would point out, however, that the 

opening of the Troilus focuses less on the bare facts of a change in outward or material status, or 

the “prosperite” of the high-ranking, as the Boece identifies as the tragic, and instead places more  

emphasis on the changes in the internal state of Troilus’s mind, or his movements “Fro wo to 

wele, and after out of Ioye.”  The stated intent of the author thus concerns a narrative 

presentation of the shifts in the main character’s experience of emotion, or “wo” and “Ioye”; 

those shifts are in turn framed by the narrator’s own subjective experience and treatment of the 

story, and the audience’s subjective reception of the story.   In other words, in addition to the 

transfer of Criseyde from Pandarus to Troilus and from Troilus to the Greek camp, changes in 

emotional states comprise the plot and the “purpos” or intention of the poem as the author states 

it, but changes in emotional states also describe the story of our reception of the poem because of 

our variable intentio as readers.   

 

 

 Characters 

 

 This dynamic relationship between the kinds of intent—of authors and of audiences—

finds its first enactment in Criseyde’s supplication of Ector.  Having been abandoned by her 

                                                           
182 Cited by Henry Ansgar Kelly, Chaucerian Tragedy, Chaucer Studies, (Rochester, NY: D.S. Brewer, 

1997), 50.   
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treasonous father Calkas, Criseyde becomes the target of collective Trojan rage, despite that she 

had no knowledge of Calkas’s plans to double-cross the Trojans (I.93).   When the Trojan masses 

call for the burning of Criseyde, she supplicates Ector in a passage that draws on the same 

rhetorical principles that the narrator invokes in his introduction of the poem.  In Ector, she finds 

nearly an ideal audience who is ready to react to her tale with sympathy:  “Now was this Ector 

pitous of nature,  /  And saugh that she was sorwfully bigon,  /  And that she was so fair a 

creature” (I.113-15).  The narrator suggests that Ector’s nature predisposes him to react to 

Criseyde with sympathy, as does her beauty.  His natural pity, when combined with her beauty, 

enables Ector to separate Criseyde from her father and to eschew the attribution of associational 

guilt that the people of Troy wrongly engage in.  For Ector, sympathy momentarily becomes an 

individual ethical principle in the passage, highlighting the unjustness of the unsympathetic 

collectivity and the justness of Ector’s emotional pliability; at the same time, it is part of an 

aesthetic principle, since Criseyde’s beauty—or, in aesthetic terms, her form— influences or 

draws out Ector’s pity.    

 The scene accomplishes two things: firstly, it enacts the principle of the opening stanzas 

of the poem that call for sympathy in the audience; in doing so, it begins to apply the concept of 

a “good entencioun” that the narrator demands of his audience to a broader set of scenarios, thus 

re-centering and expanding the ideas of intention, reception, and narrative to include not only 

poetry, but also the narratives of everyday speech and social interaction represented within the 

poem.  In other words, it invokes intent both as a rhetorical figure and as a social one.  Pity is 

required of the audience of the Troilus as part of a “good entencioun,” but it is also necessary for 
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magistrates like Ector in their ruling capacities within the world of the poem.183  The result is a 

much more capacious treatment of both narrative and intention that moves beyond the scope of 

authors and readers of texts and enters the larger social domain of the characters.  Thus, listening 

with “good entencioun” points as much to Ector in the poem as it does to the narrator’s 

immediate or imagined audience in the opening lines; at the same time, it is part of a chivalric 

model for behavior.  Ector’s pity asserts his knightly status—his good breeding, his aesthetic 

awareness, and what C.S. Lewis or D.W. Robertson might have considered his noble 

condescension to feminine need.  In this way “entencioun” connects acts of writing, reading, 

speaking and governing, and maps the aesthetic onto the political, moral, ethical, and social.   

Secondly, the scene and its underlying principles serve as a prelude for the later scenes of 

Troilus and Criseyde’s courtship.  For example, Pandarus demands pity from Criseyde, defining 

it as an ideal trait in a woman.  More pointedly, earning pity or “compassioun” is what Troilus 

initially articulates to himself as his desire and end goal or “conclusioun” in loving and pursuing 

Criseyde:  

 

 Alle othere dredes weren from him fledde, 

 Both of the assege and his savacioun; 

 Ne in him desyr noon othere fownes bredde 

 But argumentes to his conclusioun, 

 That she on him wolde han compassioun, 

 And he to be hir man, whyl he may dure; 

 Lo, here his lyf, and from the deeth his cure! (I. 463-69) 

                                                           
183 Robertson calls this his chivalry in Preface, 474-6; in contrast, Dinshaw’s feminist reading challenges 

Robertson’s idea of chivalry and points out that Ector  later trades her as an object Chaucerian Sexual Poetics, 56-

64. 
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Here, in Troilus’s thoughts we return to the opening goal of compassion that Chaucer’s narrator 

had marked out for his audience.  Troilus hopes that Crisedye will prove an ideal audience for his 

romantic overtures, just as Ector seemed to follow the disposition of the ideal reader in his role 

as audience for Criseyde, and just as the narrator—an ideal reader himself— prays that he may 

“have…compassioun” for those “that Loves servauntz be” (I.50, 48), and like the reader that he 

hopes for, is moved to pity by the sorrows of his characters: “Thise woful vers, that wepen as I 

wryte!” (I.1-7)  Troilus’s “desyr” and his goal for the “conclusioun” that Criseyde will pity him 

thus thematically connects him to the unstable terrain of authors, audiences, and texts that 

Chaucer’s opening stanzas explore. 

 But this sense of compassion and this stated intention on the part of Troilus quickly 

become far-reaching textual problems.  What having a “good entencioun” in rhetorical theory 

means proves to be something quite different in the social practice that is imagined in the world 

of the poem.  Nor is pity a fixed and unproblematic concept in the Middle Ages.  We need only 

recall that Dante’s Commedia is one of the key sources for the poem, and that Dante is chastised 

at regular intervals in the Inferno for demonstrating pity to undeserving sinners.184 Pity is thus a 

concept that requires nuance and discretion; the intention to have pity, to demonstrate pity, or to 

be the object of pity, means different things to different characters, as we will see.185   A more 

precise tracking of the development of Troilus’s intention that Criseyde have pity on him  reveals 

the unstable ground of mental action that often seems fixed in religious and philosophical 

discourse.  What Chaucer demonstrates at every turn is the frailty of fixed intentions when 

                                                           
184 See, for example, B. A. Windeatt, Troilus and Criseyde, Oxford Guides to Chaucer (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1992), 125-37. 
185 Teodolinda Barolini has recently problematized pity in the Commedia, arguing that it is at times merited 

and representative of larger metaphysical truths.  See  "Dante's Sympathy for the Other, or the Non-Stereotyping 

Imagination:  Sexual and Racialized Others in the Commedia," Critica del testo XIV, no. 1 (2011). 
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characters are confronted with powerful rhetoric, a constraining social environment, or their own 

overpowering desires.  In the following section, I will examine Troilus’s early expressions of 

intention which suggest that his presumed constancy is actually much more problematic than 

what we might have imagined. 

  

 Troilus 

 

 Not long after Troilus has been wounded with Love’s arrows, the narrator states that 

Troilus “took purpose loves craft to suwe” (I.379).  But even this clear expression of intent 

(Troilus’s “purpose”) is open-ended and conditional, since Troilus plans “First to hiden his desire 

in muwe  /  From every wight yborn, al outrely,  / But he might ought recovered be therby” 

(I.381-3).  By expressing a sensitivity to personal gain—or the circumstances in which Troilus 

“might ought recovered be therby”—the passage evinces strategy and points to Troilus’s 

pragmatism, a quality which has often been exclusively attributed to Pandarus and Criseyde.  It 

demonstrates an earlier flexibility in Troilus’s character which has often been overlooked in 

discussions of the poem.  This is not to suggest a reading of the poem that asserts an equal 

depiction of instability and inconstant intentions in both Troilus and Criseyde; it is clear that 

Troilus remains true in his oaths to Criseyde at the end of the poem, while Criseyde breaks her 

promises.  Rather, I would like to suggest that Chaucer’s careful attention to shifting intentions 

reoccurs throughout the poem, resulting not only in a careful literary depiction and examination 

of the experience of consciousness, but also enabling the poem to reflect on the meaning and the 

value of marking out intentions and desires in the first place.   
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 Troilus’s initial plan to keep his love secret, however, is short-lived.  When Pandarus first 

suspects that Troilus secretly suffers for love, he begins a lengthy assault that mixes the skilled 

use of proverbs as proof, encouragement and promises, pledges of friendship, appeals to logical 

argumentation, allusions to myth and poetry, and finally insult and bullying, all in an effort to get 

Troilus to reveal the identity of his secret love object.186  But Troilus, the narrator relates, 

remains intransigent, despite Pandarus’s entertaining efforts:  

 

 And Troilus yet hym nothing answerde, 

 For-why to tellen nas nat his entente 

 To nevere no man, for whom that he so ferde; 

 For it is seyde, ‘Man maketh ofte a yerde 

 With which the maker is himself ybeten 

 In sondry manere,’ as thise wyse treten… (I. 736-41) 

 

There are two important points about this passage.  The first is that, when compared against his 

later confession to Pandarus and his open pursuit of Criseyde, the avowal demonstrates the 

fluidity of Troilus’s “entente”; like Criseyde, he may be persuaded to abandon his fixed goals in 

the face of powerful arguments and aggressive rhetoric, or, at the prospect of changed 

circumstances.  This movement of Troilus’s intentions essentially constitutes the arc of Book I, 

in which Troilus first mentally commits himself to secrecy, and then subsequently abandons this 

                                                           
186 Karla Taylor’s essay “Proverbs and the Authentication of Convention in Troilus and Criseyde” argues 

that Chaucer invokes and makes use of the format of the proverb often for the purposes of turning it on its head.  For 

every proverb he uses, he often later uses a contradictory proverb that asserts an opposite worldview.  This use of 

the proverb relates to his larger theme of language and instability.   Especially through the poem’s employment of 

proverbs about love, she argues, Chaucer achieves his poetics.  Karla Taylor, "Proverbs and the Authentication of 

Convention in Troilus and Criseyde," in Troilus and Criseyde, ed. Stephen A. Barney (New York: W.W. Norton, 

2006; reprint, Norton Critical ). 
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idea, committing himself instead to divulging his love of Criseyde to Pandarus.  The emphasis on 

Troilus’s “entente” here significantly expands on Il Filostrato, creating tension and adding 

suspense to the story through the addition of an extra hundred or so lines.187  The tension and 

suspense center around a simple question: will Troilus finally tell Pandarus what’s ailing him?  

The answer to that question depends upon internal change.  In other words, the question may be 

reframed as: will Troilus consent to Pandarus’s appeals and leave aside his initial intention to 

keep his love secret? 

   The second point is that this passage marks the first use of the word “entente” in 

reference to Troilus and that the usage of “entente” here involves a negative construction.  In 

asserting that “For-why to tellen nas nat his entente,” the narrator obliquely describes what 

Troilus’s intention was not, rather than directly asserting what his intention was.  Critics have 

often noted that Chaucer uses “entente” as a tool for representing the moral disposition of a 

character or, even more broadly, as a means of representing his characters’ subjective 

experiences.  But here, that representation of Troilus’s mental plans comes in a syntactically 

limited form.  Despite all of the descriptions of Troilus’s desire, inner turmoil and suffering in 

Book I, the narrator describes Troilus’s internal goals here in a manner that is indirect, resulting 

in a fluid blank space rather than a clearly defined description.  In short, intention, on the literal 

level of the passage, signals a sense of what is not, rather than what is.  The grammatical and 

categorical obscuring of “entente” is achieved by the rolling parade of negatives: “For-why to 

tellen nas nat his entente  /  To never no man” (emphasis added).  The spondaic substitution of 

“nas nat” intensifes the sense of Troilus’s mental action as negation, while asserting it as 

                                                           
187 Lines 631-665 and 687-700 add significant material, but it is especially 729-854 in the Troilus that 

expand on stanza 15 of Il Filostrato. 
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temporally absolute and definitive.  The absoluteness of the grammatical structure also furthers 

the irony of Troilus’s later capitulation to Pandarus. 

 The negative construction of “entente” combined with the sense of opportunism and 

flexibility directly connects Troilus to Pandarus.  In fact, we could say that Troilus’s desires, 

intentions, and emotional experiences are modeled as dialogic; his interiority is constructed, 

reconstructed, redirected and in part determined through his interactions with Pandarus.  Like 

Troilus, Pandarus similarly constructs a pledge of “entente” that begins with negation.  Pleading 

with Troilus to reveal the name of the woman who causes his suffering, Pandarus assures him 

what his intention in gaining the information is not:  

 

 Therfore, as frend, fullich in me assure, 

 And tel me plat what is th’enchesoun 

 And final cause of wo that ye endure; 

 For douteth nothing, myn entencioun 

 Nis nat to yow of reprehencioun, 

 To speke as now, for no wight may byreve 

 A man to love, tyl that him list to leve.  (I.680-6) 

 

Pandarus’s negation syntactically marks the beginning of a variation on an important theme: the 

later representations of his murky and unknowable intent in bringing Troilus and Criseyde 

together.  He states and itemizes what his intention is not.  After the pair of lovers consummates 

their affair, and after Criseyde has forgiven Pandarus for tricking her into the affair, the narrator 

notes that Pandarus “hath fully his entente”: 
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 I passe al that which chargeth nought to seye, 

 What! God foryaf his deeth, and she al so 

 Foryaf, and with hir uncle gan to pleye, 

 For other cause was ther noon than so. 

 But of this thing right to the effect to go, 

 Whan tyme was, hoom til hir hous she wente, 

 And Pandarus hath fully his entente.  (III.1576-82) 

 

The material that the narrator considers “chargeth nought to seye” remains unexplained, causing 

a number of scholars to question whether the scene suggests incest and/or coercive sex.188  In 

either case, Pandarus states to Troilus only what his “entente” is not, leaving the full meaning of 

this scene and Pandarus’s subjectivity ultimately unknowable.  When we are finally alerted that 

Pandarus “hath fully his entente,” we are left uncertain as to what that might mean.    

 The constant invocations of known and unknown intentions and motivations create 

distinct moments of narrative suspense that are absent in Chaucer’s sources.  The suspense of 

whether or not Troilus will be won over by Pandarus in Book I, for example, is increased by the 

narrator’s early portrayal of Troilus’s self-perception, which also has an added effect of ironizing 

his final confession to Pandarus.  Troilus’s sense of self was previously defined by his own faith 

in the power of his will, especially in matters of love and desire.  Before he sees Criseyde for the 

first time, he believes that “nothing hadde had swich might  /  Ayenys his wille that shuld his 

herte stere” (I.227-8).  Troilus’s apparent confidence in his own willpower of course operates as 

                                                           
188 Fradenburg has suggested that the scene raises this possibility in "'Our Owen Wo to Drynke': Loss, 

Gender and Chivalry in Troilus and Criseyde."  I will discuss Fradenburg’s reading later in this chapter. 
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part of the poem’s irony and its interest in the vicissitudes of Fortune: Troilus is proud and 

scornful of Love, so it is only poetic justice that he should fall powerless into the hands of 

Cupid.189  But it is equally important to note that here Chaucer diverges from his immediate 

source, Il Filostrato, in his self-conscious use of the medieval vocabulary of sin, since Boccaccio 

makes no mention of Troilus’s own estimation of the power of his will.  Troilus, perhaps like 

Augustine or Aquinas, believes that his own will is a force more powerful than desire, and that it 

can overcome emotional and environmental challenges.  His thoughts echo the sentiments of 

medieval philosophers of sin and human interiority such as Aquinas, who coolly states that 

“there is no object that necessarily moves the will, since a person can refuse to consider an object 

and therefore avoid willing it.”190  More popular sources of folk psychology and religious or 

moral belief, like Robert Mannyng of Brunne’s Handlyng Synne, which was likely aimed at a lay 

audience for the purposes of recitation,191  and the Book of Vices and Virtues, which I will 

discuss at length in chapter four, come to similar conclusions about the power of the will to 

overcome desire.  Troilus’s will and his ability to control it are important representational 

problems that the text raises. 

 On the one hand, as a lover, Troilus conforms to the mold of courtly love literature, 

making him generically recognizable to Chaucer’s audience.  Troilus’s status as a lover in turn 

raises problems for the depictions of his will and agency.  He embodies all of the attributes of an 

ideal lover in a way that is counter to his initial sense of self and his own iron will.  Andreas 

Capellanus, for example, in his twelfth-century treatise On Love, describes the plight of those in 

                                                           
189 On the implications of this narrative structure, see, for example, Osberg, "Between the Motion and the 

Act: Intentions and Ends in Chaucer's Troilus."  See also Morton W. Bloomfield, "Distance and Predestination in 

Troilus and Criseyde," PMLA 72(1957). 
190 An Aquinas Reader, 240. 
191 See Fritz Kemmler, "Exempla" in Context : A Historical and Critical Study of Robert Mannyng of 

Brunne's "Handlyng Synne,” Studies & Texts in English (Tub̈ingen: G. Narr, 1984), 14. 



95 

 

love:  “Love is an inborn suffering which results from the sight of, and uncontrolled thinking 

about, the beauty of the other sex” (33).192  Emphasizing the lack of control that the lover 

experiences, he elaborates that “Any casual meditation is not enough to cause love; the thoughts 

must be out of control, for a controlled thought does not usually recur to the mind, and so love 

cannot arise from it” (35).  A sense of Troilus’s total loss of control is clear when, after seeing 

Criseyde for the first time, he returns to his room and, alone, begins to think about Criseyde 

unceasingly, or “withouten lette” (I.361). His meditation becomes more vivid: “as he sat and 

wook, his spirit mette  /  That he hire saugh a-temple, and al the wise  /  Right of hire look, and 

gan it newe avise” (I.362-4).  Although Troilus dreamt or “mette” of Crisedye, which suggests an 

unconscious (or at least inspirational or revelatory) process in medieval philosophy, and 

therefore a state in which the will may be out of reach for the dreamer, the narrator also asserts 

that he “sat and wook,” and that it was specifically his “spirit” that dreamed.  The language 

deliberately blurs states of dreaming and states of waking. The mental actions that happen in 

those normally distinct states have distinct moral consequences and implications: conscious 

thoughts about lust are sinful, dreams are not, since they are unintended.193   

 At the same time as Chaucer suggests an enfeebled will or a possible lack of agency on 

the part of Troilus, in this passage he also offers up descriptions of Troilus’s thought processes 

that actively employ a medieval vocabulary of sin, and which attest to intention or full agency in 

                                                           
192Christopher Kleinhenz notes Capellanus as an especially important source for Dante, who was an 

influential source for Chaucer in "Perspectives on Intertextuality in Dante's Divina Commedia," Romance Quarterly 

54, no. 3 (2007). 
193 For an overview of the moral consequences of sexual dreams in the Middle Ages, see Dyan Elliott’s 

“Pollution, Illusion, and Masculine Disarray: Nocturnal Emissions and the Sexuality of the Clergy” in Constructing 

Medieval Sexuality.  Ed. Karma Lochrie, Peggy McCracken, and James A. Schultz. (Medieval Cultures, vol. II).  

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. (1998), 5. She points out that in Augustine’s Literal Meaning of 

Genesis, “The dreamer is free from sin, however, since the will is immobilized or bound during sleep…Thus, for 

Augustine and his successors, unwelcome sexual fantasies were the unsolicited and unwilled work of demons who 

penetrated the human senses, accessed the images stored in the memory, and came up with illusions so potent, so 

familiar, yet so diabolically vitiated that not only was the dreamer without guilt (provided he did not consent to these 

images), but the actual content of these dreams did not warrant scrutiny.” 
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the strict philosophical and theological sense.  For example, after having exhaustively described 

Troilus’s experience of seemingly uncontrolled desire, the narrator asserts for Troilus a decisive 

intention or “purpos”: “Thus took he purpos loves craft to suwe” (I.379).  In fact, the passage 

that follows represents this “purpose” more specifically as the assent to desire.  After describing 

his desire and his visions of Criseyde, the narrator asserts, “For with good hope he gan fully 

assente  /  Criseyde for to love, and nought repente” (I.391-2).  Although the description 

corresponds to medieval treatments of love that blur desire and will, Chaucer’s language 

activates another register, layering philosophical and religious discourse onto courtly love 

imagery.  By rhyming “assente” and “repente,” Chaucer invokes medieval discussions of will, 

desire, and intention particularly as they pertained to sin.  The language, for example, is 

reminiscent of Abelard, who points out that lust itself is not a sin, but rather a human condition 

of everyday life and experience, and that sin is only marked by the intention, which he defines as 

the assent of the will to desire.  Abelard writes, “it isn’t the lusting after a woman but the 

consenting to the lust that is the sin.  It isn’t the will to have sex with her that is damnable but the 

will’s consent… Indeed the Law calls this consent to lust ‘lust’ when it says, ‘thou shalt not lust.’  

For it isn’t the lusting that had to be prohibited (which we cannot avoid and wherein we do not 

sin, as was said, but rather the assent to it.”194  As I will discuss in detail in other chapters, 

Augustine, Aquinas, and a number of popular medieval English religious texts make similar 

distinctions.  Thus, by connecting “purpose,” desire, “assent,” and “repente,” Chaucer’s word 

choice evinces a careful attention to how cognitive processes are understood and moralized; we 

might say that at this point, the representations of Troilus’s interiority conform to and reflect 

both contemporary courtly love literature and contemporary treatments of sin.   

                                                           
194 Ethics, 6, 27.  Augustine and Aquinas make similar distinctions, discussed at length in the introduction. 
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 But the ideas of intention and consent become much more problematic, and any ground 

gained in the clear delineations of desire, conscious thought, assent of the will, and intention 

bend, twist, and tumble into chaos in the lines that follow.  Troilus seems to have given consent 

to his desires and he composes a song about his love.  The narrator asserts that Troilus’s song 

represents a unification of meaning and form, even though he translates it for us:  “And of his 

song naught only the sentence,  /  As writ myn auctour called Lollius,  /  But plainly, save our 

tonges difference,  /  I dar wel seyn, in al, that Troilus  /  Seyde in his song, loo, every word right 

thus  /  As I shl seyn”( I.393-8).  The narrator claims a distinct sense of authority for the passage 

in the form of the fictive “auctor” Lollius.  What follows is the song that Troilus composes, 

but which is really a translation of Petrarch’s sonnet 132, “S'amor non è, che dunque é què i' 

sénto?” or “If Love Does Not Exist.”195  Both Troilus’s song and Petrarch’s sonnet are marked 

by a preoccupation with consent and desire.  Closely following the speaker of Petrarch’s sonnet, 

Troilus asks how it is that he can have such powerful feelings of love and desire unless he 

willingly consents to them:  “O quike deth, O swete harm so queynte,  /  How may of the in me 

swich quantite,  /  But if that I consente that it be?”196  But Chaucer diverges from what is 

otherwise a faithful translation of Petrarch in an important way: whereas the speaker of 

Petrarch’s poem recognizes the limitations of his own knowledge, including self-knowledge, 

articulating confusion at his own desire, Troilus’s song eschews any such awareness.  While 

retaining the imagery of being battered at sea by the forces of desire and love in Petrarch’s 

                                                           
195 In Theory and the Premodern Text, Strohm offers an important reading of the place of the sonnet in the 

Troilus and the place of the Troilus in literary history; he notes that Petrarch represents a break with the past and the 

beginning of the Early Modern Period in traditional periodization, and that Chaucer’s “medieval” poem incorporates 

the sonnet in ways that challenge those period boundaries, especially as they relate to claims for supposedly Early 

Modern subjects.  See especially 80-96. 
196 Petrarch’s speaker laments, “O living death, O delightful evil,  /  how can you be in me so, if I do not 

consent?”  (“O viva mórte, o dilettòso male,  /  Còme puói tanto in mè, s'io nòl cónsénto?”)  Fifty-three Poems from 

‘The Canzoniere’, Trans. A.S. Kline, (2002), http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/ 

PetrarchCanzoniere123-183.htm#_Toc10863121.   
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sonnet, Troilus’s song, in contrast, omits Petrarch’s connecting lines that evince a sense of 

perspective in the speaker.  Petrarch’s speaker muses,  “And if I consent, I am greatly wrong in 

sorrowing.  /  Among conflicting winds in a frail boat  /  I find myself on the deep sea without a 

helm.  /  so light in knowledge, so laden with error,  /  that I do not know what I wish myself  /  

and tremble in midsummer, burn in winter.”  He recognizes both the limitations of his 

knowledge and his own fallibility.  The winds that besiege him are the winds of desire, and his 

inability to steer the helm of the boat points to his sense of involuntary or unintended experience.  

The speaker’s incomplete knowledge is both general—”so light in knowledge and so laden with 

error”— and specific to self-knowledge, since the speaker is unable to identify or fully 

understand his own impulses and wishes, and unable to articulate or pinpoint the moment of 

consciously wishing or consenting to them: “I do not know what I wish myself.”  In omitting 

these lines that admit an awareness of limited self-knowledge, Chaucer draws on Petrarch’s 

language of consent but reshapes it in a way that problematizes the earlier narrative of Troilus’s 

experience in Book I.  By raising the larger question of agency, and by postulating consent to 

desire as an indistinct mental process, or even as unrecognizable, the song undercuts the 

summaries of the narrator, who had hitherto affirmed that Troilus had decisively taken full 

“purpos,” and had told us that he “assents” to his desire to love Criseyde.  When Troilus speaks 

for himself through the song, not only does he not assert such clear intention, but moreover he 

creates a work of art that blurs these very distinctions between desire, intention and will  that are 

so important for understanding both action and the experience of consciousness from a moral 

perspective.   

 That language of desire, assent, will and intention, as a number of scholars, like D.W. 

Robertson and Joseph Gallagher have pointed out, is specifically a vocabulary of sin that 
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resembles the definitions of sin articulated by Augustine and Aquinas and which was known 

throughout medieval popular culture via sermons, pastoral manuals, and penitentials.  Robertson 

identifies the elements of Troilus’s meditation on Criseyde that specifically invoke the discourse 

of sin: “Troilus has fixed a phantasy [sic] of Criseyde in his memory and has begun to meditate 

on it; he has preceded from ‘suggestion’ to ‘delightful thought,’ or from ‘sight’ to the beginnings 

of ‘immoderate thought.’  These are the initial steps which lead to an inner repetition of the Fall, 

to passio, or to mania and death…his external submission to Criseyde is based on an inner 

submission of the reason to the sensuality.”197  While Chaucer’s word choice of “desire,”  

“assent,” and “repente” certainly draws on that vocabulary, effecting a series of scenes that point 

to the discourse of sin, Robertson’s reading and those readings that spring from his observations 

fail to incorporate the poem’s subsequent disavowal of any distinctions between those categories.  

I would instead argue that Troilus’s song dismantles the notion of a clear sense of voluntary 

intention, or consent of the will to desire, the essential and defining element of sin.  This 

dismantling of the distinctions between conscious decision and involuntary drive in turn calls 

into question both our sense of those categories and our ability to positively know, recognize, 

and define them in the poem.  Theological treatments of sin assert clear boundaries between 

desire, will, and intention.  The will is a faculty of reason, and has ultimate control over desire, 

essentially an agency of the body.  When what follows the description of Troilus’s desires and 

conscious thought processes is a song that rejects the idea of a voluntary consent to desire, the 

poem creates a representation and a view of these normally distinct processes as in fact blurry 

and unknowable; the result is a narrative that suggests that the experience of desire and consent 

is, in practice, less clear cut than what philosophers, theologians, and local parish priests might 

                                                           
197 Robertson, A Preface to Chaucer: Studies in Medieval Perspectives, 477, 478. 
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argue in theory.198  The surprising representational obfuscation of desire and intention holds 

important consequences for how the poem moralizes—or, as often, refuses to moralize—

conscious thought, decisions, and involuntary drives that are strictly moralized in other genres of 

writing, like philosophy, theology, and popular religious texts.   Moreover, the poem’s 

suggestion here that intention can itself be indistinct as a mental process, and not necessarily 

distinguishable from desire or involuntary thoughts or drives, has consequences for how readers 

and audiences understand the mental processes of Troilus, Pandarus, and Criseyde.  The play 

between knowledge and consent, agency and passivity, intention and action, comes to a boiling 

point in Book III, when Troilus and Criseyde find themselves, after the machinations of 

Pandarus, finally in her bed together.   

 

The Consummation:  Rape or Consensual Sex? 

 

 The bedroom scene of Book III, in which Troilus and Criseyde finally consummate their 

affair for the first time, presents distinct problems for our understanding of Troilus and for the 

role of intention in the poem.  Pandarus, after bringing the couple together, leaves what had 

seemed like a helpless Troilus in the arms of a much more romantically competent Criseyde.  

Swooning, fainting, pledging eternal servitude to his lady, Troilus, with the help of Pandarus, has 

cast himself in the role of long-suffering lover.  When he finally makes it onto Criseyde’s bed—

only after another fainting spell induced by the prospect of speaking to her—an entirely 

                                                           
198 Patterson argues that the self in the Troilus is “a site where not one but many intentions—in effect many 

selves—are in a ceaseless process of constitution” in Chaucer and the Subject of History, 142.  My argument 

diverges from his in that I see the Troilus not as a poem that holds a fixed and stable sense of intention, and applies 

that sense of intention to characters in the construction of multiple selves, but rather as a poem for which the entire 

concept of intention is unstable; the Troilus is skeptical of our ability to accurately know and identify conscious 

decision or intention, and therefore skeptical not only of the idea of a “self,” but also of a progression of “selves.” 
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unexpected exchange that centers on the questions of consent, intention, and agency occurs.  In 

fact, the lines that Troilus speaks to Criseyde, when combined with his actions, seem so out of 

character that they call for a closer examination.   

 At this point, Criseyde has forgiven Troilus’s invented jealousy and responds that it is she 

who in fact asks his pardon for causing him any pain, however inadvertently.  Seized with joy by 

her response, Troilus grabs Criseyde.  The description of this action initially induces no surprise 

or dramatic tension: “He hire in armes faste to hym hente” (3.1186).  But both the narrator’s use 

of metaphor in describing the embrace, and Troilus’s subsequent speech raise questions as to 

how much Troilus’s behavior conforms to the typical rituals of courtly love or even to Chaucer’s 

sources and antecedents such as Boccaccio, Guido delle Columnis, and Benoît de Sainte-Maure.  

In fact, the embrace takes on a slightly different tone when Troilus moves from taking Criseyde 

in his arms—”faste to hym hente”—to clasping her very tightly: “This Troilus in armes gan hire 

streyne” (3.1205).  But the tenor of the exchange diverges most in the mood of the language 

Troilus uses to address her, in which he casts himself as predator and Criseyde as prey: “O 

swete, as ever mote I goon,  /  Now be ye caught, now is ther but we tweyne;  /  Now yeldeth 

yow, for other boot is non” (3.1206-8).  His reminder to the quaking Criseyde that she is 

“caught” and that no else is there besides the two of them could be innocuous, but when followed 

by language that uses command forms— “Now yeldeth yow”—it casts doubt onto his self-

professed role as Criseyde’s humble servant (3.140) and his earlier assertion to himself that all 

his “argumentes” were for this “conclusioun,  /  That she on him wolde han compassioun” 

(I.466-67).  This aggressive behavior and language is in fact an exact inversion of his pledge of 

“entente” to Criseyde at the beginning of Book III.  Criseyde had asked Troilus finally to lay 

bare his intentions: she demanded to Pandarus that Troilus “telle [her] the fyn of his entente” 
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since “Yet wist [she] nevere wel what that he mente” (3.125-6) by all of his romantic overtures.  

Troilus’s obscure response, that he pines for her to “somtyme frendly on [him] see” (3.130) and 

wishes for her to “commanden [him] in any hour” (3.140), casts him in the role of her “humble” 

servant.  In the speech he victimizes himself, lamenting “how sore that [he] smerte” (3.146).  The 

consummation scene inverts all of these relations: Criseyde becomes prey, victim, and 

commanded by Troilus.  The representational consequences of this inversion are significant for 

Troilus’s characterization: the scene destabilizes the prior depictions of a passive, suffering, and 

inept lover.  It also calls into question his initial professed intention that Criseyde merely 

“sometime friendly on [him] see.” 

 The narrator’s authoritative declaration of Criseyde’s terror only intensifies the ominous 

tone of the scene:  “Criseyde, which that felte hir thus ytake,  /  As writen clerkes in hir bokes 

olde,  /  Right as an aspes leef she gan to quake,  /  Whan she him felte hir in his armes folde” 

(3.1198-1201).199  The invocation of the “clerkes” and their “bokes olde” poses her fear as an 

established fact or truth, which supplements the description of her as a shaking leaf.  The 

narrator’s description echoes and expands upon Troilus’s metaphor of predator and prey, using it 

to create the sense that Criseyde physically has no choice in the matter: “What mighte or may the 

sely larke seye,  /  Whan that the sperhauk hath it in his foot?  /  I kan no more” (3.1191-93).  

Chaucer’s metaphor and his use of occupatio together create a sense of inevitability.  The 

language reduces Criseyde to a “sely larke,” a small captured animal with no chance of 

responding to or escaping its predator.  Furthermore, the narrator’s occupatio calls attention to 

Criseyde’s inability to respond meaningfully to force, a sense echoed in the linguistic 

forcefulness of the words metaphorically used to describe Troilus.  Aspirated, accented, 

                                                           
199 Aers discusses Criseyde’s fear as central for our understanding of her restricted choices in Chaucer, 

Langland, and the Creative Imagination. 
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dominant, the spondaic “sperhauk” has taken control with his foot, breaking up the normal flow 

of iambic pentameter in the poem and suddenly dominating the syllables of the description in the 

unnerving feet in that line of poetry.     

 Lee Patterson argues that Criseyde’s final words before they begin to fully realize their 

romance—“Ne hadde I er now, my swete herte dere,  /  Ben yolde, ywis, I were now not here!” 

(3.1210-11)—assert her consent.  He notes the lines and writes: “No doubt Criseyde is in 

Pandarus’s house because she wants to make love with Troilus…But because her world 

proscribes the explicit representation of female sexual desire, she cannot admit this want either to 

others or to herself.”200  But the scene leaves me with more questions than with any certainty 

about her feelings or her intent to consummate the affair for a few reasons.  The first is that it’s 

in a sense retroactive; Criseyde’s alleged plans to encounter Troilus are not mentioned by the 

narrator.  Instead, the portrayal of Criseyde’s feelings toward Troilus tend toward ambivalence 

and ambiguity.  Moreover, although Criseyde had “al foryaf, and ofte tyme hym keste” (3.1129), 

she does not entirely give herself over to Troilus in this scene.  Before they proceed, she makes 

Troilus take “swiche othes as hire leste devyse” (3.1142).  Since we have no account of what 

these oaths entail, we are only left with the knowledge that Criseyde’s interactions wih Troilus 

are in fact conditional. 

The second is that it bears striking similarities to a scene of indisputable rape in 

Chaucer’s Legend of Lucrece.  When Tarquin holds a sword up to Lucrece and makes his 

intention to rape her clear, the narrator considers her lack of alternatives, and Lucrece’s inability 

to verbally respond to her present circumstances: 

  

 No word she spak, she hath no myght therto. 

                                                           
200 Chaucer and the Subject of History, 145. 
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 What shal she seyn?  Hire wit is al ago. 

 Ryght as a wolf that fynt a lomb alone, 

 To whom shal she compleyne or make mone? 

 What, shal she fyghte with an hardy knight? 

 Wel wot men that a woman hath no might. 

 What, shal she crye, or how shal she asterte 

 That hath hire by the throte with swerd at herte? 

 She axeth grace, and seyth al that she can. (1797-1804) 

 

The image of the trapped Lucrece as a “lomb alone” caught in the paws of a “wolf” reverberates 

for us the predator-prey imagery of a Troilus who has “caught” Criseyde.  The lines are in fact a 

translation of Ovid’s Fasti.201  But whereas Ovid asserts that “Overcome by fear of infamy, the 

dame gave way,” Chaucer includes no such counterpart in his translation, and erases both the 

description of the act and her interior reaction.  The sense that Criseyde has no options, like 

Lucrece, is a point the narrator emphasizes; the narrator’s question in the Troilus, “What mighte 

or may the sely larke seye,  /  Whan that the sperhauk hath it in his foot?” poses another version 

of the same question asked by the narrator of the Legend of Lucrece: “What shal she seyn?”  In 

both cases, the narration suggests a sense of limitation, exigency, and duress for Criseyde and 

Lucrece.  Both women are rendered limited not only physically, but also in terms of expression: 

what can they say?  Their options for self-expression, whether strictly physical or linguistic, are 

limited and defined by male desire and male force, and are only given form in male-produced 

poetry.  Both situations foreclose on the possibility of feminine intent; not only is it not taken 

                                                           
201Ovid, Fasti, trans. James George Frazer, Ovid in Six Volumes (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard 

University Press; W. Heinemann, 1976). 
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into consideration in Troilus’s speech or Tarquin’s, but the narrator’s choice to call attention to 

the fact that female self-expression itself is foreclosed in both cases demonstrates a pointed and 

self-conscious refusal to imagine an already foreclosed intent. 

 It is an important detail that Chaucer here diverges from his immediate source, Il 

Filostrato, which casts no doubt on the consensual nature of Troilo and Creseida’s encounter: 

although it is Troilo who first embraces Creseida (“he embraced her”), it was Creseida who came 

with a torch in the night to seek out Troilo.202  Boccaccio makes no dispute about the reciprocal 

nature of their desire: after Troilo initiates their embrace, the narrator’s reflexive pronoun usage 

asserts dual agency: “they kissed each other on the mouth” (168, emphasis added).203  It is clear 

in Il Filostrato that Creseida always intended to have a romantic affair with Troilo.   

 C.S. Lewis influentially argued that Chaucer’s major changes to Il Filostrato refashion 

the story in order to present a more orthodox representation of the courtly romance tradition.204  

While that thesis may hold true for Chaucer’s rendition of Criseyde, Troilus’s behavior and 

language, especially in this scene, present problems for his status as a character who conforms to 

the rules of ancient and medieval treatments of love.  If Lewis is right, Chaucer’s audience would 

have expected Troilus to be a man of honor in his pursuit of Criseyde.  This honor code includes 

Andreas Capellanus’s initial advice that “a lover obtains from his beloved nothing that he 

relishes unless it comes from her voluntarily.” 205  If we include romance and ars amatoria as 

important generic markers for the Troilus, and as a lens through which Chaucer’s audience 

would have understood the poem, then Susan Crane’s observation that rape seldom occurs in 

                                                           
202 Fradenburg also makes note of this point. 
203 Troilus and Criseyde, with Facing-Page Il Filostrato, ed. Stephen A. Barney (New York: W.W. Norton, 

2006), 168, emphasis added; Giovanni Boccaccio, "Il Filostrato." 
204 Essays and Studies 17 (1932). 
205 On Love, trans. P. G. Walsh, Duckworth Classical, Medieval, and Renaissance Editions (London: 

Duckworth, 1982), 37. 
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romance is important to consider, and points to the way that Chaucer skirts along the edges of the 

generic expectations, complicating the patterns of depiction that Lewis identifies.206  

Accordingly, even the suggestion of rape is then problematic for chivalric codes of honor that 

Troilus should adhere to, and therefore raises questions about Troilus’s character, his constancy, 

and his “entente.”   

 Ovid, an important source for Chaucer, offers alternative, un-chivalric models for 

understanding and problematizing sex and consent and for this reason should be considered to 

better understand the complexity of intention in the bedroom scene.  Writing tongue-in-cheek in 

The Art of Love, Ovid declares,  

 

 It’s all right to use force—force of that sort goes down well with 

  The girls: what in fact they love to yield 

 They’d often rather have stolen.  Rough seduction 

  Delights them, the audacity of near-rape 

 Is a compliment—so the girl who could have been forced, yet somehow 

  Got away unscathed, may feign delight, but in fact 

 Feels sadly let down.  Hilaira and Phoebe, both ravished, 

  Both fell for their ravishers… (I.673-80)207 

 

Ovid’s ironic poem on romantic relationships makes an important elision.  Although he initially 

asserts that women would prefer rape to consensual sex—”what in fact they love to yield  /  

They’d often rather have stolen”— in the next line he shifts to the “delight” that consensual sex 

                                                           
206 Gender and Romance in Chaucer's Canterbury Tales  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 

122-25.   
207 The Erotic Poems, trans. Peter Green, Penguin Classics (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England ; New 

York, N.Y.: Penguin Books, 1982). 
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or “seduction” offers, privileging not rape but “near-rape.”  Changing courses again, Ovid 

invokes the examples of two mythical women who were rape victims and who validated their 

rapists by subsequently pining for them.   Ovid self-consciously clouds distinctions between rape 

fantasies and actual rape, and it should be noted that his tool for doing so is mythical and literary.  

The examples of Hilaira and Phoebe, raped by Castor and Pollux and made into their wives, 

precede a more extended example of Deidamia and Achilles.  Dressed in drag by his mother and 

left on the island of Scyros in an effort to save him from recruitment to the Trojan War, the 

young cross-dressing Achilles establishes and solidifies his gender identity through the act of 

rape.  As Ovid puts it: “The king’s daughter, Deidamia,  /  Who shared his room soon proved  /  

That manhood through rape” (697-99).  Furthermore, the action involves no challenge to 

Achilles’s honor, since “to be forced was what she desired” (700).  In effect, Ovid makes the act 

both rape and not rape or “near-rape”: Achilles realizes his “manhood” by raping Deidamia, but 

Deidamia desires to be raped.  Thus, in Ovid’s precedent, male sexual acts involve no ethical 

decisions or moral dilemmas; there are no consequences and no victims for acting on 

unreciprocated desire, because desire is always reciprocated, even if only posteriorly to the act.  

The only damage to be done is the loss to a patriarch—a father or husband— and the end result 

is an elision of female desire and female violation.208 

 Ovid’s Ars Amatoria provides an important precedent for the discourse of love in 

Chaucer.  Moreover, his poetry demonstrates a narrative tradition, whether satirical or serious, 

which holds the capacity to not only assert, elide, project and define both pleasure and consent, 

but also to entirely obfuscate intention.  The example of Ovid also proves useful in that it 

                                                           
208 Feminist literary critic Barbara Johnson suggests that this elision is characteristic of the western literary 

canon.  I take my methodological approach here especially from her readings of the elisions of female desire and 

female violation in poetry and film in “On Muteness” in The Feminist Difference: Literature, Psychoanalysis, Race, 

and Gender  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998).   
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epitomizes medieval legal attitudes toward rape.  The legal history of rape and consent offers an 

important social context for examining the depictions of Criseyde, especially since Chaucer 

clearly raises consent as a problem in the consummation scene and because Chaucer himself was 

involved in such a case.  Cecily Chaumpaigne formally accused Chaucer of “raptus,” though she 

released him of the charge on May 4, 1380.209  And although the case was dropped, it 

nevertheless warrants and heightens our sense of how issues of rape, consent, and intention are 

key issues in Chaucer’s biography and in his work.  Kathryn Gravdal has demonstrated how 

connected legal and literary representations of rape were in the Middle Ages.  She points out that 

in “early medieval Europe…Raptus was not a public crime…but a kind of theft, a wrong against 

the man under whose authority the female victim lived.”210  This concept of raptus holds no 

interest in a women’s consent, and even suggests that a raped or abducted woman can consent to 

the act after it has happened.  In 1285, for example, Chapter 34 of the Westminster II imagines 

that a woman can give consent after the raptus, outlawing “‘ravishment’ where a woman ‘did not 

consent, neither before nor after.’”211  Late medieval England thus inherited this attitude toward 

female bodies and female consent that we find in both Ovid and in those earlier medieval legal 

codes that Gravdal mentions.  But Christopher Cannon has noted the more horrifying 

development of the 1382 Statute of Rapes, which “include[d] those persons who have been 

ravished in its definition of the perpetrators of this wrong.”212  Women who the courts imagine 

“consent” to their abductions or rapes are thus disqualified from receiving “all inheritance, 

dower, or joint feoffment.”213  These changes reflect a reaction against free choice in marriage, 

                                                           
209 Cited by Christopher Cannon, "Chaucer and Rape: Uncertainty's Certainties," in Representing Rape in 

Medieval and Early Modern Literature (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 256. 
210 Ravishing Maidens: Writing Rape in Medieval French Literature and Law, New Cultural Studies Series 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), 6. 
211 Cited by Cannon, “Chaucer and Rape,” 260. 
212 Ibid, 261. 
213 Ibid, 261. 
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or cases in which “Women allowed themselves to be abducted in order to affirm their choice of a 

husband and force their families to accept the relationship and they allowed themselves to be 

abducted in order to leave their husbands.”214  But, these changes make no distinction between 

those women who elected to be abducted and those who were forcibly raped in our modern sense 

of the word.  Cannon points out the stakes of these changes: the interest of the law is not forced 

coitus and its implications for the victim, but rather the issue of patriarchal power and authority 

over female bodies.   

 These findings about the legal attitudes toward rape in the Middle Ages can be 

illuminating for understanding Criseyde’s predicament.  Elizabeth Robertson has argued that 

Criseyde’s status as a widow abandoned by her father presents problems for her identification in 

a patriarchal system that typically identifies and categorizes women as they relate to men.215  Her 

status as possession to be stolen or site to be trespassed against is thus complicated by the fact 

that as an object, she has no clear owner.  To Cannon and Gravdal’s legal surveys of rape, 

Robertson adds an important point for Chaucer and the late medieval world in England: the 

economic changes that occurred after the Black Death in 1348 freed up a good portion of land to 

the market.  The result was that the demand for “land transfers through opportune aristocratic 

marriages was lessened.”216  Thus, Chaucer’s audience would have held changing attitudes 

toward female autonomy, especially in relation to land ownership, and especially as pertaining to 

widows, who were often pressured to remarry.  So, against the grain of legislation and literary 

traditions that held no sense of women’s autonomy over their bodies, other social and economic 

changes presented opportunities for some women to enjoy freedoms and at least experience less 

                                                           
214 Sue Sheridan Walker, "Punishing Convicted Ravishers: Statutory Strictures and Actual Practice in 

Thirteenth and Fourteenth Century England," Journal of Medieval History 13, no. 3 (1987): 237-8.   
215 "Public Bodies and Psychic Domains: Rape, Consent, and Female Subjectivity in Geoffrey Chaucer's 

Troilus and Criseyde," in Representing Rape in Medieval and Early Modern Literature. (2001), 293. 
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pressure to remarry if they were widows.  As a widow, Criseyde’s freedom is thus complicated 

in the poem by both the literary, legal, and social traditions that preceded and surrounded the 

completion of the Troilus in the 1380s.   

 A further irony of the consummation scene, and a point to be considered alongside the 

legal context of raptus and the problem of consent, is that Troilus “folds” Criseyde in his arms at 

the moment that her subjectivity is erased or problematized.  The act of folding is earlier used as 

a metaphor for thought and is specifically applied to Criseyde when she is still trying to decide 

whether or not to accept Troilus's overtures of love: 

 

 And, Lord!  So she gan in hire thought argue 

 In this matere of which I have yow told, 

 And what to done best were, and what eschue, 

 That plited she ful often in many fold. (II.694-7) 

 

Criseyde had begun not necessarily to fall in love with Troilus, but to “enclyne” to like him, as 

the narrator describes just a few stanzas earlier.  Criseyde’s acts of thinking and feeling—her 

arguments to herself—are figuratively cast as acts of folding, and the thoughts themselves as 

“fold[s]” in the metaphor.  Although the two scenes are not sequential, I’d still like to pursue the 

idea that Troilus replaces the mental processes that we see above in Criseyde with the coercive 

use of power.  And so, that Troilus’s arms “fold” around her, and that he commands her, in the 

bedroom scene, could in this alternate sense be understood to transform, erase, and replace the 

“folds” of her thoughts with sheer force.  Conscious thought, intention, and desire are enfolded 

by force, supplanting what seemed like Criseyde’s fear—her “quakyng”— with expressions of 
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her desire.  The metamorphosis is complete when the two lovers intertwine like a tree and a 

honeysuckle vine, and when Criseyde becomes like “the new abaysed nyghtyngale,  /  That 

stynteth first whan she bygynnth to synge,  /  Whan that she hereth any herde tale,  /  Or in the 

hegges any wyght stirynge,  /  And after siker doth hire vois out rynge, /  Right so Criseyde, 

whan hire drede stente,  /  Open hire herte and tolde hym hire entente” (3.1233-39).  It is 

significant that Criseyde, after they consummate their relationship, becomes like the nightingale, 

the Ovidian symbol of rape, which Chaucer of course knew and wrote about in the Legend of 

Good Women.  It is equally significant that it is only after she has been “streyned” in the “folds” 

of Troilus’s arms, and after she has become, to the narrator, like a “sely lark” and “as the new 

abaysed nyghtyngale” that we have, for the first time, what seems like the definitive assertion of 

an “entente” on the part of Criseyde.  Moreover, her expression of consent is presented only in a 

limited form: we have the indirect summary of the narrator that she “tolde hym hire entente” but 

no direct expression of what that “entente” is.  Instead of speech, the narrative quickly transitions 

to a lush description of her body parts, itemized with relish by the narrator, and ostensibly from 

the perspective of Troilus.  We are directed to meditate on “Hire armes smale, hire streghte bak 

and softe,  /  Hire sydes longe, fleshly, smothe, and white…Hire snowissh throte, hire brestes 

rounde and lite” (3.1247-50).  Criseyde’s “entente” is not elaborated, thus forming a blank space 

and a textual silence; the first to finally speak in the scene is Troilus, consummating the affair 

and offering up a speech in praise of love.   

  Louise O. Fradenburg has written persuasively that the problematic nature of Criesyde’s 

consent is symptomatic of a much larger theme in the poem: the occlusion of violence, both 

chivalric and sexual.  The point of Chaucer’s indeterminate narrative of Criseyde’s intention is 

precisely indeterminacy, she argues:  



112 

 

 

 …we cannot ‘decide’ whether Criseyde has consented or not, whether she has been raped 

 or not.  We can only see that the possibility has been raised and then made undecidable; 

 and this suggests that for a woman in Criseyde’s position sexual violence may be what 

 she has for love, may be the medium of her consent.  It suggests also that such ambiguity 

 is in part designed to protect the delectation of invasive violence, and is talismanic for the 

 masculine chivalric subject—who by means of such occlusion may retain the conviction 

 both of his masculinity and his honor.217 

 

 In the consummation scene, two competing versions of masculinity come into collision.  

One is the Petrarchan model of male victimization and self-pity, a model, as Fradenburg points 

out, also of chivalry and knightly suffering.  The other, that flickers briefly in the bedroom scene, 

is the Ovidian model of male aggression and agency.  Troilus is both would-be rapist and not a 

rapist, victim and victimizer.  In this way he embodies a perverse hybridity of the masculine and 

masculine desire: to exercise power, but to maintain the façade of unimpeachable powerlessness.  

If we look at his language, it suggests both an intent to rape Criseyde and, alternately, a “desyr 

for this conclusioun”: to be an object of her pity and compassion.   

 It is ironic, then, that Troilus initially makes no acknowledgment of Criseyde’s consent, 

commanding her, “Now yeldeth yow,” and reminding her that the two of them are alone, and that 

she is “caught,” since in the final conflict of the poem, when Criseyde has been called back to 

her father and must go to the Greek camp in exchange for Antenor, Troilus defers acting on his 

desire to abduct her.  He emphasizes instead his need to first verify her “entente” and assure 

himself that she would desire to flee with him.  Troilus initially refuses to entertain Pandarus’s 

                                                           
217 “‘Our owen wo to drynke’: Loss, Gender and Chivalry in Troilus and Criseyde,” 100-1.  
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suggestion that he simply abduct her, even though Pandarus assures him, “it is no rape, in my 

dom, ne no vice,  /  Hire to witholden that ye love most” (IV.596-7).  When Troilus finally 

agrees to entertain Pandarus’s idea to run off with Criseyde, he stipulates that it will depend 

entirely on her “entente”: 

 

 ‘Frend, graunt mercy, ich assente. 

 But certeynly thow maist nat so me priken, 

 Ne peyne non ne may me so tormente, 

 That, for no case, it is nat myn entente, 

 At shorte words, though I deyen sholde, 

 To ravysshe hire, but if hireself it wolde.’  (IV.632-37) 

 

Again, Troilus’s intention is expressed using a negative construction.  Instead of directly stating 

what his intention is, he asserts what it is not.  And the act that he categorically refuses to 

entertain here is perhaps an act that, by some standards, he has already committed in Book III.   

 The insights of Cannon, Roberstson, and Fradenburg prove useful for our understanding 

of the consummation scene.  But rather than confining questions of intent to Criseyde and to this 

scene, I would argue that they are actually a part of Chaucer’s much larger representations and 

reevaluation of intention as a concept.  Chaucer’s renderings of Criseyde’s intent, which itself is 

never directly defined or expressed to the reader, assert a sense of the ultimate privacy and 

unknowability of mental processes, an assertion which was part of a broader late medieval 

English construction of intent.  But it also works in tandem with the portrait of Troilus’s 

indeterminate consent to his desire to love Criseyde.  In both cases, the poem radically calls into 
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question our ability to adequately and accurately determine the conscious choices and mental 

actions of the characters; by presenting portraits of the main characters’ intentions which involve 

conditions of exigency or duress, or which depict the drive of desire as indistinct from conscious 

and willed intention, the poem asserts that the boundaries of the self are in fact fluid 

constructions.  And in each case, the poem coaxes and baits us into attributing intent to the 

characters, or pushes us into believing expressions of intent that are riddled with contradictions; 

however, as often as we are driven down these pathways, the poem adds conditions, dialogue, or 

other information that renders conscious intention difficult to pinpoint or entirely isolate.  In 

effect, part of the puzzle of the Troilus is this game that it engages in and that it continues to 

draw readers into.  For this reason we see how Patterson argues, “No doubt Crisedye is in 

Pandarus’s house because she wants to make love with Troilus,”218 while Fradenburg sees 

serious limitations to this kind of reading, and questions Criseyde’s capacity to express her 

consent given the circumstances that she finds herself in, arguing on the other hand that “sexual 

violence may be what she has for love, may be the medium of her consent.”219  In each case, the 

poem engages readers and scholars in a game of imagining and reconstructing the mental 

processes of its characters; its main point, I would argue, is not, as Patterson suggests, that there 

is “not one but many intentions—in effect, many selves” for each character, which “are in a 

ceasless process of constitution”220 but rather that part of that ceaseless constitution is 

hermeneutical, a ceasless process enacted as much by readers in imagining intention and 

attributing it to the characters of the poem, as it is by the characters themselves.  In both cases, 

these acts of imagining or attributing intentions are best understood as creative acts, since 

intention, as the portrait of Troilus’s consent to desire demonstrates, is an unstable category.  In 

                                                           
218 Chaucer and the Subject of History, 145. 
219 "'Our Owen Wo to Drynke': Loss, Gender and Chivalry in Troilus and Criseyde," 101. 
220 Chaucer and the Subject of History, 142. 



115 

 

this way, the developments in late medieval law and religious doctrine should be considered 

alongside more recent theories of intent.  Grant Gillet and Daniel Dennett, for example, who see 

the very formation of intention as a kind of storytelling, are especially useful in this regard.221   

 

Criseyde 

 

 Chaucer self-consciously obscures and problematizes Criseyde’s intentions in the 

consummation scene, but the last two books of the poem focus largely on her intent, and call for 

further examination.  How are we to understand Criseyde and her intentions?  Medieval legal 

theory and social thought limited or circumscribed women’s subjectivity, and Chaucer’s sources 

in turn compressed and limited Criseyde’s subjectivity in inventive and complicated ways.  In 

Boccaccio Creseida’s moral identity is predetermined by her gender, and her moral capacity in 

turn reflects on all the members of her gender.  In short, the particular woman, Criseida, comes 

to stand for the universal category of woman.  In Book V, chapter 30 of Il Filostrato, Boccaccio 

asserts that “A young woman is both fickle and desirous of many lovers, and she esteems her 

beauty greater than the mirror shows…She does not feel virtue or reason, unsteady always as a 

leaf in the wind” (424).  His generalization is layered onto Creseida’s final betrayal of Troilo, 

and offers a hermeneutic for understanding her behavior.  Although Creseida deviates from her 

stated intentions and her sworn oath, this deviation actually represents a kind of conformity to 

gender norms.  It is thus only “The perfect lady” who “has a stronger desire to be loved and takes 

delight in loving…and she fulfills her promises…” (424)   

 Boccaccio’s sentiment follows general diatribes against women like the kind found in 

Andreas Capellanus’s On Love.  His universal condemnation of the female sex brings On Love to 

                                                           
221 For more on Gillet and Dennett’s theories of intention, see chapter 4. 
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a close, and offers a hermeneutic for his entire work as well, or a way of reading against all the 

advice he has given.  He writes that women are by nature guilty of every evil, and that their 

gender predisposes them to sin and predetermines their actions.  His comments are particularly 

relevant to Boccaccio and Chaucer, since he views women as categorically incapable of 

following through on an oath: “No woman could make you so certain of her promise that her 

intention and purpose with regard to that promise are not found to be changed in next to no time.  

No woman’s mind remains unchanged for an hour…This is why you should never feel certain of 

a woman’s promise or oath, because there is no lasting loyalty in her” (313).222  Female 

subjectivity thus poses problems for the questions of intention, will, and free will, if some groups 

are by nature more perverse or predisposed to sin than others.  It thus presents a problem: how 

can women be both fickle by nature and blameworthy for their broken oaths?  In other words, 

how can we view Creseida or Criseyde from a moral perspective if her gender predetermines her 

sin?  Or, how can the moral self be both a chosen and created thing, as Augustine, Abelard, 

Aquinas and popular theology assert, and at the same time limited and predetermined by other 

categories?   

 Chaucer seems to be making fun of these conventions when Criseyde, in her first oath to 

Troilus in Book III, just before the consummation scene, assures him that she has not betrayed 

him with the invented Horaste: “And I, emforth my connyng and my might,  /  Have and ay shal, 

how sore that me smerte,  /  Ben to yow trewe and hool with al myn herte” (3.999-1001).  Her 

truth and wholeness of heart are self-consciously limited by her wit or “connyng” and her 

physical strength or “might”; she limits her promise by pointing to the limitations of her mind 

                                                           
222 This is true for Chaucer’s historical sources and analogues as well.  Benoît de Sainte-Maure in La 

Roman de Troie predicts Briseida’s betrayal of Troilus as predetermined by gender: “Soon she will have changed 

her love, and soon she will be comforted by him.  A woman will never be too downcast.”  Similarly, Guido de 

Columnis in the Historia destructionis Troiae finds gender a category that predetermines dishonesty: “It is clearly 

implanted in all women by nature not to have any steady constancy.”  Windeatt, Troilus and Criseyde, 83, 92. 



117 

 

and body in a way that sounds nearly legalistic.  And when she formally makes an oath of her 

honor, it is attuned to past deeds and present behavior, and not to any future promises: “Now 

God, thow woost, in thought ne dede untrewe  /  To Troilus was never yet Criseyde” (3.1053-4, 

emphasis added).  She then asks that Troilus weigh her intention over and above any evidence or 

suspicions that might point to her infidelity regarding Horaste:  

 

 And she answerde, ‘Swete, al were it so, 

 What harm was that, syn I non yvel mene? 

 For, by that God that boughte us bothe two, 

 In alle thinge is myn entente clene. 

 Swich arguments ne been not worth a bene; 

 Wol ye the childish jalous countrefete? 

 Now were it worthy that ye were ybete.’ (3.1163-69) 

 

In the passage Criseyde calls attention to her clean “entente,” but this is strange, since her actions 

are in fact what constitute her innocence.  The audience knows that she has no connection to any 

Horaste, who is the clear invention of Pandarus.  We likewise see through Troilus’s thin and 

desperate excuse for his jealousy: that of all the people at a recent party, Criseyde looked at him 

the least.  The fact that she invokes intent here is thus significant, since the audience knows that 

she has erred neither in deed nor in intention.  It is of further interest that she requires that 

intention be considered over and above both “arguments” and actions.  Whatever evidence 

Troilus pretends to have against her, she disregards, in favor of a greater truth determined by her 

“clene entente.” 
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 The passage provides a point of comparison for Criseyde’s letter to Troilus in Book V, in 

which she asks that Troilus ignore the length of her letter to him, which is short, and that he 

consider only the intention of the letter.  She briefly relates that she won’t come to meet him, but 

that she plans to come soon, though she declines to commit to any particular date or time, and 

cannot share the reason why she is delayed.  She begins by invoking the need for a “good 

entencioun” from Troilus in his reading the letter, pleading that he not be offended by the letter’s 

brevity: 

 

 ‘Yet preye I yow on yvel ye ne take, 

 That it is short which that I to yow write; 

 I dar not, ther I am, wel lettres make, 

 Ne never yet ne coude I wel endite. 

 Eek greet effect men wryte in place lite. 

 Th'entente is al, and nought the lettres space; 

 And fareth now wel, God have you in his grace! 

       La vostre C.’ (V.1625-32) 

 

Criseyde’s demand that we and Troilus consider not the written word, but the intention behind 

the written word, lays bare the central problem of intent that Chaucer explores in the poem.  Her 

declaration of intent is of course misleading—at this point she already “took fully purpos for to 

dwelle” (V.1029) among the Greeks, and will never return to Troilus.   

 The letters self-consciously connect declarations of intention to acts of writing.  In this 

respect, Andreas Capellanus’s metaphor for female subjectivity as a kind of constant writing and 
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rewriting is useful for thinking through the implications of Criseyde’s letter: he writes, “For 

woman is like melting wax, always ready to assume fresh shape and to be moulded to the imprint 

of another’s seal” (313).  In the Middle Ages, wax and imprintation are often used as the central 

metaphors for writing, intention and memory.223  In rhetorical treatises and works on the 

memory, writing on wax could represent intention as some permanent or semi-permanent 

expression of self that could be judged, understood, and read from a moral perspective, in 

contradistinction to the impermanence of desire and its moral irrelevance.  In this way, the 

metaphor normally connected to memory and the written word—wax and the imprint of the 

seal—here points not to the permanence of writing and the memory, but to the impermanence 

and pliability of feminine subjectivity and intention.  We may examine Andreas Capellanus’s 

discussion of the impermanence of female subjectivity as akin to the impermanence of writing on 

wax in conjunction with Chaucer’s view of all writing as impermanent.  Chaucer has hitherto 

more generally emphasized the incompleteness, impermanence and inscrutability of writing, as 

discussed in the opening section of this chapter.  In addition, the sources that he alleges he 

translates are, he often reminds us, silent on a number of matters.  Female subjectivity is thus a 

representational problem: What do Criseyde’s intentions matter if they are predetermined either 

by her gender, or by Pandarus, the grand manipulator of the text, or by an inconspicuously 

forceful Troilus or Diomede?  But when we consider Chaucer’s additions to Boccaccio, his 

emphasis on the impermanence of writing and of history, his examples of unstable intentions as a 

categorically human condition, we begin to see unstable intention as a truth of consciousness 

both for Troilus and for Criseyde, as well as for Ector.  Chaucer’s exploration of female intention 

                                                           
223 See Carruthers, The Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the Making of Images, 400-1200, 132, 

66. 
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thus enables a larger exploration of literary character.224  In this way, we could argue that 

Boccaccio, Guido, Benoît and Andreas Capellanus project the uglier parts of human 

consciousness exclusively onto women.  The more troubling aspects of consciousness are neatly 

limited to the bounds of female experience and female nature.  The chaos of thoughts, desires 

and impulses are female, while the calm operations of will and reason are male.  Chaucer 

rediscovers and rehabilitates not only women and their socially limited freedoms, but the idea of 

a fundamentally blurry and divided self, male or female. 

 While D.W. Robertson and other have asserted that Chaucer strictly follows and applies 

medieval philosophy and theology, especially doctrines of sin, to his characters, I would instead 

argue that Chaucer diverges from those philosophical and theological tools—versions of which 

widely known in popular religious culture— for talking about the self and, in particular, the 

moral self in the development of his characters.  His literary representations of Troilus, Criseyde, 

Pandarus and Ector suggest that his characters have thoughts, desires, and intentions that are far 

more mysterious than what the genres of medieval religious and philosophical thought assert as 

universal mental processes.  Confessional manuals, like their philosophical predecessors, sought 

to impose order or at least the potential for order on the human psyche.  Chaucer remains 

skeptical of order in his literary depictions of consciousness, wondering aloud if intention is 

really any different from desire, if it is knowable, both to ourselves and each other, and if 

knowable, how meaningful. 

                                                           
224 Patterson makes a similar conclusion. He argues that while Il Filostrato “remains within the generic 

confines of erotic literature,” Chaucer diverges from these generic strictures, which enables a richer depiction of 

Criseyde and a larger inquiry into “subjectivity.”  Patterson concludes that “in doing so it shows how the notion of 

intention, as defined by either philosophy (Boethius) or moral theology (the Parson), is inadequate to an account of 

human action.” Chaucer and the Subject of History, 142.  Although I’d agree with part of Patterson’s reading, I 

don’t agree with his final conclusion that the end goal of this inquiry is the “account of human action,” since most of 

intention theory in the Middle Ages was focused on mental process itself, and not action.   
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 Declarations of intent offer little in the poem.  The narrative form of Criseyde’s statement 

of a “clene entente” in the letter recalls the opening of the poem and the emphasis it places on the 

problem of intent for composition and for audiences.  How is intention in fact knowable if it only 

comes to us in the form of narrative?  And what are we to make of stated or imagined intentions 

that clearly contradict all observable evidence?  The written word is shaky territory for intention.  

Chaucer here recognizes intention as a form of storytelling; it is the story Criseyde tells to 

Troilus of their relationship and it is a form of representing the self.  Narratives of intention aim 

to assert identities and to forge relationships between characters.  The role of intention, however, 

comes into play on much larger scale than individuals and their relationships to each other in the 

poem.  Intent becomes a key in collective narratives and collective actions, as the frame of the 

Trojan War demonstrates.   

 

 Collective Intention: The Greeks of “oon entente” 

 

 Individual intention is, according to the poem, subjective, emotionally-dependent, and 

environmentally-influenced.  If individual intention in the Troilus poses problems for 

interpretation, what then of collective intention?  At this point it is useful to examine the larger 

frame of the Trojan War as described by Chaucer at the beginning and end of the poem.  In Book 

I, after introducing intention in the context of authorial aims and then in the context of the 

audience’s disposition, Chaucer begins the narrative of the story proper, and shifts the discussion 

again, this time treating the concept of collective intent.  In describing the background to the 

Trojan War, he writes that the Greeks had assailed the Trojans for ten years “in diverse wise and 

oon entente,  /  The ravysshyng to wreken of Eleyne” (61-2).  In Chaucer’s immediate source, Il 



122 

 

Filostrato, Boccaccio writes that “Concordi tutti in un pari volere,  /  Di vendicare l’oltraggio e 

la rapina  /  Da Paris fatta d’Elena reina” (stanza 7, p. 23).  Chaucer’s translation makes a subtle 

change to the sense of Il Filostrato and the “Concordi tutti” of the Greek soldiers.  Through 

parataxis, Chaucer instead calls attention to the “diverse wise” of the individual soldiers and their 

professed “oon entente,” setting up those two statements about the actions of the soldiers and 

their intentions in a mode that subtly calls into question the relationship of the one to the other.  

By following an introduction that acknowledges the uncertainty and subjectivity involved in 

individual intention, whether the reader’s or the writer’s, the shift to a unified collective intent 

now seems an impossibility.  It seems instead an expression of realpolitik that enables each to 

pursue his own gains while anchoring himself to the authorizing goal of a larger war.  The poem 

is in fact cynical about the extent to which its characters are politically motivated with any high-

minded seriousness at all.  For example, in Book II, Troilus famously passes a letter to Heleyne 

and Deiphebus regarding a man’s potential execution; he does not read it and, we hope, has no 

role in the decision-making process for this case.  The remark about the “oon entente” of the 

Greeks is made without comment, but we cannot seriously expect that every soldier joined the 

effort as part of a higher moral calling for justice. 

 In Book IV, political circumstances affect and determine individual trajectories, and it is 

here that Criseyde’s father negotiates for her return to him.  It is an important fact that before the 

fate of Criseyde’s exchange is revealed, the book begins with a panoramic sense of the war zone 

that Troilus and Criseyde live in.  Chaucer begins by describing the battlefield and the Trojans’ 

plans for further fighting: 

 

  Liggyng in oost, as I have seyd er this, 
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  The Grekes stronge aboute Troie town, 

  Byfel that, whan that Phebus shynyng is 

  Upon the brest of Hercules lyoun, 

  That Ector, with ful many a bold baroun, 

  Caste on a day with Grekis for to fighte, 

  As he was wont, to greve hem what he myghte. 

 

  Not I how longe or short it was bitwene 

  This purpos and that day they issen mente, 

  But on a day, wel armed, brighte, and shene, 

  Ector and many a worthi wight out wente… (29-39) 

 

The “purpos” that Ector and the Trojan magistrates take for waging war, and the interpolation of 

the narrator that he has no knowledge of the amount of time that passed between the formation of 

their intention and its execution, mirror the description of Criseyde’s faithlessness in Book V.  

After Criseyde has decided that she will always “be trewe” to Diomede (V.1071), the narrator 

reminds us that he has incomplete knowledge of time passage again: “But trewely, how longe it 

was bytwene  /  That she forsook hym for this Diomede,  /  Ther is non auctour telleth it, I wene.  

/  Take every man now to his bokes heede,  /  He shal no terme fynden, out of drede.  /  For 

though that he bigan to wowe hire soone,  /  Er he hire wan, yet was ther more to done” (V.1086-

92).225  The repetition of the narrator’s disclaimer creates an analogy between collective 

intentions and actions and individual intentions and actions, setting up a framework for 

                                                           
225 Strohm argues that the treatment of time in the Troilus is an important part of the poem’s exploration of 

narrative form as well as diverging contemporary notions of time.  See Social Chaucer, esp. 118-143. 
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examining the terms of individual and collective intent as equivalently blurry, unstable, and 

unknowable.  By pairing these distinct kinds of intention—individual moral and collective 

political—Chaucer demands that we interrogate expressions of collective intent as exhaustively 

as he has interrogated individual intent in the poem. 

 The social context of the writing of the Troilus proves equally important for 

understanding the tone of these passages and the immediate relevance of questions of collective 

intent.  If the Troilus was completed in 1385, then the Rising of 1381 was a recent event and, as I 

discussed in the last chapter, it laid bare the problem of a divided English nation made of 

individuals who were clearly divided in their intentions.  But set against the backdrop of a 

divided nation was an even greater division in Christendom during the Papal Schism, which 

began in 1378, and which resulted in two simultaneous claims to the papacy.  In Avignon, 

Clement VII claimed to be the true pope, and at the same time in Rome, Urban IV made the 

same claim.  Historically, the institution of the papacy claimed its authority through the common 

consent of the members of the highest ranking clergy and the “people,” expressed through 

election, and often through the influence of powerful princes.226  In the late 1370s, incomplete, 

imagined and fictive consent as it related to church governance became the focal point of a major 

European crisis.  Christianity, or the body of the members of the Church who together make up 

the body of Christ, was fundamentally divided.  The disastrous Despenser Crusade of 1383, a by-

product of the Schism, offers another important social context from the perspective of a greater 

social interest in intention as it related to political theory. The crusade laid bare the problem of 

just war theory, and while widely preached, it was also one of the few widely-criticized 

                                                           
226 Southern, Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages, 152. 
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crusading campaigns in late medieval England.227  It in no way constituted a just war of “right 

intention” by the standards of medieval political philosophy, since it was waged by the English, 

who supported Pope Urban VI, against Flanders, despite the fact that most of Flanders also 

supported Urban VI, and not Clement VII, his rival.  Aquinas influentially defined one of the 

essential conditions of a just war as a “right intention on the belligerents’ part…either to promote 

some good or to avoid some evil.”228  He stipulates:  

 

   …it can happen that even if war is waged by legitimate authority with just  

  cause, nevertheless the war may be made unjust through evil intention.  For  

  Augustine says in Against Faustus LXXIV: ‘The desire to hurt, the cruelty of  

  vendetta, the implacable and severe  spirit, arrogance in winning, the thirst for  

  power and such things—all these are rightly condemned in war.’229  

 

Aquinas’s “right intention” was visibly absent from the Despenser Crusade, which named itself a 

crusade but which in effect was a war waged against not only other Christians, but politically 

like-minded Christians who, in Ypres, had already allied with Urban VI by the time of the siege.    

It differed little from the English chevauchees of the contemporaneous Hundred Years War with 

France.230  Moreover, the crusade most clearly evinced a “mix of motives”: control over trade 

                                                           
227 Christopher Tyerman, England and the Crusades, 1095-1588  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1988), 262.  See also English Wycliffte Sermons IV.  (Oxford, New York: Clarendon Press, Oxford University Press, 

1996.)  The edition provides a few of the sermons that critiqued the Despenser Crusade.  Kelly DeVries offers an 

unusual defense of Despenser in "The Reasons for the Bishop of Norwich's Attack of Flanders in 1383," in 

Fourteenth Century England, III, ed. W. Mark Ormrod (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2004). 
228 An Aquinas Reader, 320. 
229 Ibid. 
230 Michael J. Wilks, "Roman Candle or Damned Squib: The English Crusade of 1383," in Wyclif: Political 

Ideas and Practice, ed. Hudson Anne (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2000), 255. 
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routes, ambitions of empire, and dominance over French outposts.231  The Despenser Crusade 

offers a point of intersection with the frame of the Troilus: the story of the Trojan War was self-

consciously connected to the crusade, both by Despenser himself and others in popular preaching 

and recruitment.232  With the larger social, religious and political context in mind, Chaucer’s 

audience would have understood the “diverse wise and oon entente” of the Greeks to be an 

impossibility, the harbinger of a fictional world that is itself later called into question. 

 

  

 Conclusion 

 

Chaucer’s discussions of collective intent and individual intent finally lead to an ending that is 

even more abstract than the kinds of mental and political actions he has hitherto explored: the 

poem concludes with a kind of prayer.  The form is fitting for his subject matter; as I will discuss 

in the last chapter, contemporary English devotional literature defined prayer as intention.  The 

author of the fourteenth-century Cloud of Unknowing, for example, asserts, “Preyer in itself 

propirly is not elles bot a devoute entent directe unto God” (chapter 39).  And it is just before this 

final prayer that Chaucer reopens the problem of authorial intent that he raises at the beginning 

of the poem.  In an apostrophe to his book, Chaucer the narrator frets aloud over the poem’s 

material future.  Since “ther is so greet diversitee  /   In English and in wryting of our tonge,” he 

writes,  “So preye I God that noon miswryte thee,  /  Ne thee mismetre for defaute of tonge.  /  

And red wherso thou be, or elles songe,  /  That thou be understonde I God biseche!” (V.1793-

98)  The apostrophe returns us to the poem’s opening discussion of authorial intention, which 

                                                           
231 Christopher Baswell, "Aeneas in 1381," in New Medieval Literatures, 5, ed. Copeland Rita, Lawton 
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offers no security for the understaning and future transmission of the poem.  Like that of the 

lovers, it is a “blynde entencioun” that the poet can only hope will be realized both materially 

and in the minds of others.  The final invocation in his prayer—which is also the final line of the 

poem—evokes the Virgin Mary, which proves equally fitting.  Contemporary sermons self-

consciously connected her to spiritual intention realized in its most ideal form.  One sermon 

identifies Mary’s essential divinity as a process of the mind: “Through the surpassing grace the 

Holy Spirit came upon Mary and made her will, faith, and obedience ready to give full assent to 

the divine mysteries.”233  Her full “assent” of the “will” is the mystery of a faithful, fixed 

intention, despite the reality of a changing, pregnant body.  The sermon underlines her virginity 

of mind and body:  “…according to Augustine, the blessed Mary intended firmly in her mind to 

preserve her virginity, whence she said, ‘I know not man,’ that is, I have vowed never to know a 

man but to keep my virginity for the Lord forever.”   The example of Mary in the sermon asks us 

to consider the separation of the realities of the observable flesh and the realities of a 

transcendent mind and spirit.  This ideal, of course, remains outside of the reach of human 

aspirations in the poem.  For the poem, even when the lover and the love object are human, 

recognizable, and knowable, and not the abstract, unknowable divine, the prospect of characters 

who remain fixed in their earthly secularly attachments is raised and, like the “oon entente” of 

the collectivity—whether the ancient Trojans, the contemporary English, or the newly-severed 

Christendom— is finally deemed the improbable stuff of saints.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
233 Siegfried Wenzel, Preaching in the Age of Chaucer: Selected Sermons in Translation, Medieval Texts 

in Translation (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2008), 172.   
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Chapter 3: William Thorpe’s Dissent: Intention Theory in Wycliffite Thought 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 Intention and the Dissent of William Thorpe 

 

 

A few years before Chaucer began to work on the Troilus, another monumental work was 

being drawn to a close.  In 1377, the year of the infamous poll tax that helped to spark the 

Rising, John Wyclif succeeded in completing the first English vernacular translation of the Bible, 

an event which was consequential for the larger religious movement of Lollardy, which 

challenged many of the traditions of the medieval Church.  Lollard and Wycliffite texts are 

instructive for understanding the ways in which legal, religious, and philosophical ideas about 

intention continued to change and adapt in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century.   

In the 1407 text The Testimony of William Thorpe, 234 the suspected Lollard William 

Thorpe recounts his interrogation at the hands of heretic-hunter Archbishop Thomas Arundel in 

Saltwood prison in Canterbury in 1406. 235  Thorpe’s Testimony draws on the theology of earlier 

Wycliffite and Lollard texts from the 1380s, especially in its treatment of intention.  The work is 

considered a “fictive” document because Thorpe’s own account of the questioning is much more 

complex than a trial record; the likely biased Thorpe represents himself as the unimpeachable 

                                                           
234 William Taylor and William Thorpe, Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the 

Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, Early English Text Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
235 Thorpe was arrested and questioned the previous year under the 1406 anti-Lollard statute, which 

included prohibitions against preaching Lollard doctrine.  See Maureen Jurkowski, "The Arrest of William Thorpe 

in Shrewsbury and the Anti-Lollard Statute of 1406," Historical Research (formerly Bulletin of the Institute of 

Historical Research) 75, no. 189 (2002). 
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underdog hero, and Arundel as the oppressive and daft grand inquisitor who is ultimately 

outmaneuvered by Thorpe’s formidable skill at debate.  Friction between the two men begins 

even before the interrogation itself starts, and centers on the very Lollard problem of oath.  At 

the beginning of Thorpe’s cross-examination, Arundel demands that Thorpe swear an oath: “lei 

þin hond vpon a book and kisse it, bihotinge feiþfulli, as I schal here charge þee, þat þou wolt 

submytte þee to my correcioun and stonde to myn ordinaunce.” 236  The question of Thorpe’s 

submission to both Arundel’s authority as an individual and to the authority of the orthodox 

Church that Arundel represents is tied to the oral swearing of an oath—Thorpe must formally lay 

his hand upon the Bible and swear to yield to Arundel—and, as I will discuss in this chapter, 

inaugurates a much larger discourse on intention and dissent.   

But Thorpe refuses to swear an oath, and instead baits Arundel with a question that 

reveals the semiotic abyss between the action of swearing an oath and the intention that the 

swearing formally represents or, in other words, the gap between the sign of the oath and what it 

signifies.  Thorpe baits Arundel on this point: “telle me if aftir Ȝoure biddyng I schal ley myn 

hond vpon þe book in entent to swere þerbi?”237  His question to Arundel distinguishes between 

the act of laying his hand on the Bible and the intention of swearing.  He asks what the formal 

action of the oath means by moving the focus to the intention that informs and represents the 

action, or the “entent to swere þerbi.”  It has long been noted that an aversion to oaths is a 

hallmark of Lollardy and Wycliffite texts.  But it has been less frequently observed that what 

informs this aversion is more specifically a Lollard concern with intention, an interest in its 

relationship to action and its role in determining moral identity.  Thorpe’s question to Arundel 

brings intention into focus as a means of resisting the oath, but more importantly it brings into 

                                                           
236 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 30. 
237  Ibid, 34. 
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focus a larger trend throughout the text: Thorpe’s strategic use of intention as a rhetorical tool for 

dissent. 

For Thorpe, “entent” is capacious; it means intention, but is more deeply connected to the 

idea of meaning, the “truth” that Lollards claimed for themselves in opposition to empty ritual 

constructs and the religious formalism of mainstream English Christianity.  Thorpe’s replies as 

he reports them to us in The Testimony consistently manage to out-maneuver Arundel and the 

traditions for which the archbishop stands through an insistence upon this different kind of 

intention-oriented moral code.  The shift in morality articulated by Thorpe’s Testimony 

understands not only individual intent as a definitive measure of morality, but it also articulates a 

worldview that recognizes in intention theory a relevance that goes beyond individuals, and 

which holds import for institutions and bureaucracies as well.  In this view, institutions are 

reimagined, their behemoth-like structures are pulled apart and broken down into individual 

agencies, which are revealed, demystified, and subjected to moral accounting.  Larger social 

structures thus become analogous to the idea of particular individuals and their corresponding 

intentions and actions.   Moreover, as Thorpe and other Lollards assert, while the law itself may 

seem innocuous in its supposed objectivity, it is the manmade convention of social life, rather 

than divine command, and is therefore vulnerable to the corrupt intentions of those who draft the 

laws, whether they are ecclesiastical or secular.  As Wyclif preaches in Sermon LXXIX, man’s 

laws and God’s laws are two very distinct entities: “For þe lawe þat Crist haþ ȝovun, and þe 

chesinge þat he haþ chosen, were ynow to governe his Chirche wiþouten lawis now maad.”238  

Thorpe makes this distinction clear, and aligns himself with the “true” and the “God-given” by 

tactically aligning himself with the “entent” behind the manmade laws. 

                                                           
238 Select English Works of John Wyclif, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1869), 265.  
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Rita Copeland has persuasively argued that “Thorpe’s narrative stages the conflict 

between official doctrine on Scripture and dissenting Lollard hermeneutics both as a broad 

political struggle between repression and resistance and as a violent clash of individual wills.” 239  

As David Aers insightfully points out, within that clash of individual wills, a blameless and 

unified Lollard will emerges, embodied by Thorpe, largely unmarred by individual sin, and in 

graphic contradistinction to the marred wills of the members of the bureaucratic church, which 

are represented by Thorpe’s accusers.240   According to Aers, Thorpe’s arguments are “rooted in 

the model of will, sin and ecclesiology”; he rightly identifies the employment of an interiorly-

oriented measure of morality which both recalls and fundamentally departs from earlier 

Augustinian theories of the will.  With Copeland’s framework for a hermeneutics of Lollard 

dissent in The Testimony in mind, as well as Aers’s observations on the role of will and sin in 

The Testimony, my chapter seeks to build on the identification of a narrative of dissent and 

interiority in Thorpe.  I will argue that a further nuance may be ascertained in the text’s 

discursive narrative of resistance: the role of not only individual but also institutional intentions 

form part of the refinement of Thorpe’s narrative rebellion.  In his emphasis on the intention that 

informs or motivates both virtue and transgression, Thorpe creates for himself a means of 

justifying his dissent.  By examining contemporary Wycliffite and Lollard sermons and treatises, 

I will argue that the employment of intention as a rhetorical tool for resisting authority is 

representative of a broader harnessing of intention to Lollard nonconformity in England in the 

                                                           
239 Copeland notes that The Testimony should be contrasted with “other Lollard tracts, such as the Lantern 

of Light (circa 1410), which offer polemical responses to official accusations and restrictions and which must 

reconstruct, by extratextual reference, the coercive force of law, Thorpe’s account places the official voice of law in 

the text, in the historical person of Arundel, who enacts ecclesiastical authority in his accusatory interrogations.”  

"William Thorpe and His Lollard Community: Intellectual Labor and the Representation of Dissent," in Bodies and 

Disciplines: Intersections of Literature and History in Fifteenth-Century England, Medieval Cultures (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 205-6. 
240 David Aers, "The Testimony of William Thorpe: Reflections on Self, Sin and Salvation," in Studies in 

Late Medieval and Early Renaissance Texts in Honour of John Scattergood, ed. Anne Marie D'arcy and J. Fletcher 

Alan (Dublin: Four Courts, 2005). 
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late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries.  Thorpe builds on his theological and nonconformist 

dissenting predecessors, ultimately relocating spiritual and moral authority in individuals, rather 

than in the bureaucratic Church and its representatives, thus fashioning intention into a defining 

element of interiority and a practical tool of resistance.   

Heretics and transgressors understood and frequently exploited the concept of intention 

as the site of moral identity and authority, formulaically using “entent” in their attempts to clear 

themselves of wrongdoing or misbelief.  In his recitation of faith, Thorpe’s contemporary John 

Oldcastle professes the purity of his intention:  “I Johan Oldcastell…ever wyth the help of God 

shall ben myn entent, and my wylle, to believe feythfully and fully all the sacramentis…”241  

Thorpe’s emphasis on individual intent as the locus of moral purity, both in matters personal and 

in matters concerning the Church as an institution, allows for fresh modes of challenging Church 

doctrine by calling for individual moral accountability—as opposed to blind (and amoral) 

allegiance to tradition—in a broader range of social, religious and political scenarios.   

Individual intent and the moral landscape that it inhabits are used by Thorpe to critique 

Arundel’s Church, and to shake the foundations of traditional orthodoxy.  What emerges from 

the combative discussion between the two men is the moral and theological problem of 

individual accountability and its relationship to authority.  As I will argue in the pages that 

follow, it is intention theory that redefines accountability, both in The Testimony and in other 

Wycliffite writings, like the vernacular works “Of Prelates” and a number of Wyclif’s own 

sermons, and calls for the refashioning of moral responsibility, making it relevant and legible in 

new and expansive ways. 

 

                                                           
241 Quoted in Lynn Staley, Margery Kempe's Dissenting Fictions  (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 1994), 140. 
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To Swear by “dyuerse craturis”: Intention and Oath 

 

Thorpe in his preoccupation with the intention that oath pretends to represent invokes 

both “Goddis lawe and mannes law” in his protest against Arundel.  Swearing an oath, he 

suggests, would go against both distinct sets of laws.  In late medieval English legal culture, the 

oath, a characteristic of oral culture and oral legal procedure, persisted in its importance, despite 

the late medieval shift to documentary culture.242  As Maitland and Pollack write, the “old modes 

of proof [in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries] might be reduced to two, ordeals and oaths.”243  

Green notes that “the oath in folklaw procedure invoked the truth of the parties themselves as a 

means of proving their claims…it was not a preliminary to making one’s case, but the 

culmination of it.”244  In Bracton’s time of the mid-thirteenth century, oaths were used as legal 

evidence and proof, and in the late fourteenth century the common law still found it a useful 

source for decision-making.245   As Green notes about the increased prominence of oaths in the 

late fourteenth century: “in the chaotic aftermath of the Peasant’s Revolt parliament returned to it 

[the oath] as an effective way of dealing with a rash of malicious prosecutions.”246  M.T. 

Clanchy has argued that the “principle that ‘oral witness deserves more credence than written 

evidence’ was a legal commonplace [in the early twelfth century],” which continued throughout 

the later Middle Ages in England, as “Pre-literate customs and ceremonies persisted despite the 

use of documents.”247  The swearing of one’s intention to both tell the truth and submit to 

                                                           
242 See M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, England 1066-1307, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1993).  
243 The History of English Law Before the Time of Edward I, vol. II, 2nd ed., 598. 
244 A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England, 92. 
245 Ibid., 92, 104. 
246 A Crisis of Truth, 104.  (Green cites 6 Rich. 2, stat. 2, c.5; SR 2:31.)   
247 From Memory to Written Record, England 1066-1307, 262, 60. 
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authority functioned as a kind of ‘proof,’ both in the broader social sphere of late medieval 

England and in the particular events and circumstances of Thorpe and Arundel in Saltwood 

prison in Canterbury in 1406.248  But as Strohm points out, this practice of swearing oaths was 

not without nuance, especially after the changed labor conditions that the generation after the 

1348 Plague witnessed and the changed attitudes toward feudal practices that thereby resulted.  

While the older “ties of vassalage were sworn and sanctified and irreversible” labor agreements, 

the new, short-term labor contracts replaced them, and this change brought about “new and illicit 

forms of association,” which were often “sustained by improvised oaths of a sort entered into 

lightly, or by contract, or by the simple acceptance of a badge or other emblem of livery.”249  In 

this way, oaths were still used in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century, but not 

uncritically or without debate. 

In addition to understanding the legal and cultural changes that informed the social role 

and meaning of the oath, its relationship to “truth” and authority, Thorpe’s refusal to take an oath 

should be understood as symptomatic of a more widespread Lollard distaste for swearing and 

oaths in general.250  But Green has made the important connection that this repugnance of oaths 

operates analogously to some of the main distinguishing tenets of Lollard thought, especially 

Lollard doubts about transubstantiation.  Lollards “were betraying a similar sensitivity to the 

                                                           
248 Neurophilosopher Daniel Dennett makes a point that is relevant to Thorpe’s interrogation at the hands of 

Arundel: “No one mistakes reciting a creed with believing what the creed expresses, and no one mistakes saying a 

sentence to oneself with believing it.  Why then do churches and states put so much importance on getting people to 

perform these acts?  Because although such saying is only indirectly connected with believing, it is powerfully 

connected with it.  What church and state hope to achieve is the inculcation of the belief ‘behind’ the saying.  They 

want to turn mere wholehearted saying into judging.” The Intentional Stance  (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987), 

114. 
249 Hochon's Arrow: The Social Imagination of Fourteenth-Century Texts, 39. 
250 Lollard doctrine is generally opposed to swearing.  See for example “The Ecclesiastical History,” which 

is explicit and emblematic of their position: “herfore schulden we no weie swere…” Anne Hudson, Selections from 

English Wycliffite Writings, Medieval Academy Reprints for Teaching (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 

77. 
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potential gap between words and meanings, between utterance and intention.”251  The 1430 

Confession of Hawisia Moone of Loddon, for example, suggests a distrust of oaths in particular 

and of speech acts more broadly.  The previously held beliefs Moone must abjure include an idea 

of marriage enacted without “contract of wordis and without solennizacion in churche and 

without symbred asking,” thus requiring only the “consent of love” on the part of the 

participants.  Moone’s abjured belief essentially extricates the marriage vows or the oath from 

the contract and the union of the two individuals.252  For Moone and other Lollards, it is the 

individual intention to marry that marks the moment of transformation of two individuals to a 

“married” couple, and not the oath that only marks a verbal performance of that intention.   

The skepticism about the oath and what it signifies operates from a more expansive and 

analogous perspective on signs and signifieds in general; the movement of Thorpe’s response to 

Arundel captures this connection.  Arundel responds affirmatively to Thorpe’s baiting question 

on the intent of swearing an oath.  Fulfilling the designated textual role of obtuse interlocutor to 

the agile Thorpe, Arundel’s response offers Thorpe an opportunity for an extended riff on signs 

and signifiers for the case in point.  He argues, “I vndirstonde a book is no þing ellis, no but a 

þing compilid togidere of diuerse creaturis, and so to swere bi a book is to swere bi dyuerse 

craturis; and to swere bi ony creature boþe Goddis lawe and mannes lawe is þeraȝen.”253  The 

technicality that Thorpe uses to argumentatively outmaneuver Arundel’s request operates on two 

planes: the first is the recognition of what a book is in a strictly materialist sense—animal skin 

with writing on it.  Implicit to that argument, however, is also the reminder that even the Book, 

or the literal Bible, and the actual writing of letters on the page, represents a similar “diversity” 

of signs of something of much greater value and importance— the meaning and intention of the 

                                                           
251 A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England, 289. 
252 Selections from English Wycliffite Writings, 35. 
253 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 34. 
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Bible.   Thorpe’s close reading of Arundel’s question draws on the distinction between a deeper 

meaning and a literal understanding of both words in the Bible and the ritual performance that 

Arundel demands of Thorpe in asking that he swear an oath.  The distinction between signs and 

signifieds and words and intentions echoes a broader Lollard sentiment, frequently expressed in 

sermons and writings on the sacrament and the Bible: as one Lollard tract puts it, men must 

“vndirstonde dyuersite in wordis and to what entent þese wordis ben vndirstondun…for we 

graunten þe sentence and not oonli þe wordis, for þe wordis passen awey anoon whanne we han 

spokun hem.”254  Thorpe’s reasoning recognizes that diversity of words and meanings, both in a 

literal and in a figurative sense, and echoes the sentiment of earlier Lollard tracts by focusing on 

“entent.”  In this way, Thorpe’s resistance to Arundel’s attempts to make him swear an oath 

hinges on the assumption that “entent” or the signified represents a higher truth in an 

unimpeachable hierarchy of signifieds over signs, a truth which Thorpe strategically taps into for 

the purposes of dissent.  For Thorpe and for the dramatic narrative account that he authored, the 

act of the oath itself is empty when compared to the intention that it presumes to represent. 

   A certain anxiety about the correlation of the sign to the signified prevailed in Lollard 

thought, and may be discerned in the cornerstone of their belief—the exclusive reliance on the 

Bible, as opposed to traditional Church doctrine, for belief and praxis.255  In the Prologue to the 

Wycliffite Bible, chapter 15, the question of translation is broached in essentially these terms: the 

best method of translating from Latin to English involves special attention to the “entent” and the 

“sentence,” or the intention of and meaning behind the passages—the signified or the truth, as 

well as God’s intent, behind the Bible.  The mere signs, or the string of words that follow in the 

                                                           
254 From “The Eucharist II” in Selections from English Wycliffite Writings, 114-15. 
255 As Hudson puts it: “the primary cause that underpins all the variety of Wycliffite beliefs is the stress 

upon the Bible and their insistence that it formed the only valid source of doctrine and the only pertinent measure of 

legitimacy.”  Anne Hudson, The Premature Reformation: Wycliffite Texts and Lollard History  (Oxford 

Oxfordshire: Clarendon Press, 1988), 280. 
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Latin are not only contrasted to the “entent” and “sentence,” but they are moreover subject to and 

‘servants’ of both: “…for þe wordis owen to serue to þe entent and sentence.”256  Words and 

signs act as servants or tools for communication, and are not to be considered more weightily 

than their superiors, “entent” and “sentence” or intention and meaning.  

 Contemporary Lollard opposition to the theatre similarly links problems of intention and 

signification in the miracle plays, and, like Thorpe, activates this concept from a specifically 

moral perspective.  The “Tretise of Miraclis Pleyinge,” for example, first denounces not the 

plays themselves, but the intentions of those who put them on: “To þat siche myraclis pleyinge is 

not to þe worschipe of God for þei ben don more to ben seen of þe world þanne to ben seen of 

God or to plesyn to hym as Crist neuer ensaumplide hem.”257  Miracle plays are too invested in 

the worldly—actors, writers and guild members produce the plays in order “to ben seen of þe 

world,” the author asserts.  In this sense, the plays themselves do not categorically pose a 

problem; it is rather the reasons that they are performed, or the intentions of the agents who 

perform them, that create cause for anxiety.  The author of the tract immediately moves to a 

criticism of the plays based on content, in particular the relationship of the content of the plays to 

the higher truths they are supposed to represent: “myraclis pleyinge ben onely syngnis, loue 

wiþoute dedis, þei ben not onely contrarious to þe worschipe of God, þat is boþe in signe and in 

dede, but also þei ben gynnys of þe deuuel to cacchen men to byleue of antichrist, as wordis of 

loue wiþoutte verrey dede ben gynnys of þe lecchour.”258  The fact of putting the plays on and 

the intention that informs their production poses for the Lollards a problem that is analogous to 

the rift between the plays themselves and the deeper truths that the plays aim to represent.  The 

issues of intention and action that trouble Thorpe in Saltwood prison—sign and signified, oath 

                                                           
256 Selections From English Wycliffite Writings, 68. 
257 Ibid., 100. 
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and the “truth” for which an oath stands—are in many ways emblematic of a much larger Lollard 

preoccupation with intention and action, sign and signified. 

But it should not be overlooked that the higher truth, or the authority of intention as 

representative of the interior and the ‘true’ or ‘essential,’ has implications for Thorpe’s very 

particular brand of dissent.  Thorpe, before launching into his critique of signs and signifieds, 

moves away from the real question that Arundel had presented him with: Arundel had asked 

Thorpe, if, in swearing, he would therefore  “submytte [himself] to [Arundel’s] correcioun and 

stonde to[Arundel’s] ordinaunce, and fulfille it dewli bi alle [his] kunnynge and [his] power.”259  

In this way the ritual structure of swearing on the Bible does not have as its main object a 

revelation of the truth of what is to be sworn; nor is it even really relevant to the content of the 

questioning or the examination of belief.  Arundel’s question refers to the relationship between 

Thorpe and himself, and the question demands the recognition and maintenance of Arundel’s 

authority, and the existing power structure that defines that relationship.  Thorpe’s response 

evades Arundel’s demand to submit himself to his authority, and moves the focus away from the 

relationship between the inquisitor and the accused, turning instead toward the content of the 

inquisition and the exact tenets and technicalities of belief. 

 

 

Preaching Licenses: Intention and Transgression 

 

But even before Thorpe and Arundel quibbled over the validity of oath-taking, however, 

we should recall the transgression that brought Thorpe into the public eye and into Arundel’s 

interrogation chamber at Saltwood prison in the first place: preaching.  As Arundel asserts, 

                                                           
259 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 30. 
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Thorpe had “so troubled þe worschipful comounte of Schrouesbirie” with his public preaching 

that the bailiffs and the commons of the town wrote to him allegedly asking that Thorpe be made 

an example of and be executed for heresy.260  Preaching was a sensitive issue in late medieval 

England, and Thorpe’s text, though it predates Arundel’s Constitutions of 1409, which regulated 

religious life in new and often more severe ways,261 nevertheless shares its culture; the 

Constitutions built on methods of surveillance and censorship that were already employed by 

church authorities in the last decades of the fourteenth century.  Public preaching, Thorpe’s main 

crime, was a regulated practice, and, as one of the sore spots of church policy that put Lollards 

and Wycliffite writers up in rhetorical arms, the topic enjoyed a status that was for some time 

already a part of the protestor critique of religious life.  Preaching is explicitly the issue at hand 

for Thorpe: Arundel asserts his control over all preaching activities in general and Thorpe’s in 

particular in The Testimony when he asks Thorpe, “Axiþ not seint Poul how preestis schulden 

preche no but þei were sente?  But I sente thee neuere to preche…Whi þanne, lewid ydeot, wolt 

þou preseume to preche | siþe þou art not sent neiþer licensed of þi souereyns to preche?  Seiþ 

not seint Poul þat sogetis owe to be obedient to her souereyns…?”262  Arundel shifts the 

discussion away from theology and turns back again to fact and to the literal sense of the law: 

Thorpe has preached without a license. 

  Purportedly designed by church officials to combat the spread of heresy, the preaching 

license limited the opportunity to speak publicly about the Bible to only those who had been 

previously approved by the diocese.  The preaching license offered a form of censorship to 

                                                           
260 Ibid., 43. 
261 See, for example Nicholas Watson, "Censorship and Cultural Change in Late medieval England: 

Vernacular Theology, the Oxford Translation Debate, and Arundel's Constitutions of 1409," Speculum: A Journal of 

Medieval Studies 70, no. 4 (1995).  Eamon Duffy, however, offers a counter reading to the claims made by Watson.  

See especially p. xxix-xxx of The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, C.1400-C.1580  (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). 
262 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 46. 



141 

 

church officials that seemed innocuous enough, and was at least superficially less objectionable 

than the prohibition of public preaching all together.  The loophole of requiring a preaching 

license allowed for a vetting process that gave the impression of ostensible impartiality, but in 

practice it enabled opacity and secrecy in the process of accepting or rejecting requests for the 

license behind closed doors.  Lollards and Wycliffite writers were quick to acknowledge the 

biases made possible and permitted to thrive by such a process; the problem that the demand for 

preaching licenses posed is a frequent focal point in their works.  As Wyclif lamented in Sermon 

LVIII, the requirement of licenses resulted in a religious environment in which “noo preest 

shulde preche to þe peple, but if he hadde leve of þe bishop or leve of þe pope,” and this 

convention quite simply prevented, in Wyclif’s view, “simple prestis to preche þe gospel to þe 

folk.” 263  This practice thus diverged from the preaching of the original apostles who, Wyclif 

points out, required no “letter or axinge of leve of Seint Petir.”264 

In the Wycliffite work “Of Prelates,”265 likely written in or shortly after 1383,266 

preaching is immediately introduced as the central matter of a prelate’s life, ranked even above 

the administration of the sacraments in its relative importance.  Its date after the Rising of 1381 

is significant for the treatment of preaching, which was then already a sensitive subject.  In the 

spring of 1382, archbishop of Canterbury William Courtenay had “declared it to be a matter of 

frequent complaint and common report that evil persons were going about his province 

preaching without authority, and spreading doctrines which threatened to destroy not only 

ecclesiastical authority but civil government as well.”267  And the Blackfriars Council of 1382 

                                                           
263 Select English Works of John Wyclif, 176.   
264 Ibid. 
265 The English Works of Wyclif, Hitherto Unprinted  (London: Early English Text Society, Trub̈ner & co., 

1880).   
266 As Matthew observes, the text’s references to the Flanders Crusade suggest such a dating.  Ibid., 52. 
267Michael J. Wilks, "Reformatio Regni: Wyclif and Hus as Leaders of Religious Protest Movements," in 
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denounced a number of Wyclif’s beliefs as heretical, the first Act of that statute focusing on the 

strict prohibition of the preaching of heretical doctrine, which was itself associated with the 

Rising.268  Whether or not Courtenay overstates the situation in his region, and whether or not the 

Blackfriars Council was excessively reactionary, preaching was clearly a concern for church 

officials, long before Arundel’s Constitutions.269  As H. Leith Spencer puts it, “Persistent 

rumours about the activities of wandering evangelists may reflect current anxieties about the 

seditious effects of a hidden army of hedge-priests at large in the kingdom, as much as, or rather 

than, the actuality.”270 

But for Thorpe and other Lollard and Wycliffite writers, the preaching license poses a 

serious moral dilemma, since the neglect of preaching duties amounts to the neglect of men’s 

souls.  As the author of “Of Prelates” argues, the priests who fail in this respect are 

“manquelleris of mennys soulis,” “gostly sodomytis worse þan bodily sodomytis.”271  The social 

resistance to preaching licenses in Thorpe’s Testimony clearly draws on the scaffolding of an 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Shirley, RS 5 (London 1858): 275 and D. Wilkins, Concilia (London 1737) III: 158, 172.  Courtenay’s fears 

concerning preaching are accredited by Walsingham.  In the St Albans Chronicle, Walsingham includes the sermon 
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268 James Simpson, The Oxford English Literary History, ed. Jonathan Bate, vol. 2, 1350-1547: Reform and 

Cultural Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 335.  See also Steven Justice, Writing and Rebellion, 

especially chapter two. 
269 H. Leith Spencer points out that the dispute over preaching had broader implications: “In great measure 

the conflict between the Lollards and their adversaries was a battle over education, specifically the education of the 

laity.”   English Preaching in the Late Middle Ages (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 5. 
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earlier generation, both in its arguments and in its metaphors.  Thorpe repeats the language of the 

author of “Of Prelates” nearly verbatim in The Testimony: priests that fail in their preaching 

duties are, he claims, “mansleers…[who] sleen all þe peple goostly, in þat þat þei wiþholden fro 

hem þe word of God, þat is liif and sustynaunce of christen soulis.”272  He not only justifies the 

dissenting act of preaching without a license by asserting a just intent of salvation for his 

audience, but the language with which he frames his argument turns dissent into a moral 

imperative: in order not to be a slaughterer of souls, he, and other men like him, must preach. 

For the Lollards, men unable to preach because of a lack of a license not only leave their 

clerical duties unfulfilled, but, moreover, live in mortal sin, neglecting their highest duty to God.  

According to “Of Prelates,” the incarnation of Christ served but one purpose: “to bere witnesse 

to treuþe” in order to redeem humankind; true Christians must follow this example of salvation 

“bi trewe lyuynge…& trewe & opyn & fre prechynge of þe gospel, & willful passion & deþ for 

prechynge & meyntenynge of þe gospel.”273  In this way the act of preaching realizes the fullest 

form of imitatio Christi—it embodies the Gospel just as Christ’s life and teachings embodied it.  

The issue of preaching licenses therefore epitomizes the tension between theology and 

ecclesiology, between the law and the intentions that inform the law of an institution.   

Thorpe, in his denunciation of preaching licenses, echoes both “Of Prelates” and Wyclif, 

and in Arundel’s chamber he stands on the shoulders of his dissenting theological predecessors 

when he declares, “bi autorite of Goddis lawe, and also of seinttis and doctors, I am lerned to 

deme þat it is euery preestis office and cheef dette for to preche bisili, frely and treuli þe word of 

God.”274  The resistance to preaching licenses brings Thorpe back to the distinctions between 

manmade law and God’s law, which his teacher Wyclif had preached about in Sermon LXXIX.  
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In returning to this distinction, Thorpe likewise returns to the distinctions made in his declaration 

of faith at the beginning of The Testimony, in which he claims that he believes in the laws “to þe 

entent þat þese articlis weren ordeyned and comaundid of þese persoones of þe moost blessid 

Trinite to ben bileued.”275  Intention is critical in keeping the bureaucratic church and God 

separate; the institution and the beliefs and ideas it is supposed represent and promote are, for 

Thorpe, two distinct things.  The “entent” is what Thorpe claims for himself; it offers him a 

justification for breaking the law and resisting Arundel’s authority. 

Thorpe characterizes the problem posed by the requirement of preaching licenses as a 

struggle between two opposing moral philosophies.   Adherence to the letter of the law is 

antagonistic to a more universalizing morality of religious imperatives; in other words, breaking 

the law in order to fulfill its deeper meaning—by preaching without a license—is advocated by 

way of example.276  Whatever transgression unlicensed preaching may constitute in an earthly 

court proves small when compared to the neglect of men’s souls.  In Capitulum 22, “Of Prelates” 

specifically laments the larger structure of church bureaucracy that imposes these codes, and 

which allows for, according to the Lollards, the immoral and dissolute to reign over the virtuous.  

Popes who are “ful of symonye & heresie” and who are “most contrarie to crist boþe in lif & 

techynge” collect indulgences from unrepentant sinners while at the same time prohibiting good 

men from preaching the gospel.277  The author of the tract juxtaposes the decree of the pope 

against the law of God: “þes worldly prelatis feynen þat it is not lefful to a prest to teche cristis 

gospel frely wiþ-outen licence of hym or his prelatis vnder hym, þouȝ god comaundeied to crist 
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boþe in lif & techynge.”278  The law of God—what “god comaundeied to crist boþe in lif & 

techynge”— has all but vanished with respect to preaching licenses; laws that are man-made, 

papal, mutable, imperfect at best and corrupt and exploitative at worst are all that remain.  And 

even more troubling for the Lollards, as the tract laments, bureaucrats are able to collect 

indulgences from unrepentant sinners while at the same time prohibiting good men from 

preaching the gospel, thus further inhibiting the dictates of faith. 

Thorpe draws on these common criticisms when he points out to Arundel that he could 

never hope to be granted a license, even if he sought one: he says “we knowen wel, ser, þat 

neiþer ȝe ne ony oþer bischop of þis lond wol graunte to vs ony suche letter of license.” 279  But 

we should also note that it is here that Thorpe returns to his protest against oaths.  He comments 

that even if he or other men like him were able to obtain letters and licenses that allowed them to 

preach legally, the result would be a moral transgression, since they would be required to swear 

oaths that they would only preach according to the wishes of their superiors, which of course 

would be unconscionable: “we schulden oblischen vs to ȝou and to oþer bischopis bi vnleeful 

ooþis, for to not passe þe bondis or termes which ȝe, ser, and oþer bischopis wolen lymyten to 

vs.”280  The unlawful oaths would limit Thorpe’s preaching activities too much, and thus limit 

the reaches of faith and the promotion of the Gospel.  Moreover, for the oaths to have any 

validity at all, Thorpe and his peers must intend to limit their preaching, since this is what the 

swearing of an oath means, which of course would be unacceptable from their perspective. 

Thorpe and the “Of Prelates” author condemn the hypocrisy of requiring preaching 

licenses.  But condemnations of hypocrisy are a common characteristic of religious unrest 

expressed not only by Lollards in particular but also by many religious movements in general.  
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The ethical problem inherent in requiring the licenses is revisited and further developed in 

Capitulum 42 of “Of Prelates,” but this time the practice is even more explicitly condemned 

based on the intentions that informed the devising of the licenses in the first place.  Intention is 

not only harnessed to the arguments made against the licenses, but its status as the locus of 

morality and as the defining element of sin forms the central claim in the argument made by “Of 

Prelates”: 

 

Prelatis blasphemen aȝenst þe holy gost; for þei quenchen his ȝiftis & suffren not 

cristene men to teche goddis peple wiþ siche ȝiftis, but maken hem to waste þes 

precious ȝiftis; and so as to here entent & to here dampnacion þei quenchen þe 

holy gost.  For in here wille þei distroien his werkis, & þe synne is demed bi þe 

entent, þouȝ þe ende come not forþ but be lettid bi goddis myȝt.281 

 

The theory of intention expressed in this tract may be clearly traced back to its earlier 

incarnations in Abelard and Augustine282—the specificity of its language, its division of action 

and intention to the point of discounting action from a moral perspective, both point to a morality 

of intention.  But the reemergence of the concept of intention here occurs in unexpected territory 

and equally unexpected ways.  The tract asserts a dichotomized pairing of action and intention, 

observable social life and private mental life, but it only initially seems to conform to those 

standards set out by Augustine, Abelard, and to some degree, Aquinas.   In the passage, the 

author of the tract defines sin as intention, and argues that the fulfillment or realization of 

intention through action is irrelevant to morality: “ þe synne is demed bi þe entent, þouȝ þe ende 
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come not forþ but be lettid bi goddis myȝt.”  Here the philosophical underpinnings of the 

argument clearly recall Abelard and the earlier Church Fathers: sin is intention—the 

accomplishment in action of one’s intention to sin does not intensify or worsen the crime, as 

Abelard argues:  “any kind of carrying out of deeds is irrelevant to increasing a sin.”283  And 

what is condemned in the Lollard tract is not the law itself, but the intention that informed it: 

“þei wollen not suffren trewe men to teche frely cristis gospel.”284  We begin to see in the 

Wycliffite “Of Prelates” what F. D. Matthew has indicated as characteristic of Wyclif’s 

innovation as a social thinker: that “instead of laying all blame on individuals, he looked for the 

root of the evil in the authorized constitution and practices of the Church.”285  In “Of Prelates” it 

is precisely the bureaucracy of the church—the requirement of preaching licenses— that creates 

the means by which “trewe men” may be suppressed and deterred from the path of righteousness.  

But it should also be noted that the social problem that the preaching license poses may be traced 

specifically to the evil intentions of individual bureaucrats, and that by tracing the problem in 

this way, we begin to see that it is the institutional machinery that both enables the evil to 

happen, and that masks it, erasing the moral dilemmas posed by the licenses by masking the 

individual intentions behind requiring the licenses.   

In “Of Prelates,” intention functions as a tool employed in the critique of Church 

bureaucracy; the tract attests to the Wycliffite transformation of intention from a theological idea 
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employed primarily to discuss the nature of individual morality—as in Augustine and Abelard— 

to one activated in the evaluation of an institution at large.  This transformation in the usage of 

the idea forms part of the Lollard and Wycliffite innovation.  As Matthew might say, “Of 

Prelates” lays bare the machinations of church bureaucracy, in particular the requirement of 

preaching licenses, but I would add that it does so by focusing on the individual intentions 

behind the law.  The problem of regulations that arise independently of Scripture, made by men 

rather than by God, is that they are subject to human intentions.  The tract unexpectedly zooms in 

on individual intent in order to reflect more broadly on institutional health. 

“Of Prelates” echoes but also builds on Wyclif’s Sermon LXXIX: “But it is drede now 

þat prestis kepen dritt and vanite, and to þis is her entent; and herto þei shapen lawis.  For þe 

lawe þat Crist haþ ȝovun, and þe chesinge þat he haþ chosen, were ynowȝ to governe his Chirche 

wiþouten lawis nowe maad.”286  In Wycliffite and Lollard writing like “Of Prelates” and Sermon 

LXXIX, intention as a concept rests at the borders of collective and individual identities.  It is 

relevant to both the individuals who “shapen lawis” but also to those who must live by them; it 

motivates the bureaucracy of the Church and its “lawis nowe maad,” and thereby influences the 

lives of its body of individuals.  By explicitly connecting the “entent” of Church bureaucrats to 

the “lawis” that they “shapen,” Wyclif moralizes bureaucratic practice through an emphasis on a 

concept that had been hitherto typically invoked in discussions of individual morality and sin. 

“Of Prelates” lays bare the technicality upon which the ban operates and the social 

motivations of passing it: “bi suche ypocrisie þei letten þus prechyng of cristis gospel, last lordis 

& communes perceyuen here falseness, þei forbeden not vtterly þat men schulden not preche þe 

gospel, but þat men schulden not preche wiþ-outen here leue.”287  Forbidding preaching all 
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together would be too objectionable, especially to the more powerful members of the 

community—we can imagine that such restrictions would have been met with even stronger 

resistance.  Since the call for preaching licenses seems innocuous enough, the Wycliffites must 

focus on the intentions behind that call—they need to identify and make a claim for the intention 

behind the legal technicality in order to moralize it, thus: “& so in entente & dede þei comaunden 

þat no trewe man schal preche þe gospel. & bi pis bei casten to ende in here coueitise, symonye 

& robberie & meyntenynge of anticristis chirche, & it is to drede last þei enden in þis 

blasphemye aȝenst þe holy gost.”288  Preaching licenses, rather than simply adding another 

formality to church policy, function as a means of extortion and coercion: priests must pay for 

the license and they must, according to the tract, arrange their sermons according to matters that 

do not threaten the stability of the established order.  It is not just the “dede” or requirement of 

the licenses that is problematic, but also the “entente” and what that “entente” means from a 

moral perspective. 

 

From Oral Consent to a (Re)written Ethics of Consent 

  

Arundel’s insistence on the validity of preaching licenses consistently emphasizes 

obedience to authority over individual accountability for action.  This aspect of their debate 

represents a complex network of ideas and social changes in late fourteenth- and early fifteenth-

century England.  Thorpe and other Lollards ultimately used an alternative mode of reasoning, 

which placed a greater emphasis on the role of individual intention in morality, in order to make 

a larger ethical critique of the whole of Church bureaucracy and to resist Church authority.  In 

The Testimony, Thorpe and Arundel broach the topic of the individual’s relationship to authority 
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from a secular perspective as well, and Thorpe bristles at Arundel’s prodding on the issue.  

Arundel asserts that subjects owe obedience to their superiors, even when this obedience results 

in the carrying out of actions that qualify as immoral or unlawful.289  His insistence on obedience 

to authority precludes discussions of subjectivity—it only concerns itself with power structures 

and scripted responses and actions within those power structures, negating the role of the 

individual in discussions of morality.  He asserts to Thorpe, “If a souereyne bidde his soget do 

þat þing þat is vicious, þis souereyn herinne is to blame, but þe soget for his obedience deserueþ 

mede of God, for obedience plesitþ more God þan [ony] sacrifice.”290   For the archbishop, only 

obedience to authority counts as a matter worthy of consideration. 

Thorpe reacts, and in the verbal blows that ensue between the two men, we begin to see 

even more clearly two versions of an ethics of intention collide, and in that collision, I would 

argue, we begin to see the two versions of culture—documentary and oral—in the struggle to 

define the relationships of the members of a community.291  Thorpe counters Arundel’s 

assertions of an imperative of absolute obedience to established authority by invoking individual 

moral responsibility as the central concern for all behavior:  

 

‘Ser, Samuel þe profite seide to Saul þe wicked king þat God was more plesid wiþ 

obedience to hise heestis þan wiþ ony sacrifice of beestis.  But Dauiþ seiþ and 

seint Poul and seint Gregor acordingli alle togidere þa[t] not oonli þei þat don 

yuele ben worþi deeþ or dampnacioun, but also þei þat consenten to yuele doers.  

                                                           
289 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 49. 
290 Ibid. 
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important compilations of Wyclif’s doctrine, which extensively and accurately referenced Wyclif’s Latin writings.  
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And, ser, þe lawe of holi chirche techeþ in decrees þat no seruaunt to his lord, 

neiþir child to his fadir ne to modir, neiþer wiif to her housebonde, ne monke to 

his abbot owiþ to obeie, no but in leeful þingis and lawful.’292 

 

Thorpe achieves a blow to Arundel’s argument through a rhetorical sleight of hand—he 

shifts the discussion from obedience to God to obedience to human authority.  The secular and 

the religious blur,293 just as they had blurred in the larger sphere of Lancastrian England, and just 

as the rebels in the Rising of 1381 had blurred and even “erased” Wyclif’s “distinction between 

the political and the theological.”294  But the most important departure that Thorpe makes from 

Arundel’s world of moral and civic calculus lies in his introduction of the concept of consent to 

the discussion of moral accountability.   Obedience to a tyrant, then, is consent to evil by way of 

“consent[ing] to yuele doers,” which alone is itself a moral transgression, since no one “owiþ to 

obeie” a command which is unlawful.  Intention still matters, and Thorpe’s reasoning even builds 

on the traditional definition of intention as the consent of the will to desire, as described by 

Augustine and Abelard. 295  But unlike in Augustine, Abelard and many post-Crusades 

theologians, here the individual’s responsibility has suddenly and exponentially expanded.  The 

meaning of “consent,” as well as its impact, has changed.  Thorpe uses the idea of “consent” to 
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emphasis added. 
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England in 1381, 101. 
295 For an overview of the traditional definition of intention as the consent of the will to desire, see again 

the introduction. 



152 

 

anchor the discussion of duty to the mental activity that precedes all action.  But its scope 

extends beyond decision-making and pre-action desire, thought, and will; it incorporates 

inaction, and in doing so, it castigates obedience to corrupt authority as a willing sin of omission.  

Thorpe returns to and reactivates the emphasis he placed on consent he placed in the prologue, 

which asserts that “þe Lord is wraþþid greetli and moued to take hard veniaunce, not oonli on 

hem þat doon þis yuel, but also vpon alle hem þat consenten to þese antecristis lymes, whiche 

knowen eiþir miȝte knowen her malice and her tirauntrie, and ouȝten to wiþstonde her 

viciousnesse and wol not.”296  One of the axes of Arundel’s portrait of morality—the immediate 

social context and the hierarchies that define it—has disappeared.  Individual intent and the 

willful consent that defines it as the source of morality, and in particular as the source of moral 

accountability, is all that remains.   

But how was Thorpe able to argue from the perspective of intention as consent to sin at 

all?  Moreover, how is Thorpe able to exploit this concept in his arguments in favor of political 

dissent, when Wyclif himself ultimately retreated from the idea of resistance to authority, most 

frequently arguing that even tyrants must be obeyed and recognized as part of a larger divine 

plan?  His approach, though a departure from Wyclif, is not entirely unique in the field of 

theology—about a hundred and fifty years earlier Aquinas argued in favor of political resistance 

in the Summa Theologiae, asserting that in some cases disobedience and even the overturning of 

tyrannical rulers may be justified.297  But even more compelling precedents may be found 
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outside the realm of theology and within the social imagination of late medieval law and of 

literature.  In a society that was transitioning from an oral way of life to a fully operant 

documentary mode of practice, the cultural sore spot that was individual intent often caused 

dispute in matters involving oaths and promises, as Green and Clanchy have convincingly 

demonstrated.  But another element of the anxiety surrounding the oath, in addition to problems 

of disparity between signs and signifieds or oaths and intent, centered on the closely related 

notion of consent, especially the meaning and legibility of consent to an oath or promise.  Green 

notes as emblematic the late-fifteenth-century case of Nicole Loyseau who charged a man by the 

name of Claude Nonette with breach of promise on the basis that Claude had consented to 

marriage with Nicole during the course of a role-playing drinking game.298  Although Claude 

Nonette emerged victorious and a confirmed bachelor despite the accusation, his lawyers citing 

that the words spoken by him were in jest, and therefore lacking any serious intent, that the case 

was even brought to court nevertheless demonstrates the fragility of the notion of contract, 

especially as it related to consent and intention. 

Thorpe’s account of his life, and his exchange with Arundel, recognizes the depravity of 

a legal or religious system that fails to take individual intent into account.  But in his view, 

intention becomes so important that the individual consent of the will that classically defines 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

man but only God.  Man, however, is obliged to obey man in regard to external bodily actions; but even here in what 

regards the nature of the body he is not obliged to obey man, but only God, for all men are equal by nature…”   With 

regard to obedience to a state authority, Aquinas writes, “Man is bound to obey secular rulers to the extent that the 
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danger.”  Of tyrants specifically, Aquinas writes, that a tyrant inflicts harm upon “the common good” and therefore 

“…the overthrow of such government [a tyrannical government] is not strictly sedition…A tyrant is himself, 

moreover, far more seditious when he spreads discord and strife among the people subject to him so that he may 

dominate them more easily.  For tyranny is the directing of affairs to the private benefit of the ruler with harm to the 

community.”  An Aquinas Reader, 323, 320.        
298 A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England, 293. 
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intention is asserted as ever-present, even in cases of the omission of action.299  The 

machinations of a corrupt institution, a corrupt monarch, or a corrupt archbishop offer no 

cavernous refuge into which our moral accountability may retreat and dissipate.  Passive 

adherence to a corrupt church is full and witting consent to that corruption—it is, for Thorpe, a 

willful intention to sin.  In fact, even the narrative framework of Thorpe’s account operates from 

this perspective.  By beginning The Testimony with frequent emphasis on the problem of consent 

to sin (or to virtue, as the case may be)—whether in the form of adherence to individual authority 

(of his parents) or institutional authority (of Arundel)—The Testimony subtly alerts the reader to 

a very particular moral topography.  Intention underpins the narrative as a whole; consent of the 

will to desire, the classic definition of intention as articulated by Augustine, Abelard, Aquinas 

and others, permeates the moral and ethical arguments of Thorpe’s narrative.   

One particular example of Thorpe’s ‘pure intention’ as the justification for his behavior 

and the ‘proof’ of his professed moral superiority happens in the middle of his narrative but at 

the beginning of his life as a “trewe” Christian.  The anecdote that Thorpe seems to take 

particular relish in sharing relates the story of his calling to be a priest—his Lollard conversion 

narrative.300  But the real plot reaches its climax not through miracles or mystical visions, nor 

does it really have to do with any other externals at all.  It rather is the story of changed 

intentions and newly formed consent: the conversion happens, like Hawisia Moone’s idea of 

marriage, at the moment Thorpe’s desire changes and he consents in his will to that desire with a  

new and full intention to become a priest.   

                                                           
299 For an extended discussion and examples of intention as consent of the will, see the introduction. 
300 Hudson has commented that “Thorpe’s text appears to be in some senses a substitute saint’s life—

substitute, that is, for the hagiography of which the Lollards generally thoroughly disapproved…Thorpe’s account 

lacks two essential elements in the normal saint’s life: death and authenticating miracles after death…Like a good 

saint’s life, Thorpe’s account has a moral and didactic content; but it also has a story line, an element of 

excitement—how will our man win against such odds?” Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, 

the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, lvi. 
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In the anecdote, Thorpe will not simply obey his parents, who, after spending generously 

on his education, and, “in entent to haue [him] a preest of God,” demand that their investment 

bear fruit in Thorpe’s immediate taking up of the cloth.301  In reaction to their demands, the 

young and unwilling Thorpe threatens to run away from home—he lacks the desire to be a priest, 

and therefore cannot consent in his will to their demands.  But the anecdote is not just an 

amusing childhood story of a reluctant theological rebel.302  As I discussed in chapter one, in the 

context of the Middle Ages, the representation of the home always draws analogously on the 

specter of the state; the role of the father on that of the king; the wife, child and servants on those 

of the loyal subjects of the king.303  In this way, Thorpe’s early disobedience, especially in the 

context of an interrogation by his holy Father, the archbishop, has resonances beyond the 

immediate sphere of the anecdote, especially when we consider his reasoning for resistance: “þei 

myȝten not make me to consente of good herte for to be preest.”304  It is only through personal 

experience—by visiting “wyse preestis” and learning through them about the profession that 

Thorpe himself finds himself internally moved in his intention.  By the example of good men and 

“speciali for þe goodlich and innocent werkis whiche [he] perseyuede þanne of hem and in hem,” 

Thorpe finally develops a desire and an intention to lead men and women in their faith.305   The 

example proves an interesting one, not least because Thorpe’s taking up of the cloth is later writ 

                                                           
301 Ibid, 37. 
302 See, for example, Aquinas’s discussion of dominium of the lord over the servant, in which the same 

analogy is at play: “A child precisely as such belongs to the father, and a slave precisely as such belongs to the 

master.  All the same, each, taken as an individual human being, subsists in himself and distinct from others.  Each 

accordingly is an object of justice in some manner, inasmuch as each is a human being.  Accordingly, laws are laid 

down regulating the dealings of the father and child, and of master and slave.  But to the extent that each belongs to 

another the full character of the right and the just is lacking.” Stephen E. Lahey, "Wyclif on Rights," Journal of the 

History of Ideas 58, no. 1 (1997): 9.     
303 As Maitland and Pollack note of the status of women from a legal perspective in medieval England: “the 

main idea which governs the law of husband and wife is not that of an ‘unity of person,’ but that of the guardianship, 

the mund, the profitable guardianship, which the husband has over the wife and over her property.”  The History of 

English Law before the Time of Edward I, 485.  Strohm’s work on gender and treason law is equally illuminating 

from this perspective.  See “Treason in the Household” in Hochon’s Arrow, 121-44. 
304 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 37. 
305 Ibid., 38. 
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large as the major virtue of his life, and his preaching results in his near-martyrdom in the text.  

So, even ostensibly virtuous action, like the decision to pursue and realize ordainment, must be 

preceded by virtuous and true intention (what the Lollards call “right entent,” or the combination 

of a will which consents to a desire)306 for it to register as finally virtuous in the moral calculus 

of decisions and actions.  His ordainment represents the realization of, in the words of Bernard of 

Clairvaux, a “pure and undefiled intention of the will…to be united with God.”307 

In the final moral calculus of decisions and actions, what finally makes Thorpe virtuous 

is the consent of his own will to his own desire to be a priest, and this, in fact, is what makes him 

a priest—he answers to his calling to a higher law through positive exemplum.  His disobedience 

to Arundel analogously functions as exemplum: he cannot submit himself to Arundel, since it 

would be to consent to a corrupt institution by consenting to its representative.  In order to 

maintain the integrity of his morality, to render himself accountable, he must realize his intention 

to dissent, his resistance to the demands placed on his will.  He cannot consent to the demand 

that Arundel makes of him to lay his hand on “þe book in entent to swere þerbi,” and when asked 

to denounce the Lollards and their beliefs, Thorpe comments, “I demed myself cursed of God if I 

consented herto.”308  

The development of Thorpe’s entire career begins with individual intention: a life 

devoted to faith is one that can only be individually directed, by interior motive and consent of 

the will, and not through an imposition of the outside “entent” of others.  Thorpe bears sole 

responsibility for his choice.  The pressures of parents or other authority figures, according to the 

anecdote, should have no role in individual decision-making.  And if its import hadn’t been 

                                                           
306 See the introduction for the Augustinian and Abelardian models of intention as the consent of the will to 

desire. 
307 Cited in The Discovery of the Individual: 1050-1200, 75. 
308 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 34-

35. 
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already clear, Thorpe connects the coming-of-age anecdote explicitly to his present situation 

with Arundel: “if I consentide þus to ȝoure wille, I schulde herynne bi myn yuel ensaumple in 

þat þat in me were sle so manye folkis goostli | þat I schulde neuere deserue to haue grace of God 

to edefien his chirche, neiþir myself ne ony oþer lyf.”309  Individual moral accountability not 

only trumps the dictates of other social hierarchies, like the Church structure, but it actually 

becomes the basis of a healthy community, the means by which “to edefien [God’s] church”; the 

alternative would be to give an “yuel example” to the parishioners to the detriment of their souls.  

By acting against his own will and in the interest of church bureaucracy, Thorpe, in a typically 

Lollard turn of phrase, would have harmed the church and would “sle so manye folkis goostli” 

by becoming an unwilling priest. 

What all of this amounts to is a challenge to authority in general, but moreover it also 

marks a resistance to the maintenance of established relationships among members of the 

community, relationships which are typically dictated by social hierarchies.  Instead, in Thorpe’s 

vision, individuals answer to themselves for the health of body spiritual and, it is understood, the 

body politic, and if not, as Thorpe says himself, they face individual and interior consequences: 

“my conscience schulde euer be herwiþ ouer mesure vnquyetid.”310  Larger implications for his 

soul and for the afterlife are implied, especially when we recall the opening paragraph of the 

prologue: “the Lord is wraþþid greetli and moued to take hard veniaunce, not only on hem þat 

doon evil, but also vpon alle hem þat consenten” to evil.311  Consent for Thorpe determines how 

we understand both action and inaction. 

The miniature bildungsroman that is Thorpe’s decision to become a priest is set up in a 

way so as to cast aspersions on those who lack a prior intent that is both pure and rational in their 

                                                           
309 Ibid., 38-9. 
310 Ibid., 38. 
311 Ibid., 24. 
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choice to become members of the clergy.  Acting therefore as a kind of conversion narrative, the 

anecdote actually demystifies the ritual of ordainment and the taking of holy orders, revealing 

the emptiness of ritual by showing the fullness of Thorpe’s intent.  The story serves as a 

rhetorically important precedent to Thorpe’s protests against preaching licenses—the concrete 

impetus for his questioning by Arundel, and clearly one of the major sources of Lollard sermon 

rage.  After reports of his preaching in Shrewsbury, his lack of a preaching license causes the 

unauthorized and uncertified Thorpe’s arrest.  As a broader social issue, the discussion of 

preaching licenses in The Testimony structurally gives way to these larger arguments in the text 

about disobedience, consent to evil, and just intent in determining guilt or innocence.  In this 

way, the cause of The Testimony, its content, and its structure, all relate to an issue that was of 

central concern for Lollards, both from a practical standpoint and from a theological and ethical 

perspective.  Preaching licenses offered the Lollards a test-ground for the application of theory; 

that intention is central to this issue as an ethical concern is clear from Wyclif’s own work and 

from contemporary texts like “Of Prelates.”  Thorpe’s interrogation at the hands of Arundel 

occasions imaginative modes of resistance through an equally imaginative and expansive 

concept of intention as the measure of moral rectitude, delineated by consent of the will to a 

desire for justice. 

 

 

Defining Intention in Lollard and Wycliffite Writing 

 

We may assume that Lollards understood what they meant by “consent to evil”—they 

would not go along with the dictates of what they deemed to be a corrupt institution or a corrupt 
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priest.  But how, then, did they articulate what exactly intention was, beyond the idea that when 

good, it was “consent” to virtue and a refusal to “consent” to sin, and when bad, it was 

acquiescence (whether thoughtful or not) to corruption?  In the sermon for the fifteenth Sunday 

Gospel after Trinity, Wyclif offers a parable for the problem posed to laymen and clerics who 

attempt to pursue both God and worldly pleasures at the same time, and in his discussion he 

offers a definition of intention that further diverges from his theological predecessors like 

Augustine, Abelard, and Aquinas in the surprising concreteness of its terminology.   

Drawing on Mathew 6:24, Wyclif expands on the dictum that one cannot properly serve 

two masters simultaneously, since two different masters may often have contrary or mutually 

exclusive goals.  If the different masters, wealth and salvation, have opposing ends, how, then, 

does one subsist in the world and meet the daily needs of living, and successfully worship God at 

the same time?  Wyclif’s distinction between the “right” service offered to God and improper 

service offered to the devil hinges on the intention that informs all action: “For ȝif a man traveile 

for goodis of þis world, and haþ riȝt entent for to worshipe God, he serveþ not þe world, but it 

serveþ him.”312  The definition of intention that Wyclif subsequently offers has little in common 

with the traditional theory of intention laid out by earlier medieval thinkers.  While both 

Augustine and Abelard separate intention from action—Abelard going so far as to claim that the 

carrying out of a sin is “irrelevant,” as he says, from a moral perspective—Wyclif measures 

intention and even defines it in terms that are unusual.  The moral question at hand veers toward 

a taste for the concrete—it suggests an inclination to make the concept of intention accessible 

and meaningful by making it more ‘real’ to his listeners.  In answering the question how can a 

person then “right” his intention, Wyclif concedes that maintaining right intention in one’s 

actions is a difficult task, as intention itself is a complex subject.  He divides right intention into 

                                                           
312 Select English Works of John Wyclif, 37. 
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three components: “But it is ful hard to have siche riȝt entent, for sich entent mut be mesure of 

bisynesse, and noumbre of traveile, and weiȝt of mannys wille.”313  The mental activity of right 

intention is couched in language that points to the physical, the measurable, the knowable, and 

the quantifiable.  It is broken up into the following three components: 1.) a measure or portion 

(“mesure”) of “bisynesse”—meaning, devotion or whole-hearted focus; 2.)  an amount or 

quantity (“noumbre “) of “traveile,” which may be understood as suffering, work or labor, or the 

difficulty of focusing on the task of maintaining right intention itself; and finally, 3.) the element 

or portion (“weiȝt”) of a person’s individual will.  “Mesure,” “noumbre,” and “weiȝt” all seek to 

establish an orderly, objective system that underlies the Wycliffite sense of intention and consent 

here and elsewhere —a sense of portioning that is itself measurable and meaningful. 

In The Testimony, this sense of intention becomes for Thorpe the argumentative basis for 

a narrative of dissent.  Thorpe employs the same language and concepts as Wyclif in his 

resistance of Arundel, and particularly in his defense of preaching without a license.  The “debt” 

that every priest owes to God is to preach.  Wycliffe’s concepts of “bisynesse” and “will” 

reemerge in Thorpe’s defense of the debt of preaching, and, in particular, in the larger sense of 

justice that The Testimony claims for itself.  Thorpe contends that “whateuere prest þanne þat it 

be þat haþ not good wille and ful purpose to” preach is “dampnable”;314 he concludes that he and 

other men like him must therefore “bisie” themselves about their preaching, “for þe wille and 

bisinesse þat we haue of dewe dette | to do iustli our office…we desiren to be þe feiþful disciplis 

of Crist.”315  By invoking the concept of justice, or the “iustli” doing of the office of preacher, 

Thorpe reminds Arundel that it is what lays behind the upholding or transgressing of the law that 

matters from a spiritual and moral perspective; that “wille,” desire, and a “ful purpose” or 

                                                           
313 Ibid. 
314 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 50. 
315 Ibid., 46. 
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intention should be the major determinants of justice.  He further argues that all priests should be 

damned, who of “good purpose and wille enforsen hem not bisili to do þus [preach], and also alle 

hem þat haue purpose or wille to lette ony preest of þis bisinesse.”316  The “good purpose and 

wille” or intention to preach should be praised, and the “purpose or wille” to stop preachers from 

doing their work should equally be damned.  It is in this way that Thorpe actively employs 

Wyclif’s concepts and harnesses them to a narrative of resistance; mental states that precede 

action become the basis for the justification of transgression.  We return to the original claim of 

the Prologue, that Thorpe does indeed disobey the law, his transgression redefined as virtue, 

since he believes in the laws “to þe entent þat þese articlis weren ordeyned,” which for both 

Thorpe and the author of “Of Prelates” points to the most basic sense of preaching as imitatio 

Christi and the fulfillment of the Gospel.317 

 

Intention, Documentary Culture and Moral Accountability  

 

Arundel’s attitude to the question of transgression in the name of justice seems simple; as 

mentioned above, his insistence on obedience to authority precludes discussions of subjectivity.  

He clutches to traditional power structures and to the maintenance of those power structures.  In 

his view, if a subject is ordered to commit an immoral or unlawful action, he must obey his 

sovereign, and not consider himself morally accountable.  The discussion is reminiscent of 

Augustine’s writing on culpability and obedience to authority in City of God.  As I noted in the 

introduction, Augustine argues, “one who owes a duty of obedience to the giver of the command 

does not himself ‘kill’—he is an instrument, a sword in its user’s hand.  For this reason the 
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commandment forbidding killing was not broken by those who have waged wars on the authority 

of God, or those who have imposed the death-penalty on criminals when representing the 

authority of the State in accordance with  the laws of the State, the justest and most reasonable 

source of power.”318 

What this worldview leaves out, of course, is Thorpe’s insistence that this acquiescence 

to authority and to prescribed social roles counts as consent to evil, and therefore functions as a 

witting intention to commit or yield to acts that are sinful or unlawful.  It leaves out the 

distinction that Abelard had made centuries earlier that even adherence to the law can, from a 

moral or emotional perspective, constitute transgression:  “who doesn’t know that sometimes 

things God forbids to be done are rightly performed anyway, or should be done, just as 

sometimes, contrariwise, he commands some things that nevertheless aren’t fit to be done?”319 

Arundel’s attitude toward culpability and obedience, which discounts or precludes the 

relevance of individual intention in matters of disobedience, favors the maintenance of 

traditional power structures and the reinforcement of the established relationships of the 

members of the community.  That such an attitude emerges from the mouth of Arundel and in the 

midst of a hostile inquisition in a pseudo-legal document is perhaps no surprise.  But Lawrence 

Rosen’s study of Islamic law, and in particular his discussions of the Arabic niya,320 or intention, 

and the legal tradition, offers a good parallel for thinking through these attitudes toward the law, 

and for understanding Arundel’s response in its full social complexity.  In this view, Arundel 

represents a larger attitude toward individual intent that is itself secondary to the maintenance of 

                                                           
318 Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, 32. 
319 Ethical Writings : His Ethics or "Know Yourself" and His Dialogue between a Philosopher, a Jew, and 
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320 Rosen translates niya as intention but also notes its capacious usage: it can also mean “‘will,’ ‘volition,’ 

‘plan,’ and ‘design.’” The Anthropology of Justice : Law as Culture in Islamic Society, Lewis Henry Morgan 

Lectures (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 51.   
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the existing social order.  As an emblematic example Rosen notes a fourteenth-century Muslim 

judge who asserted that “the public good is to be found in continuity, the preservation of what 

already exists.”321  In other words, legal and theological thought function under the assumption 

that “it is best for society to preserve the existing state of things”;322 the consequence of such a 

legal maxim is “an emphasis on the observable impact of actions, on the orderly negotiation of 

human relationships, and on the perpetuation not of antecedent concepts but consequent 

interdependency” of the individuals within the community; observable action is prioritized 

within the system of justice, as opposed to private intention or,mens rea.323  Arundel’s answer to 

the question he poses to Thorpe asserts the importance of maintaining social relationships and 

their attendant hierarchies—individual subjects must obey their king, and members of the church 

must obey the archbishop.  Arundel’s later elaboration on the same question makes this point 

even clearer: 

 

‘A suget owiþ not to suppose þat his prelate wolde do ony vnlaweful þing, for a 

suget owiþ to trowe þat his prelate wole bidde him do no þing, no but þat þing þat 

his prelate wolde answere for bifore God þat it is leeful.  And þanne, þouȝ þe 

heeste of þe prelate be vnleeful, þe suget haþ no peril to fulfille it, siþ he demiþ 

and tristiþ þat what þing his prelate biddiþ him do it is leeful to him for to do 

it.’324 

A fundamental trust in the social order, a respect of the good intentions of the church and 

one’s superiors in the church is clear from Arundel’s statement—it is what the subject “owes” as 
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324 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 75. 
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subject.  In Pierre Bourdieu’s term, it represents the unimpeachable and naturalized doxa that 

Arundel is unable to question but which Thorpe is about to shatter.  As Bourdieu argues, “Every 

established order tends to produce (to very different degrees and with very different means) the 

naturalization of its own arbitrariness…out of which arises the sense of limits, commonly called 

the sense of reality, i.e. the correspondence between the objective classes and the internalized 

classes, social structures and mental structures, which is the basis of the most ineradicable 

adherence to the established order.”325  Wyclif and later Wycliffite writers called into question 

“the reproduction of power relations” within the Church—what was, until then, the font of 

“ineradicable adherence to the established order”—noting the moral “arbitrariness on which they 

[were] based,” and thereby enacting a moral revolution326 in which the once “natural and social 

world” of self-evident order and truth was called into question.327  The arbitrariness which 

Thorpe and other Wycliffite writers identified was found in the moral and spiritual gulf that lay 

between intention and action. 

But how and why is this sort of moral shift enabled?  It is of particular interest that this 

legal attitude of prioritizing established relationships and social interdependence emerges, as 

Rosen points out, as the byproduct of the practices of a predominantly oral culture.  Thorpe 

asserts for his text the status of an inquisition record.  In fact, Thorpe himself writes that of the 

                                                           
325 Outline of a Theory of Practice, Cambridge Studies in Social Anthropology 16 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1977), 164. 
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reasons he has chosen to write this account, the first is that he had been asked by friends “to 

write hem boþe myn aposynge and myn answeringe” of his examination in “þe Erchebischopis 

prisoun of Cauntirbirie.”328  As Emily Steiner has observed, The Testimony, though not 

technically a trial record, “is remarkable for the way that it interrogates the language of trial 

documents, such as those found in the Norwich court-book, and, in doing so, simultaneously 

excavates a specifically Lollard rhetoric and proclaims the superiority of Lollard exegesis.”329  

She compares The Testimony to the Norwich trial records, and notes that Arundel “…repeat[s] 

the exact order and language of the Norwich abjurations.”330  So although The Testimony clearly 

does not function as an authorized legal document per se, its close approximation of the language 

of the genre should nevertheless inform how we read it. 

The generic registers that The Testimony draws on, plays with and ultimately diverges 

from point to its peculiar liminality: its status somewhere between real and fictive legal 

document,331 its timely production at the crossroads of Latin and vernacular theology,332 its 

mixed goals as both theological treatise and “saint’s life,”333 offer the reader a number of 

                                                           
328 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 24. 
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333 Hudson notes: “Thorpe’s text appears to be in some senses a substitute saint’s life—substitute, that is, 

for the hagiography of which the Lollards generally thoroughly disapproved…Thorpe’s account lacks two essential 
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frameworks for approaching questions of power and authority.  But it is The Testimony’s status 

as a pseudo-legal document produced at the crossroads of documentary and oral culture334 that is 

perhaps most telling for its attitude toward intention.  The shift from oral to documentary culture 

and the questions surrounding intention that this shift necessarily gives rise to shed light on the 

two conflicting attitudes toward morality and legal responsibility that Arundel and Thorpe give 

voice to in The Testimony.  With the emphasis on the maintenance of social relationships that 

oral culture and folklaw necessitate, individual intent is understood primarily through observable 

action in legal thought, and then through the vested interest in keeping the existing relationships, 

and the social hierarchies attached to those relationships, stable.  Rosen argues that in a 

predominantly oral culture, judges may aim to “set people back on the track of negotiating their 

own relationships with one another” in the marketplaces, in their mosques, and in their homes.335  

So, too, in late-fourteenth and early-fifteenth century England, we see hierarchies and 

relationships not only take precedent over questions concerning the individual and especially 

individual intent, but we also see those hierarchies and the positions of privilege that persons at 

the top of those hierarchies individually enjoy, function as a problematic kind of “evidence” or 

“proof” of truth and orthodoxy in the legal sphere.336 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

elements in the normal saint’s life: death and authenticating miracles after death…Like a good saint’s life, Thorpe’s 

account has a moral and didactic content; but it also has a story line, an element of excitement—how will our man 

win against such odds?” Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 

1407, lvi. 
334 See Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, England 1066-1307. 
335 Rosen is specifically concered with fourteenth-century Moroccan legal practice, but his observations are 

useful for thinking through other oral cultures.  The Anthropology of Justice : Law as Culture in Islamic Society, 43. 
336 Green affirms this trend: “The attitude to conflict and its resolution in traditional societies is far from 

uniform…Nevertheless, in many there is a clear recognition of the dangers of confrontation and a corresponding 

premium placed on compromise and reconciliation…Germanic folklaw [for example] ‘was not primarily a matter of 

making and applying rules in order to determine guilt and fix judgment, not an instrument to separation people from 

one another on the basis of a set of principles, but rather a matter of holding people together, a matter of 

reconciliation.’” A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England, 83.  (Green quotes Harold J. Berman’s 

Law and Revolution: The Formation of the Western Legal Tradition.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983: 

p. 78). 
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I refer to Rosen’s study of medieval Islamic legal traditions because it analogously 

articulates an essential piece of the puzzle in the struggle between Thorpe and Arundel.  From 

this perspective, the modes of thought and reasoning that each man stands for emerge as 

emblematic not only of a larger struggle between the individual and the institution, but also as a 

struggle that results from the shift away from oral culture and oral legal traditions, which 

emphasize relationships and their accompanying hierarchies, and a movement toward cultural 

practices which emphasize a written record and the kind of legal processes337 that stem from that 

written record.338  In this way, those early Moroccan records offer us a contemporary example 

for what Richard Firth Green has more broadly observed about the Wycliffite movement in late 

medieval England: that the movement itself is characteristic of “a critical confrontation between 

the new documentary culture and the older ethos of the oral trothplight.”339  As educated 

churchmen, both Arundel and Thorpe are by training masters of documentary culture and all of 

its authorizing and argumentative modes of creating ‘reason,’ ‘truth,’ and ‘proof.’  But despite 

his status as inquisitor and gatekeeper of documentary culture and documentary authority, 

Arundel’s mode of argumentation stands for an older psychology that runs concomitant with oral 

culture, while Thorpe, Lollard practitioner, paradoxical wielder of the powers of documentary 

culture and its modes of argumentation while at the same time its victim,340 draws on those 

modes of documentary culture that seek to oppress him.  As Susan Crane has noted in light of the 

                                                           
337 Wyclif and Lollards emphasized reason in the appeals to reform Church practice.  Reginald Pecock, 

orthodox apologist, also appeals to reason to an even greater extent in his vernacular response to the Lollards, and it 

is this appeal, as well as his choice of language, that likely lead to his conviction of heresy. 
338 This is, of course, not to suggest that Western literate legal systems are themselves just or impartial.  

See, for example, Robert M. Cover’s essay, “Violence and the Word,” which applies a Foucauldian method to 

contemporary American jurisprudence.  On Violence : A Reader  (Durham NC: Duke University Press, 2007).  That 

documentary culture and its modes of reasoning may be used as the tools of oppression has been demonstrated by 

anthropologists and medievalists alike.  Susan Crane’s illuminating article “The Writing Lesson of 1381” draws 

from the work of Claude Lévi-Strauss to demonstrate how writing came to be identified as a tool of oppression by 

the rebels of 1381.  "The Writing Lesson of 1381."   
339 A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England, 282. 
340 See again Strohm, England’s Empty Throne, esp. chapter 2. 
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rebels of 1381, documentary culture or “literacy…provided a further measure of social 

differentiation and a new site of friction between social groups.”341  Although both men are 

literate, Arundel operates from a position that customarily used literacy, documents, and 

citationality to assert authority over groups that functioned primarily through oral traditions.  Just 

as in “the seigniorial courts of the fourteenth century, [where] the lord’s authority is 

overwhelmingly perpetuated against the claims of subordinates,” Arundel’s status as the 

archbishop questioning Thorpe, prisoner of Saltwood castle, effects an analogous kind of 

symbolic violence on his literate but disempowered subordinate. 

That both modes of culture—oral and documentary—should be present and in conflict 

with each other in a pseudo-legal text as late as 1407 should not be surprising:  in addition to 

Crane’s work on the rebels, M.T. Clanchy has demonstrated, though to different ends, how slow 

and uneven the progression from oral culture to literate or documentary culture was in the 

Middle Ages.  In fact, Clanchy writes that “The persistent emphasis on the spoken word, despite 

the growing use of documents, is best illustrated by the evolution of legal procedure” (272, 

emphasis added).342  In this way, a trial record or a fictionalized account of a mock-trial, like The 

Testimony, is perhaps the best place to look for shifting attitudes toward oral and documentary 

modes of social practice.343   The conflict between the two modes of authorizing and practicing 

social life may be understood as the primary combatants in a kind of culture war, as the work of 

                                                           
341 "The Writing Lesson of 1381," 203. 
342 Clanchy is emphatic on this point: “Yet we should not exaggerate the speed of this development; as long 

as writing depended on manuscripts alone, the change from oral to literate modes was gradual.  Dependence on 

symbolic gestures and the spoken word persisted in law and literature, and throughout medieval culture, despite the 

growth of literacy.”  From Memory to Written Record, England 1066-1307, 278. 
343  I use “practice” specifically in Bourdieu’s sense of the term, which encompasses both the rituals and 

routines of everyday life and the doxa that accompany, (re)create and authorize those actions.  Bourdieu, Outline of 

a Theory of Practice, 163-65. 
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Steven Justice puts it.344  Caught in the middle of that transition in attitudes concerning oral 

authority and documentary authority345 is, as Rosen’s study makes clear, the attitude toward 

individual intent, and its relationship to observable action.346   

That the attitude toward intention could be determined by the influence of oral tradition 

and oral folklaw is clear from a number of examples from England and elsewhere.  Early English 

law takes little account of intention.  As one code from Alfred relates, “If a man has a spear over 

his shoulder, and anyone is transfixed thereon, he shall pay the wergild without the fine.”347  And 

as I discussed in the introduction, the Leges Henrici notably decrees that “if by mischance you 

fall from a tree upon me and kill me, then, if my kinsman must needs have vengeance, he may 

climb a tree and fall upon you.”348  The concept of criminal intent is absent from this passage of 

                                                           
344 Justice notes that the rebels of 1381 reacted against the ways in which documentary culture 

disempowered them: “In lumping together the different institutions of different levels of government, the rebels 

offered a realistic assessment of how official writing of all sorts and in all offices could hobble them in their daily 

labor for subsistence and baffle their chances at prosperity.  Their actions show what they were after…. There is 

nothing to suggest the wholesale assault on intellectual or ecclesiastical culture…The variety among these objects of 

their anger suggests complaints not so much against particular oppression in the matters of tenure, criminal justice, 

and royal prerogative, as against the entire documentary apparatus that defined their position with respect to the land 

and to the local and national community.” Writing and Rebellion: England in 1381, 46. 
345 Clanchy lists a number of examples in law and social practice.  For instance, he points to the persistence 

of the oral summons, despite growing levels of literacy and the development of the written summons as testament to 

the slow shift from oral to documentary culture: “The forms which had been suited to a purely oral procedure were 

preserved and ossified when documents were introduced.  Before the thirteenth century parties were given notice to 

appear in law courts, not by having a writ served on them, but by an oral summons…Emphasis thus remained on 

hearing a sound, rather than seeing a document, whether the summons was made by a bell or the voice of a crier.”  

From Memory to Written Record, 273. 
346 Rosen notes the different trajectories of East and West in regard to intention theory: “Where in the 

modern west intent is seen to lie within and to be sufficiently distinguishable from overt acts that we might ask both 

God and man to judge us by our intentions and not our deeds, in the Middle East, intent and act are thought to be so 

closely linked that one can read rather directly from a person’s words and deeds the intent that lies within.”  The 

Anthropology of Justice: Law as Culture in Islamic Society, 52.  This attitude parallels the earlier European and 

specifically Anglo-Saxon legal traditions toward intention.  As Mäkinen and Pihlajamäki write, “One of the most 

important and influential developments in thirteenth-century criminal law concerned the individual’s criminal 

intention and responsibility.  Before the charge criminal responsibility was mainly based on the consequences of a 

crime.”  "The Individualization of Crime in Medieval Canon Law," 526.  Though Rosen’s observations are 

important, it is equally important to recognize that the introduction of intention into legal discourse in the West has 

been and continues to be haphazard and highly problematic.  This study therefore rejects any claims that might 

suggest a progress narrative in Western legal thought.  The legal theories of different cultures always pose distinct 

problems when put into practice. 
347  Jeffery, "The Development of Crime in Early English Society," 656. 
348  Pollock and Maitland, The History of English Law before the Time of Edward I, vol. 2, 471. 
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the Leges Henrici.  Green has productively compared early European folklaw to other folklaw 

systems of contemporary oral societies.  He notes the example of the Kikuyu and compares their 

attitude toward liability and criminal intent to that of the Anglo-Saxons.  Green cites Gluckman 

and Thurnwald who note that “a Kikuyu who hurled a spear through a lion which had pinned 

another man to the ground would be held responsible for the murder because his spear went 

through the lion and his comrade.”349  He compares the Kikuyu attitude to the Anglo-Saxons, 

who, he claims, “were apparently answerable for even their most involuntary actions and could 

be held liable for the outcome of chains of causation that no modern court” would consider.350  

Green notes another telling example from the Leges Henrici Primi, in which “some of the 

responsibility for the death of a traveler [is assigned] to the companion who invited him on the 

journey, even where the actual killing was done by the victim’s own enemies, and hold that the 

owner of a sword is in part responsible for the wound it makes, even when the wounding was 

caused by a third party’s knocking it from the peg on which its owner had hung it.”351 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In his examination of Thorpe, Arundel insists on two criteria for the proper realization of 

justice: 1) on a consideration of bare facts—that Thorpe has preached without a license, and 2) 

that order be preserved and hierarchies maintained: Thorpe must “submytte [himself] to 

                                                           
349 A Crisis of Truth: Literature and Law in Ricardian England, 299. 
350 Ibid., 299. 
351 Ibid., 300. 
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[Arundel’s] correccioun and stonde to [his] ordinaunce.”352  Thorpe’s entire narrative apparatus 

revolts against all such literalistic interpretations of the law that discount intention.  In contrast to 

Arundel, Thorpe frequently invokes the mens rea or the mental state that informs not only his 

own actions and transgressions, but those of his accusers.  He emphasizes his “ful purpose” or 

intention “for to knoweleche þe trewþe and to stonde þerbi perseuerauntli aftir [his] kunnynge 

and [his] power.”353  He calls it a complete perversion of the aims of the Gospel when those who 

are held to be “iust men” are those who “neiþer knowen, neiþer haue wille to knowe, neiþer to 

occupien her wittis to knowe truli and effectuelli þe feiþ of holi chirche,” while those who are 

called “vniust men and wymmen” are those who, “aftir her kunnynge and her power, bisien hem 

to lyue iustly after þe heestis of God.”354  He compels an understanding of preaching licenses as 

a meaningless or empty sign, and argues that “bischopis scholden accepten no man to 

presthoode, no but him þat hadde goode wille and ful purpose, and were wel disposed for to 

preche.”355 

The intention to preach authorizes Thorpe, and moves him toward an interiorly-oriented 

understanding of virtue and transgression, disobedience and moral identity.  As inheritors of and 

participants in theological debate begun by the translation of the Bible into English in 1377, and 

the rise of vernacular Wycliffite and Lollard356 thought that followed thereafter, Thorpe’s 

examination by Arundel grapples with questions of disobedience and later heresy that Lollard 

association came to categorically imply, and is therefore emblematic of a larger social 

movement.357  Thorpe’s distinct narrative draws on definitions of intention given by an earlier 

                                                           
352 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 30. 
353 Ibid., 44. 
354 Ibid. 
355 Ibid., 45. 
356 I use the terms “Wycliffite” and “Lollard” interchangeably in this chapter. 
357 See Margaret Aston, "Lollardy and Sedition 1381-1431," in Peasants, Knights and Heretics. Studies in 

Medieval English Social History, ed. R.H. Hilton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976). 
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generation of Wycliffite writers, like the author of “Of Prelates” and Wyclif himself, in order to 

transform the theological concept into a personal weapon of the dissenter.  His emphasis on 

intention as the key to moral identity allows him to challenge Arundel in Saltwood prison and to 

justify his transgressions in Shrewsbury. 

At the end of The Testimony, Thorpe’s interrogators return to the question of swearing an 

oath on the Bible.  This time, one of Arundel’s men offers a more sophisticated reasoning for 

swearing an oath on the Bible: he asks Thorpe if the word of God may be considered equivalent 

to God himself, which Thorpe affirms, and then the clerk continues, “Whi wolt þou not swere bi 

þe holi gospel of God þat is Goddis word, siþ it is al oon to swere bi þe word of God and to 

swere bi God himself?”358  In his response, Thorpe again shifts the focus away from ritual 

action—the touching of the Bible in swearing an oath—but this time he shifts the focus to the 

meaning found in reading.  He asks the clerk “wheþer it was moore to rede þe gospel or to 

touche þe gospel,” and from here directs his accusers again toward interior measures of piety that 

he first defended when disputing the act of laying his hand on the Bible and the “entente” to 

swear at the outset of the dialogue.  He distinguishes between reading letters or signs on the 

page, and determining their deeper meaning: “þe gospel is not þe gospel for redyng of þe lettre, 

but for þe bileue þat men haue in þe word of Crist—þat is þe gospel þat we bileue, not þe lettre 

þat we redden.”359  Even the letters themselves are an adulterated version of God’s word, 

“touched wiþ mannes honde,” and this, according to Thorpe, “is not þe gospel.”360  The Gospel 

for Thorpe is rather “þe sentence þat is verily | bileued in mannes herte.”  When the clerk presses 

Thorpe on the issue—that the Gospel does not represent the sum of the word of God—Thorpe 

turns to metaphor to elaborate his meaning.  He counters that “al þe virtue of a tree is in þe roote 

                                                           
358 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 78. 
359 Ibid. 
360 Ibid. 
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þerof þat mai not be seen, for do aweye þe roote and a tree is distroied”; likewise God “is hid in 

þe lettre of his lawe; þus also…is þe gospel hidde in þe letter.”361  Thorpe’s metaphor draws the 

visual image of a tree as an observable sign and the roots and the subsurface meaning that 

informs the visible.  In The Tractatus de Pseudo-Freris, likely authored by Wyclif,362 the same 

metaphor is harnessed to a discussion of intention and the taking of fraternal orders.  In his 

critique of the friars, the author of the tract argues that the visual image of the friars wearing their 

habits is like an image of “trees turned vpsodoun, for roote & inward of hem ben shewid wiþ-

oute to þe world, and falsnesse of here entent is hid fro men bi þis turning.”363  He concludes, “it 

shulde be knowen to cristen men þat alle siche sensible signes ben not signes of hoolynesse, but 

Ȝif þei maken hoolynesse in men.”   Intention—the measure of moral identity—requires astute 

readers.  Arundel’s understanding of Thorpe’s preaching without a license as a transgression 

amounts to a literal reading—a consideration of only the sign or the observable; the tree and not 

its roots.   

But the reading required is one of evidence and mental states, and the consequences of 

that reading hold a punitive weight: Arundel’s men “conseileden | þe Archebischop to brenne” 

Thorpe, or to “drenche [him] in þe see.”364  Arundel and his men prove uninterested in this sort 

of reading—what they demand of Thorpe is not hermeneutics, but rather theatre.  The Testimony 

ends with a final demand that Thorpe “knele doun and axe grace and submitte [himself] 

lowely”—that he perform his submission to Arundel’s authority.365  But Thorpe resists.  He 

submits, but only to the authority that lies beyond interrogation, and beyond the realm of the 

literal: Thorpe declares “I wole wilfulli and lowely obeye and submitte me to be obedient and 

                                                           
361 Ibid., 79. 
362 Select English Works of John Wyclif, 294-95.  
363 Ibid., 316. 
364 Two Wycliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406, the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, 92. 
365 Ibid. 
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buxsum euer aftir my kunnyng and my power to God and to his lawe.”366  The narrative ends 

with resistance, the dialogue concludes with Thorpe’s insistence on interpretation, and the quiet 

affirmation of the gulf that stretches out between divine law and human law resurfaces.  We 

return to the opening declaration of Thorpe’s belief in and submission “to God and his lawe”—

that it is “to þe entent þat þese articlis weren ordeyned and comaundid of þese persoones of þe 

moost blessid Trinite to ben bileued,” that he “mekeli, wilfulli and gladli” consents and submits 

himself.367  Intention theory allows Thorpe to rewrite the meaning of the observable world; as a 

moral tool it justifies his actions; as a literary tool it shapes his character and moral identity and 

makes the claim for his innocence in the face of his accusers. 

  

                                                           
366 Ibid. 
367 Ibid., 33, emphasis added. 
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Chapter 4:  Intention in The Book of Margery Kempe:  Moral Character and  

   the Fashioning of Devotion 
 

 

 

 

 

 Sin and Conversion 

 

The Book of Margery Kempe begins and ends with famous sinners.  The last chapter 

closes with a prayer that in part offers special thanks to God for Mary Magdalene, Saint Mary of 

Egypt, Saint Paul of Tarsus, and Saint Augustine of Hippo.368  The prologue claims that the 

Book’s composition was first begun on the day after the feast of Mary Magdalene in 1436, 

auspiciously situating the Book’s birth under the star of one of its patron sinners.  The prologue 

equally suggests that the Book will offer readers the example of a great sinner converted to a life 

of piety: “this lytyl tretys schal tretyn sumdeel in parcel of his [Jesus’s] wonderful werkys, how 

mercyfully, how benyngly, and how charytefully he meved and stered a synful caytyf unto his 

love.”369  But its heroine is neither a prostitute, nor a menacing tax collector, nor a debauched 

Carthaginian youth; Kempe, a wife, mother, entrepreneur and bourgeois daughter to John 

                                                           
368 The Book of Margery Kempe, Middle English Texts (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Published for TEAMS (the 

Consortium for the Teaching of the Middle Ages) in association with the University of Rochester by Medieval 

Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 1996), II.10.782. 
369 Ibid., Prologue.17. 
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Burnham—once one of the most powerful men in her native Lynn—resists both easy typification 

and the hagiographical models of the repentant sinner-turned-saint that the Book takes pains to 

invoke.  Although a number of scholars have identified this significant model of the penitent 

saint at work in the Book,370 an important point has been overlooked: unlike her famous sinning 

forbearers who as sinners committed transgressive acts (whether sexual or violent) before 

conversion, for Kempe, the sin that marks the turning point in her life and which leads her to 

penance, atonement and proclaimed sanctity, is marked by intention, rather than deed.  In fact, it 

is this sin in intention that is essential for understanding the structure of reversals that the Book 

announces at its outset: in this chapter I will argue that just as sin in intention rather than deed 

inaugurates Margery’s spiritual turning point, it also marks a mental process that will find 

reversal in her spiritual practices throughout the rest of the Book.  Margery will replace sin in 

intention by the assertion of a kind of virtue that can only be claimed and understood through 

intention. 

The thought crime that she commits occurs just outside of Saint Margaret’s church in 

Lynn on Saint Margaret’s Eve, a feast celebrating, among other things, the preservation of 

chastity.371  Just before the evensong Margery is propositioned by “a man which sche lovyd 

                                                           
370 Nicholas Watson, for example, asserts that Kempe, “for all the intensity of her formal 

observance…remains a secular figure, a municipal saint…a sinning Everywoman.”   "The Making of the Book of 

Margery Kempe," in Voices in Dialogue, ed. Olson Linda and Kerby-Fulton Kathryn (Notre Dame: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 2005), 418.  Naoë Kukita Yoshikawa notes the extent to which Kempe self-consciously draws on 

the traditions and iconography associated with Mary Magdalene as a penitent saint.  Margery Kempe's Meditations: 

The Context of Medieval Devotional Literature, Liturgy and Iconography, Religion & Culture in the Middle Ages 

(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2007), 77-78.  Karma Lochrie notes not only her role as a figure of the penitent 

saint, but also the deep mystical resonances of Mary Magdalene and the tradition of contemplation that she 

represents.  Margery Kempe and Translations of the Flesh, New Cultural Studies Series (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1991), especially 73-4. 
371 Sherry L. Reames, Middle English Legends of Women Saints, (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Published for 

TEAMS (The Consortium for the Teaching of the Middle Ages) in association with the University of Rochester by 

Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 2003), http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/ 

teams/21sr.htm. 
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wel.”372  Despite her strong desire to remain chaste, and her persistent but unsuccessful attempts 

to convince her husband to agree to a chaste marriage, Margery finds herself tempted by the 

prospect of an extramarital affair.  After serious deliberation and a sleepless night of indecision, 

Margery shifts in her intention to fully pursue chastity: she finally “consentyd in hir mend” to sin 

by intending to commit adultery.373  The affair, however, never actually transpires; instead of 

consummation, the would-be lover reveals his ruse: feigning his “entent,”374 he had 

propositioned Margery “for to preve hir what sche wold do,” or, only as a test to her moral 

character, which bends to the temptation.375   

The episode functions as perhaps the most consequential moment in the Book and the life 

that it treats.  Sin gives way to self-knowledge and contrition, which then leads to confession, 

penance, atonement, and a new spiritual identity for Margery; this is the moment that opens the 

door for all else that happens in the Book.  The language of this decisive passage signals a 

turning point and announces the important perspective shift that Margery has gained.  She now 

sees herself in the same way that the reader has seen her all along via the prefatory life summary, 

and the two versions of her identity—objective and subjective—merge into a single viewpoint.  

Just as the reader (as well as the older, reflective Kempe and the scribe) knows her from  the 

Book’s introduction as “lech unto the reedspyr whech boweth wyth every wynd and nevyr is 

stable les than no wynd bloweth,”376 so, too, Margery, after being disabused of her would-be 

lover’s bluff, attains the same perspective on herself: she “went away al schamyd and confusyd 

in hirself, seyng hys stabylnes and hir owyn unstabylnes.”377  This movement toward self-

                                                           
372 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.4.322. 
373 Ibid., I.4.342. 
374 Ibid., I.4.336. 
375 Ibid., I.4.326. 
376 Ibid., Prologue. 13-14. 
377 Ibid., I.4:344-45. 
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knowledge, expressed in the passage through its repetition of the proem’s language and its 

central focus on the matter of stability in devotional intention and brought about by the 

recognition and exposure of her sinful intention, opens the gateway for the narrative of change: 

Margery may now confess and serve her penance, atone for her sin, and embark upon the 

spiritual metamorphosis that the proem foretells.  This is the turning point in the process of 

Margery’s gradual conversion.  Her earlier pre-conversion visions of God are fleeting, marked 

by passivity, and offer no clear progress in her devotion—she continues to sin after receiving 

them.  Arriving at self-knowledge, and performing subsequent confessions and a year of self-

imposed penance, Margery begins to forge a new kind of spirituality and a new kind of 

relationship with the divine, characterized by participation and dialogues, in which she moves 

from passive observer of short-lived visions to nearly equal interlocutor of Jesus, signifying the 

level of mystical union that she has attained.378  The moment from which Margery may begin to 

transform from “This creatur whych many yerys had gon wyl and evyr ben unstable”379 to being 

finally able “in wyl and in purpose thorw sterying of the Holy Gost to folwyn oure Savyour” has 

finally arrived.380   

                                                           
378 Moreover, conversion literally means in Latin a turning around; we see this movement only after she 

arrives at self-knowledge.  The idea of a movement toward or away from sin is literalized by the image of Lot’s 

wife, as described in The Book of Vices and Virtues: “Lothes wif betokeneþ hem þat gon out of þis world in-to 

religion and after þat turnen aȜen, as bi wille and bi desire þat þei haue; and Ȝit neuer þe latter þe bodies dwellen in 

þe clostre, but þe herte is in þe world…” The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth Century English Translation 

of the Somme Le Roi of Lorens D'Orléans, Early English Text Society Original Series (London: Early English Text 

Society, H. Milford, 1942), 268.  This image is consonant with The Book of Margery Kempe’s reedspyr image, 

which also literalizes the movements toward and away from sin. 
379 The Book of Margery Kempe I.Prologue.16-17 
380 Ibid., I.Prologue.11.  Sarah Salih argues that Margery’s conversion is not “a single experience, but in 

fact it happens in several stages,” and is comprised of each vision, which marks a point in a clear trajectory.  

"Margery's Bodies: Piety, Work and Penance," in A Companion to the Book of Margery Kempe, ed. H. Arnold John 

and J. Lewis Katherine (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2004), 206. I disagree with this reading; there is a moment which 

marks a distinct change and transformation, and this happens in chapter four, mentioned above, and marked by her 

first moment of self-knowledge.  Karma Lochrie has argued that the hallmark of Margery’s visionary life is the 

dialogic nature of her piety.  After her full conversion, Margery’s life takes on this quality as she moves from prayer 

to prayerful interlocutor.  For Lochrie, the mystical text is by nature dialogic; Margery’s movement from rote prayer 

to dialogue with God marks the transformation of her spirituality, and only happens after self-knowledge.  Margery 

Kempe and the Translations of the Flesh, 62-69.  
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 In this way, The Book of Margery Kempe early on locates sin, but more broadly, self-

knowledge and the new identity that it generates, not in the domain of deeds, but in the more 

abstract realm of intentions.  Equally so, it identifies the major identity shift that Margery 

undergoes—from instability to stability—as taking place in the sphere of intentions.  The 

account emphasizes that the feigning lothario only tries to seduce her “for to preve hir what sche 

wold do” and that he is so successful in his feigning “that sche cowd not knowe hys entent.”381  

The narrative sets up a clear difference between Margery and this man: although Margery does 

not realize it, he never intends to commit adultery, while Margery in fact has consciously 

conceived an intention to sin. 

That Margery never fulfilled her adulterous intent matters little to the narrative; moral 

character and the state of the soul are measured by intentions and not their fulfillment.  Her 

intention is immediately clear in the narrative, since she “went to the man to wetyn yf he wold 

than consentyn to hire.”382  Kempe reflects on her intention to commit adultery with special 

notice to the consent of her will to the desire that she felt, contrasting it with her earlier intention 

to pursue chastity: 

 

Than thowt sche of the grace that God had govyn hire befortyme, how sche had 

two yer of gret qwyet in sowle, repentawns of hir synne wyth many byttyr teerys 

of compunccyon, and parfyt wyl nevyr to turne ageyn to hir synne, but rather to be 

deed hir thowt.  And now sche saw how sche had consentyd in hir wyl for to don 

synne. Than fel sche half in dyspeyr. Sche thowt sche wold a ben in helle for the 

sorw that sche had. Sche thowt sche was worthy no mercy for hir consentyng was 
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so wylfully do ne nevyr worthy to don hym servyse for sche was so fals unto 

hym.383 

 

In her lament, Margery emphasizes the role of the will, and specifically the consent of the will, 

as marking her transgression.  The passage thus confirms the idea of a process of sin first 

presented in the tableau of Margery’s deliberation over the offer of extramarital sex.  Cast as a 

restless night of vacillation, a back and forth movement toward and away from sin, Margery 

finally “consents” in her will to the proposition and to the desire she feels.  The final spiritual 

infraction is presented as the end result of a two-part process: the combination of desire and 

temptation comprising the first stage, and the assent of the will to that desire comprising the 

second and definitive stage.  The account therefore emphasizes not the will as a faculty, but the 

activity of consenting in the will, or the mental action that the will takes part in.  In other words, 

the formulation points to the specific mental action that constitutes her sin.  So although “sche 

was temptyd wyth the syn of letchory”384 before this, Margery had not yet sinned, since initially 

she “thowt sche had levar ben deed than consentyn therto.”385  The “rebellyon in hyr flesch” or 

the physical desire that she feels does not itself constitute sin; her transgression is pinpointed at 

the moment of the will’s consent to desire, evoked here first by the term “dyscrecyon” and later 

by “consentyn”: “At the last thorw inoportunyté of temptacyon and lakkyng of dyscrecyon sche 

was ovyrcomyn, and consentyd in hir mend, and went to the man to wetyn yf he wold than 

                                                           
383 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.4.345-52, emphasis added. 
384 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.4.316. 
385 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.4.319-20. 
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consentyn to hire.”386  Her lack of discretion especially points to the failure of reason, associated 

with the will, in consenting to sin. 387 

As I discussed in the introductory chapter, the story of Margery’s sin draws on a dynamic 

tradition found both in the earlier Latin Church fathers and in the English vernacular devotional 

literature and pastoral manuals of the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries.   The stages of 

Margery’s sin follow a trajectory similar to the one delineated by Abelard and Augustine and 

adopted by later vernacular preachers, in which sin can include intentions, and is divided into 

two stages: the first being desire and temptation, a state which may not be sinful per se, and the 

second being consent of the will to that desire, which then marks an intention and therefore the 

point of transgression and sin.388  Margery immediately repents her sin, revealing  all to her 

confessor.  That the episode ultimately concludes with her successful confession is a point that 

should be considered for her sin in intention.  As Root has pointed out, “private auricular 

confession [insists]…that intentions can and must be known and spoken, that deeds and thoughts 

must be organized according to their proper categories and put into words.”389  Desire and will, 

for confession, are categories that are important as they relate to mental actions, or the formation 

of intentions.  For this reason, we should understand the distinction between Margery’s mention 

of her “wyl” and her “consentyng” in her will.  It is not the faculty of the will that is condemned, 

so much as the intention that she formed with her will.  Intention theory allows for a reading of 

                                                           
386 Ibid., I.4.341-43. 
387 Discretion is a term connected to the concept of moral character and free will based on reason.  The first 

definition of discretion listed in the Middle English Dictionary makes this clear: “(a) The ability to distinguish 

between right and wrong, moral discernment or judgment.”  Middle English Compendium, (Ann Arbor: University 

of Michigan, 1998), http://www.columbia.edu/cgi-bin/cul/resolve?APE6850.  Canon 21 of the Fourth Lateran 

Council states that all those who have reached “the age of reason” or “the age of discretion” must confess their sins 

once a year.  The canon relates discretion to moral accountability in the same way that the law does.  Disciplinary 

Decrees of the General Councils: Text, Translation and Commentary, (St. Louis: B. Herder, 1937), 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/lateran4.asp.  Bracton notes the age of “discretion” as the point at which a 

person assumes greater social and moral responsibilities. De Legibus Et Consuetudinibus Angliae. vol. 2, 251. 
388 Root, "Space to Speke": The Confessional Subject in Medieval Literature, 35n16.   
389 Ibid., 50. 
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this scene that is relevant to the practices of confession and which distinguishes between 

different kinds of mental actions and the faculties that enable them. 

Although the medieval theory of intention may be clearly discerned at this precipitous 

moment in Margery’s life, the role of intention reaches far beyond this first juncture of sin and 

deliverance in the Book, and forms a key component of Margery’s devotional practices 

throughout the narrative.  Intention, as I will argue, operates as a central concept that not only 

forms the basis of those later devotional practices, but also acts as a tool that Kempe employs in 

the fashioning of her devotional identity and, moreover, in the claims to autonomy and authority 

that she makes.  The Book of Margery Kempe draws on the devotional traditions and their 

discussions of intention and recasts them in innovative ways, reshaping both the idea of intention 

and its uses, and in doing so, shaping and reshaping Margery’s textual self.  Furthermore, just as 

intention defined sin at  the Book’s outset, so too it comes to form the basis for spiritual and 

social negotiation later on, finally emerging as the measure for determining virtue and spiritual 

worth.  By self-consciously connecting intention to identity, and by asserting its spiritual and 

social value, Margery Kempe develops modes of cultivating a self that transcend not only the 

strictly bodily devotional practices that many scholars have traditionally ascribed to her, but also 

the ultimately meditative practices that other more recent studies have asserted.  Of those studies 

that consider Margery Kempe within a spectrum of mysticism, a number of scholars have 

emphasized the physical element in Margery’s devotional practices,390 while others have instead 

identified an arc of devotion that begins with the physical but which ultimately transcends it, 

                                                           
390 For a discussion of female mysticism and the body on the continent , see Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy 

Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women, The New Historicism : Studies in 

Cultural Poetics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987).  Karma Lochrie discusses the poetics of the flesh 

(as distinguished from the body) in The Book, and the role of the fallen flesh as a central devotional tool.  Margery 

Kempe and Translations of the Flesh.   
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giving way to meditation and contemplation.391  This chapter draws on the work of both of those 

models of analysis but stands squarely apart from their claims.  As I will later explain, the role of 

intention in the Book offers a complex platform for Margery’s practice of piety, which never 

exclusively endorses the role of the bodily and the material in spirituality, nor entirely professes 

a clear divorce from the body that a meditational model implies.   

In order to demonstrate how Margery draws on contemporary treatments of sin and 

intention, in the next section I will examine a few of the more widely circulated vernacular texts 

of the period.  Robert Mannyng of Brunne’s Handlyng Synne and The Book of Vices and Virtues 

offer illustrations of ideas about sin as intention that were broadcast widely across English 

vernacular culture.  According to the prologue, Brunne began writing in 1303,392 but as Fritz Kemmler 

points out, the oldest surviving manuscript of Handlyng Synne, the MS H, London, British Library, MS 

Harley 1701, ff. 1-84,  can only be traced back to the end of the fourteenth century, or roughly seventy 

years after the date that Mannyng gives.393   The intended audience of Mannyng’s work was lay (and 

clergy instructing lay) and it was likely conceived for the purposes of recitation.394  Mannyng proves an 

important analogue for Kempe especially, since the majority of the manuscripts that survive are from the 

early fifteenth century.  Like Handlyng Synne, The Book of Vices and Virtues, offers another example of a 

fourteenth-century Midland text that circulated in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and is a useful 

comparative source for its discussions of sin and intention with The Book of Margery Kempe.395 

 

                                                           
391 See P. H. Cullum, "“Yf Lak of Charyte Be Not Ower Hynderauwnce”: Margery Kempe, Lynn, and the 

Practice of the Spiritual and Bodily Works of Mercy," in A Companion to the Book of Margery Kempe, ed. H. 

Arnold John and J. Lewis Katherine (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2004).  See also Sarah Salih, "Margery's Bodies: 

Piety, Work and Penance," ibid.  
392 Robert of Brunne's "Handlyng Synne,” (London: Pub. for the Early English text society, by K. Paul. 

Trench, Trübner & co., limited, 1901), http://name.umdl.umich.edu/AHA2735.0001.001. prologue.74- 76. 
393 "Exempla" in Context : A Historical and Critical Study of Robert Mannyng of Brunne's "Handlyng 

Synne,” 8. 
394 Ibid., 14-15. 
395 Nelson Francis’s introduction to The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth Century English 

Translation of the Somme Le Roi of Lorens D'Orléans, xxxii.  
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The Road to Hell Is Paved with Unstable Intentions 

 

The doctrine of intention and its emphasis on the privacy of the interior took root in 

English vernacular pastoral manuals, which offer the possibility of a contemporary source for the 

Book.  Margery’s fellow Englishman, Robert Mannyng of Brunne, wrote a generation or two 

before the composition of the Book that only God knows the private intentions of the heart.396  

He specifically discusses the sin of lechery in terms of temptation, desire, will and consent, 

which doctrinally correspond to earlier theories of sin as intention, found in Augustine, Abelard, 

Aquinas, and others.  Sin, as he puts it, constitutes what one would do should the opportunity 

arise—his definition maintains the same bifurcation of action and intention that we see in many 

of the earlier Latin writers.  Handlyng Synne provides an important didactic vernacular analogue 

to chapter four of the Book and illuminates Kempe’s interaction with the puritanical lothario as a 

dramatization of mental processes: 

 

For many one, whan þey to bedde are broȝt,  /  Delyten hem yn fylþys of þoght.  /   

Swych þoghtës are synnës greue,  /  Ȝyf þey þè pay, or be þè leue;  /  And ȝyf hyt 

pay þè so, swych foule þoȝt,  /  Þat þe dede were do, ȝyf þou moght,  /  Certes hyt 

ys nat*. [noght.] to drede  /  Þat þy wyl ne shal answere for þe*. [þy.] dede.  /  For 

ȝyf þou myȝtyst, þou wuldest, do,  /  Þy wyl consenteþ weyl þarto;  /  Þou art a 

                                                           
396 According to the prologue, Brunne began writing in 1303: “þat tyme  /  þat y began þys englyssh ryme.   

/  þe Ȝeres of grace fyl þan to be  /  A þousand & þre hundred & þre.”  The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth 

Century English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of Lorens D'Orléans, Prologue.74-76.  As Fritz Kemmler points 

out, the oldest surviving manuscript of Handlyng Synne, the MS H, London, British Library, MS Harley 1701, ff. 1-

84, can only be traced back to the end of the fourteenth century, or roughly seventy years after the date that 

Mannyng gives. The intended audience of his work was likely lay, and it was likely conceived for the purposes of 

recitation.  "Exempla" in Context : A Historical and Critical Study of Robert Mannyng of Brunne's "Handlyng 

Synne,” 8, 14-15.   Mannyng proves an important source since the majority of the manuscripts that survive are from 

the early fifteenth century. 
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lechoure yn þat kas,  /  Þyn hertëwyl ys grete trespas.  /  Anoþer spyce, more   

synne hyt ys, [folio 50b:2]  /  whan þou sekest þy wyl of flesshe,  /  To þe lust of 

lecchery,  /  Yn handlyng, or dremyng of foly,  /  Þurgh þoghtes or syghtës þat 

þou sees,  /  And yn alle ouþer pryuytes;  /  God hym-self forbedeþ alle þys…397 

 

The trajectory of Margery’s transformative sin replicates the arc laid out by earlier Latin 

writers and the subsequent vernacular pastoral manuals, like the passage quoted above from 

Mannyng: first temptation and desire, and then consent of the will (Margery “wylfully” 

“consentyd in hir mend”), which, for Mannyng, and Margery, unambiguously yields an intention 

that encompasses and defines sin.  Margery’s “had consentyd in hir wyl for to don synne,”398 

while the trickster’s words to her were mere “symulacyon,” since she did “not knowe hys 

entent,” which was to test her and not to commit adultery.  For Mannyng, the consent of the will 

(“Þy wyl consenteþ weyl þarto”) marks the point of transgression, and the preceding desire may 

be surmised by the delight one takes in lecherous thoughts (“Delyten hem yn fylþys of þoght”) 

and the pleasure that it gives (“And ȝyf hyt pay þè so, swych foule þoȝt”).  Mannyng rather 

circuitously identifies the combination of these elements as “hertëwyl”—or what we might 

understand as intention (“For ȝyf þou myȝtyst, þou wuldest, do”)—as the locus of moral offense.   

The Book of Vices and Virtues articulates a similar schema when describing the first 

degree of chastity, which is a clean conscience:  “þis clennesse and riȝtnesse biddeþ men to God 

þat he kepe hem and here hertes pryncipalliche from euele þouȝtes þat þei assente not to wikked 

desire.  For who-so assenteþ to euele þouȝtes and to euele desires of his herte, he nys not chast, 

al be it þat he kepe hym from þe dede, and for þe consenting al onliche he scholde be dampned 

                                                           
397 Robert of Brunne's "Handlyng Synne," 7563- 81.   
398 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.4.349. 
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ȝif he died so.”399  The assent to “wikked desire” may be better understood as an intentional 

mental action, or an act of the will, when read in light of the earlier account of the battle that all 

Christians must arm themselves against.  The Book of Vices and Virtues warns: “In þis bataile is 

no man ouercome but he wole.  For who-so wole not assente to synne, he ouercomeþ þe bataile, 

þat is a riȝt liȝt to ouercome to a bolde herte…a man or a womman falleþ bi hymself and bi here 

owne wille in synne, but out comeþ neuere-more wiþ-out helpe of oure lorde, þat ȝeueth hym, 

whan his wille is, þe armures of penaunce, bi what þing he may ouercome his aduersarie.”400  

The major component in battling sin is the will; it helps the Christian overcome temptation and 

desire.401 

The antidote for sin, according to The Book of Vices and Virtues, may be achieved 

through a redirection of the same mental processes that lead to it in the first place.  By focusing 

the will and desire on God, the faithful may avoid sin, especially pride, the gateway sin which 

leads to all others: “it behoveþ þat he sette his soule to þe hauene of sauacion, þat is to seie, his 

entencioun be euer-more to þe blisse of heuene and to no oþer entente, and to Ihesu Crist, and þat 

he sayle be þe wynd of hot lue & gret desire to God….”402  Living in the world certainly presents 

problems and temptations which complicate the goal of maintaining “no oþer entente” but the 

worshipping of God, and The Book of Vices and Virtues acknowledges this problem as one that 

even affects those who have tried to turn away from the world.  Lot’s wife, it argues, exemplifies 

                                                           
399 The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth Century English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of 

Lorens D'Orléans, 223. 
400 Ibid., 171. 
401 In its characterization of the sin of lechery in marriage, The Book of Vices and Virtues demarcates 

marital sex as virtue versus marital sex as sin by way of intention: “But he þat Ȝeldeþ þat he oweþ doþ wel and 

riȜtfulliche whan he doþ it in þat entente, and deserueth þanke of God, for riȜtwisnesse dryueþ hym þer-to & not 

lecherie.”  Those who intend merely to pay their marriage debt earn the merit of virtue, while those who engaging in 

marital sex with other intentions risk the peril of deadly sin.   The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth Century 

English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of Lorens D'Orléans, 247.  
402 Ibid., 187.  Handlyng Synne identifies pride as the beginning of all sin: “For of pryde ys þe bygynnyng  /  

Of al manere wykked þyng.”  Robert of Brunne's "Handlyng Synne". 3699- 700.   
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exactly this kind of unstable intention.  She perished because she turned toward sin and away 

from a devotional intention that would have led to God: “Lothes wif betokeneþ hem þat gon out 

of þis world in-to religion and after þat turnen aȝen, as bi wille and bi desire þat þei haue; and ȝit 

neuer þe latter þe bodies dwellen in þe clostre, but þe herte is in þe world…”403  Saint Paul, 

however, offers the example of a successful blending of life in the world and devotional stability: 

he increased “euermore his entencion & his desire in-to heuene,” even though he continued to 

live in the world.404 

These models for sin and devotion in intention often imply autonomy or agency in some 

way.  The metaphor of a “bataile” in The Book of Vices and Virtues and the goal to “ouercome 

[the] aduersarie” metaphorically evoke a sense of action and control that an actor exercises over 

his physical environment.  Lot’s wife evokes a sense of choice and the failure of will and desire 

in the decision-making process, while Saint Paul offers an example of a stable devotional 

intention despite the temptations of the world.  This is where Kempe’s sense of sin becomes 

more clearly something that that draws on the morality of intention espoused by the vernacular 

pastoral manuals: Kempe has little or no physical agency in the scenario involving extra-marital 

sex.  Even at this key juncture of sin in intention, Kempe’s physical autonomy is represented as 

paradoxical and highly limited.  She feels above the sin of lust and dreads marital sex: “in al this 

tyme sche had no lust to comown wyth hir husband, but it was very peynful and horrybyl unto 

hir.”405  And it is during this time of habitual marital rape that she meets the obscure object of her 

desire, but even his “seduction” is couched in language that denies Kempe physical agency: he 

says to her that “for anything he wold ly be hir and have hys lust of hys body, and sche schuld 

                                                           
403 The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth Century English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of 

Lorens D'Orléans, 268. 
404 Ibid., 269. 
405 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.4.320-1. 
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not wythstond hym, for, yf he might not have hys wyl that tyme, he schuld ellys have it another 

tyme, sche schuld not chese.”406  The forceful come-on replaces the force of her husband 

described in the sentence just before.  That the Book uses this moment ultimately to meditate on 

Kempe’s agency in sinning is significant: her agency is understood as entirely mental and 

specifically intent-based.  The passage simultaneously suggests both choice (in intention) and 

necessity or coercion (in deed).  By emphasizing mental action or intent in sin, as opposed to 

physical action or deed, Kempe asserts and fashions her autonomy, her autobiographical 

narrative, her sense of spirituality, and ultimately her sense of self and self-worth.  By drawing 

on the language of sin promoted by contemporary preachers, who themselves drew on earlier 

Latin traditions, even as a sinner Kempe claims autonomy that is otherwise physically denied her 

by her husband and by other men.  While she may not be the proprietor of her body, Kempe 

asserts moral autonomy by emphasizing intention over action. 

Despite its assertions of the individual’s moral autonomy, The Book of Margery Kempe, 

like Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, is also invested from the outset in examining the problem 

of individual intention as both an expression of interiority or individual subjectivity and as an 

expression of a self mediated in and by the larger social environment.  In the following section, I 

will discuss the first chapter of the Book, in which Kempe recounts a confession gone wrong.  

Despite her intention to fully confess her sins to her parish priest, she wavers and bends and 

finally, as a result of her difficult and disapproving confessor, Kempe abandons her original 

intentions.  Social interaction and the hierarchal structure of the confession influence and shape 

her sense of internal autonomy, creating a spiritual and representational problem that the text 

must grapple with.  Margery’s intention wavers when it she is confronted with a hostile social 

environment; this, of course, serves as a precursor to the later scenes of social hostility in which 

                                                           
406 Ibid., I.4.323-25. 
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Kempe is arrested, interrogated, taunted, and insulted during the course of her travels.  Her 

transformation from sinner to saint, as the Book sees it, is constituted the later stability of her 

devotional intentions, despite the pressures of the outside world and the opinions of others.   The 

first scenes in the Book—her brush with adultery and her aborted confession—emphasize 

Kempe’s intent, and in this way prefigure and influence her later assertions of spiritual authority 

and her unusual brand of piety which also hinge on a consideration of intention over and above 

action.  For these reasons, Kempe’s failed confession at the outset of the Book calls for closer 

examination.   

 

 

 

 

The Intent to Confess 

 

Seriously ill after the birth of her first child, and believing that she lay upon her deathbed, 

Margery resolves to confess “a thyng in conscyens whech sche had nevyr schewyd beforn that 

tyme in alle hyr lyfe.”407  Her intention “in ful wyl to be schrevyn of alle hir lyfetym as ner as 

sche cowed,” however, is frustrated by her confessor’s sharp rebuking of her lesser sins “er than 

sche had fully seyd hir entent.”408  Circumstance reveals this intention—to confess but more 

broadly to bend her will to the call of God—to be unstable: Margery stops short of a full 

confession, keeping the sin a secret, and thereupon descends more deeply into a spiritual abyss.  

The episode enacts the central “reedspyr” paradigm of the proem: on this occasion, the blowing 

winds of priestly rebuke provide the measure of her devotion, which proves unstable and 

vulnerable to the influence of outside forces.  Like Chaucer’s Criseyde, we see Kempe affected 

by the behavior of powerful men, and her interiority is changed, shaped, and bent by a social 

                                                           
407 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.1.135-36. 
408 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.1143-44, I.46-47. 
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environment that is outside of her control.  But above all, the scene concretely illustrates that her 

intention is a wavering one, and that the action of going to confession matters little when its 

corresponding intention falters.409  Margery’s internal inconsistency renders the possibility for 

reconciliation that confession offered unachievable, and makes the ritual empty.  At the same 

time as it demonstrates Kempe’s pride and the instability of her intention, the episode also 

suggests a troubling paradigm for spiritual autonomy and for salvation: despite her efforts, 

Kempe’s internal experiences—her goals and intentions—can be influenced, shaped, and 

changed by those around her, especially powerful men.                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Following her unsuccessful confession, Margery suffers a mental breakdown and the loss 

of her reason:  “And anoon, for dreed sche had of dampnacyon on the to syde and hys scharp 

reprevyng on that other syde, this creatur went owt of hir mende and was wondyrlye vexid and 

labowryd with spyritys half yer eight wekys and odde days.”410    It is only after her agony 

devolves into self-mutilation411 that is she finally restored by a brief vision of Christ, the first of 

                                                           
409Contemporary manuals on confession emphasize that failure to confess all of one’s sins results in a 

complete nullification of the ritual.  Handlyng Synne warns, “No shame myghte to moche be  /  To prest þat telþ þat 

pryuyte… /  Ȝyf þou shalt haue forȜyuenes,  /  Þy synne naked shalt Þou make  /  And oponly hyt forsake…WyÞ 

mouÞe to speke & noght to hyde,  /  Elles hyt ys a spyce of pryde.”  Robert of Brunne's "Handlyng Synne". 11507-9, 

766-8, 781-2.   A contemporary sermon identifies confessions in which some sins are left untold as “not vailable,” or 

in other words, as ineffectual and invalid. Middle English Sermons, Early English Text Society Original Series 

(London: Early English text society, H. Milford, 1940), 278. 
410 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.1:147-50. 
411 We might note here another important distinction between Margery and other mystics and an important 

distinction concerning the nature of penance.  Here, the self-flagellation that she subjects herself to is 

unambiguously described as satanic: “And also the develys cryed upon hir wyth greet thretyngys and bodyn hir sche 

schuld forsake hir Crystendam, hir feyth, and denyin hir God, hys modyr, and alle the seyntys in hevyn, hyr goode 

werkys and alle good vertues, hir fadyr, hyr modyr, and alle hire frendys. And so sche dede… sche desyryd all 

wykkydnesse; lych as the spyrytys temptyd hir to sey and do so sche seyd and dede. Sche wold a fordon hirself 

many a tym at her steryngys and a ben damnyd wyth hem in helle. And into wytnesse therof sche bot hir owen hand 

so vyolently that it was seen al hir lyfe aftyr. And also sche roof hir skyn on hir body agen hir hert wyth hir nayles 

spetowsly, for sche had noon other instrumentys, and wers sche wold a don saf sche was bowndyn and kept wyth 

strength bothe day and nygth that sche mygth not have hir wylle.”  The Book of Margery Kempe, I.1.164-71.  In this 

way, she diverges from continental mystics like Angela of Foligno, for whom pain was a central part of devotion 

and grace.  See Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women. 
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many that the text records: “Jhesu…aperyd to hys creatur…in lyknesse of a man...[and] syed 

thes wordys: ‘Dowtyr, why hast thow forsakyn me, and I forsoke nevyr the?”412 

A few things should be noted about this episode.  The first is that it demonstrates just 

how unusual the final step in Kempe’s conversion narrative really is—that full conversion and 

the full rejection of sin happen well after and not as a result of a vision of God seems 

counterintuitive, and is anomalous for the genre of the saint’s life, especially that of the penitent 

saint, a model upon which the Book self-consciously draws.413  Margery’s spiritual 

transformation occurs not as the immediate aftereffect of her contact with the divine but, rather 

unexpectedly, as the much later product of self-knowledge: the recognition of her sin in 

intention, which gives way to contrition and a desire for penance.  Even though Margery is 

visited by a vision of Christ following her first spiritual crisis, her pride nevertheless remains and 

impedes her from following a true path of devotion: “Alle hir desyr was for to be worshepd of 

the pepul. Sche wold not be war be onys chastysyng ne be content wyth the goodys that God had 

sent hire, as hir husbond was, but evyr desyryd mor and mor.”414  The vision of Christ after her 

breakdown is therefore not a transformative one.  Though she eventually recognizes the fault of 

her pride and seeks penance for it, at this point in the narrative she still has not attained the level 

of devotional perfection that the proem anticipates.  And even though she experiences another 

                                                           
412 Ibid., I.3.168-173. 
413 In general, female penitent saints’ lives give accounts of transformative conversions, rather than the 

gradual turning toward God that Kempe’s account portrays.  See, for example, Ruth Mazo Karras, "Holy Harlots: 

Prostitute Saints in Medieval Legend," Journal of the History of Sexuality 1, no. 1 (1990).  Salih points out: “As an 

autohagiography, the Book naturally follows existing models of sanctity.  Timea Szell rightly notes that Margery has 

affiliations with four traditional categories of women saints: widows, virgin martyrs, penitent prostitutes and virgin 

transvestites.  Of these four, I would suggest that virgin martyrs are the predominant influence, followed by 

penitents.”  "Margery's Bodies: Piety, Work and Penance," 175. See also Timea K. Szell, "From Woe to Weal and 

Weal to Woe: Notes on the Structure of the Book of Margery Kempe," in Margery Kempe: A Book of Essays, ed. 

Sandra J. McEntire (New York: Garland, 1992).  A delayed conversion is equally anomalous for mystical figures 

like Birgitta of Sweden and Marie d’Oignies, two important models for The Book.  The accounts of Birgitta of 

Sweden and Marie d’Oignies both claim that the women were exceptional as children—Birgitta had visions and 

Marie displayed uncanny asceticism even as a child. 
414 Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, I.2.202-4. 
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vision not long after in the form of a sweet melody, the inspiration and “stirring” that it provides 

are not enough to rid her of her vainglory: “Sche thowt that sche lovyd God mor than he hir. 

Sche was smet wyth the dedly wownd of veynglory and felt it not, for sche desyryd many tymes 

that the crucifix schuld losyn hys handys fro the crosse and halsyn hir in tokyn of lofe.”415  

Vision itself does not bring about self-knowledge, a requisite for Margery to begin any path of 

spiritual progress—here, she is struck with the sin of vainglory but “felt it not,” and thus evinces 

little insight or inward perspective.   

For these reasons, the relatively shallow impact of the first vision, which followed her 

failed confession, demonstrates that the self-knowledge brought about by Margery’s brush with 

adultery comprises one of the most important elements of her adoption of a devotional life.  Her 

subsequent penance is marked by humility, the recognition of her fault, and the knowledge that 

she has lost the grace of God.  Her conversion—the full and willed movement away from sin— 

occurs at this moment of self-knowledge, and the proof of her changed character and true 

conversion comes in the form of another vision of Christ during Advent, after a year of penance 

and atonement, on “a Fryday beforn Crystmes Day.”416  But this time, rather than simply 

appearing as a distinct image to be observed by Margery as he did before, Christ “ravysched hir 

spyryt.”417  He assures her that her sins have been forgiven and that she will now lead a different 

kind of life, marked by dialogues with God, rather than rote prayer, and new devotional 

activities.  The validation that she will not be “turned agen abak” to sin could not be greater. 

The events leading up to her transformation in this way affirm that, unlike Mary 

Magdalene or Saint Paul, Margery requires something more than divine presence to render her 

                                                           
415 Ibid., I.4.305-7. 
416 Ibid., I.5.365. 
417 Ibid., I.5.368. 
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“parfythly drawen and steryd to entren the wey of hy perfeccyon;”418 the important elements of 

human intentions are never left out of the picture of devotion, which itself is cast as a dynamic 

and life-long process.  From Margery’s first recorded sin and the ensuing vision, to the events 

surrounding her full conversion, her spiritual intentions direct the tides of faith, especially in 

moments of failure or instability.  Her “ful wyl to be schrevyn of alle hir lyfetym as ner as sche 

cowde” in the first scene of the Book belies an unstable intention to follow God, and thus 

something short of true devotion—a weakness fully expressed and realized by her willful 

consent to the prospect of adultery. 

Secondly, we should briefly acknowledge that the opening scenes of the Book clearly set 

up the structure of reversals that the proem foretells, resulting in a dramatization of                                               

Margery’s movements from “helth into sekenesse, prosperyté into adversyté, worshep into 

repref, and love into hatered.”419  The opening confessional scene lays the groundwork for 

perhaps the most important reversal concerning Margery’s spiritual practices and her spiritual 

value system.  Here, the “hastey” reproof of the confessor crushes Margery’s intentions, and 

leads her away from the path of penance and into a spiritual crisis.   

A number of scholars have put forth feminist interpretations of this scene, arguing that it 

implicitly critiques the patriarchal element of the Church, and in particular that it unmasks a 

system of salvation that depends upon male authority figures who are cast in a less than flattering 

                                                           
418 This contrasts with medieval dramatic representations of the conversions of Mary Magdalene and Paul, 

found in the Digby manuscript.  The penitential conversion model there is one of grace and instantaneous 

transformation. 
419 Ibid., Prologue.16-17.  The Book casts pride as the originary source for all of Margery’s early battles 

with vice, and in this way begins quite conventionally where English pastoral manuals such as The Book of Vices 

and Virtues and Handlyng Synne begin, identifying pride as a gateway sin for all others.  As Handlyng Synne 

affirms, “pryde ys þe bygynnyng  /  Of al manere wykked þyng” and can lead to the failure to fully confess.  Robert 

of Brunne's "Handlyng Synne," 3699-700.  In fact, the English pastoral manuals provide a clear analogue to the 

opening passages of the Book, which operates in much the same way as the didactic exempla found in Handlyng 

Synne.  Like the exempla, The Book presents an unenlightened character who acts out the vice or sin that the author 

has previously discussed on a more doctrinal level—Margery’s story acts out the problem of “pompe and pryde” 

that the proem identified.  Margery’s pride in Book 2 closely resembles the sin of pride as represented by the first 

exemplum from Handlyng Synne.   
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light, and who stand between Margery and redemption. As Sarah Beckwith puts it: “From the 

very beginning the figure of Christ in her book exists in complex relation to the clerical 

establishment.  Her book, after all, begins with a refusal of the mediating counsel of the clergy.  

She refuses to confess a particularly heinous sin to a confessor after the birth of her first child.  

Christ’s first ‘visitation’ to Kempe coincides in her narrative with that refusal…Christ the man is 

juxtaposed with the institutional church as an alternative source of mercy, forgiveness and 

redemption.”420  Indeed, Margery’s priest seems to fall short of the ideals of the Fourth Lateran 

Council, which demanded carefulness of the confessor: 

 

Let the priest be discreet and cautious that he may pour wine and oil into the 

wounds of the one injured after the manner of a skillful physician, carefully 

inquiring into the circumstances of the sinner and the sin, from the nature of 

which he may understand what kind of advice to give and what remedy to apply, 

making use of different experiments to heal the sick one. [Canon 21]421 

 

The sharp rebuking, as opposed to a careful “inquiring,” of Margery’s confessor seems to 

pour salt rather than oil into the wounds of Margery’s sin, thus drawing her away from her 

original “entent.” But Beckwith’s assertion that Margery “refuses” to confess attributes an 

agency and a sense of autonomy to Margery that I find not entirely convincing in that scene.  On 

the contrary, fear of further berating seems to be the impetus of her omission: “sche wold no mor 

                                                           
420 Sarah Beckwith, Christ's Body: Identity, Culture, and Society in Late Medieval Writings  (London: 

Routledge, 1993), 80. 
421 H. J. Schroeder, Disciplinary Decrees of the General Councils: Text, Translation and Commentary, (St. 

Louis: B. Herder, 1937).  (http://www.ewtn.com/library/COUNCILS/LATERAN4.HTM#14) 
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seyn for nowt he myght do.”422   Margery, rather than staunchly resisting the authority of the 

priest, seems instead to be drawn from her original purpose because of it.  The scene is not a 

social or political statement that represents Margery’s brazenness in the face of authority, but one 

that evinces the fragility of mental actions and intentions, especially when formed and expressed 

within a clear power structure that engenders fear and shame.  Much of the scholarship on 

mysticism has argued that female spirituality was driven and marked by the desire to 

demonstrate control over the body.  In The Book of Margery Kempe, it is not an unstable or 

fallen body that marks the central concern of the vita, but the problem of unstable or fallen 

intentions, regardless of their ultimate cause.   

What is of equal import from a devotional standpoint is the spiritual role of her 

confessor’s “scharp reprevyng” and its relative value.  As a number of scholars have pointed out, 

reproof, slander, social persecution and ostracism form the components of the requisite suffering 

and trials of the saint’s life, which occur primarily on a social plane.423    The proem gives us a 

glimpse of the importance of unmerited reprimands and their role as spiritual litmus test 

throughout Margery’s spiritual trials, and offers an aid for understanding the opening 

confessional scene.  In the Book’s presentation of old and new, of a pre-conversion self and a 

stable, “perfectly drawn and stirred” self, we may also discern the different value systems at play 

before and after conversion:   

 

Sche was so usyd to be slawndred and repreved, to be cheden and rebuked of the 

world for grace and vertu wyth whech sche was indued thorw the strength of the 

                                                           
422 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.1.147. 
423 See Staley, Margery Kempe’s Dissenting Fictions and Lochrie, Translations of the Flesh.  See also 

Carolyn Dinshaw, "Margery Kempe," in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Women's Writing, ed. Carolyn 

Dinshaw and David Wallace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).   
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Holy Gost that it was to her in a maner of solas and comfort whan sche sufferyd 

any dysese for the lofe of God and for the grace that God wrowht in hyr. For evyr 

the mor slawnder and repref that sche sufferyd, the mor sche incresyd 

in grace and in devocyon of holy medytacyon of hy contemplacyon…424 

 

The first scene of the life indicates Margery’s weakness in the face of her confessor’s 

reproof—her inability to safeguard her “entent” in the pursuit of salvation.  The scene 

contributes to the structure of spiritual reversal in the text.  The reversal is not only one of an 

unstable desire and intention to follow God, transformed post-conversion into an unwavering one 

in which Margery remains unmoved by later social ostracism—it is also a reversal in terms of 

social value.  Reproof, which here, in the opening scene of the life, rouses a sense of shame in 

Margery and leads to the wavering of her spiritual intentions, eventually becomes the mark of 

her sanctity in the text.  Nona Fienberg has argued that the value system the Book presents is 

precisely what allows Margery to achieve a social martyrdom based on slander and rejection: 

“Through a subtle and dynamic series of calculated transactions designed to enhance her social 

value, she has earned the freedom to transform herself.”425  We can see the new values emerging 

by comparing the opening scene in the confessional to the later scenes of social ostracism and 

rebuke; though reproof earns a new value, the larger spiritual system hinges on a single 

unchanging tenet: spiritual intention itself must remain constant, regardless of the tests and trials 

to which it is put.   

                                                           
424 The Book of Margery Kempe, Prologue.33-38. 
425 "Thematics of Value in the Book of Margery Kempe," Modern Philology: A Journal Devoted to 

Research in Medieval and Modern Literature 87, no. 2 (1989): 132. 
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   After the wavering of her “entent” in confession, it is of no little significance that 

Margery “went owt of hir mende.”426  The vision of Christ that saves her from her ravings and 

self-destructive tendencies results specifically in the restoration of her reason: “And anoon the 

creature was stabelyd in hir wyttys and in hir reson as wel as evyr sche was beforn.”427  Though 

some of Margery’s later devotional practices quite famously emphasize a bodily doctrine of 

compunction—exemplified by her loud cries and roarings from England to the Holy Land—here, 

the strictly mental components of reason and will form the basis of her spiritual life.  Margery, 

because of the loss of reason, denies her family, her faith and her God, and physically torments 

herself, and would have gone so far as to commit suicide and “ben damnyd wyth hem [demons] 

in helle” if not stopped by those in her household.  Her failed “entent” to confess her sins is thus 

poetically punished by both a complete loss of reason, and hence will, and by a perverted desire 

that now longs for the unholy [“sche desyryd all wykkydnesse”];428 in other words, the failed 

desire and will (“entent”) to confess result in the failure and loss of reason, and thus will, and the 

failure and loss of her formerly pious desire.  Within the folds of the poetic justice for Margery’s 

sin and her devotional instability, the workings of a morality of intention may be uncovered.  The 

loss of Margery’s reason and its subsequent restoration by Christ highlight the importance of the 

rational will in faith and devotional “entent.”429 

                                                           
426 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.1.149. 
427 Ibid., I.1.176-77. 
428 Ibid., I.1.159. 
429 In its discussion of temperance, The Book of Vices and Virtues emphasizes reason, the will and 

intention: “For þis virtue putteþ alle þouȜtes and þe willes and all meuynges of þe herte and all þe wittes of þe body 

vnder þe lordschip of riȜt and resoun, as þe wise Tullius seiþ; he þat is elumyned bi resound halt in pees þe 

lordschip of body and herte, and þat is þe end and þe entencion of alle vertues; þat þe herte and þe body be wel y-

ordeyned to God…” (277)  The discussion of free will emphasizes the role of reason:  “Þe first is free wille, wher-by 

he may chese and do frely þe good or þe euele.   Þis fredom he holdeþ of God so frely þat no man may do hym 

wrong þer-of, ne þe deuel of helle ne alle his felawes mowe not make a man aȜens his wille, as maugre hym, þan 

were þer no synne.  For no man synneþ in þat þat he may not forsake and leue, as seynt Austeyn seiþ; þis fredom 

han all manere of men.  But in fooles and children it is y-bounde, and in wod folke, þat vsen no resound wher-by þei 

myȜt knowe þe goode fro þe euele.   Þis fredom leseþ a man moche whan he doþ dedly synne.  For he selleþ 

hymself for likynge of synne, and Ȝildeþ hym to þe deuel and bicomeþ þral to synne, so þat he may not iustifie 
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The story of Margery’s wavering intention and unsuccessful confession establishes an 

important framework of orthodoxy early on in the Book: it acts out one of the major tenets of 

church doctrine and contemporary pastoral manuals—that confession is necessary, and 

misfortune will follow those who neglect or refuse to perform it.430  The doctrinal orthodoxy in 

the opening story of the life proves an important structural technique in a text that so often gives 

voice to Margery’s defiance of church hierarchy and priestly authority, defiance which itself is 

frequently the product of an emphasis on intent, as opposed to obedience to the letter of the law, 

as will be discussed in a later section.431  Margery is arrested, interrogated, accused of Lollardy 

and threatened with burning on sundry occasions in her travels; the events of the first episode in 

the Book set a tone that is decidedly orthodox, and which opposes the Lollard rejection of the 

ritual of confession.432  The first scene thus operates in much the same way as the orthodox 

exempla of the vernacular pastoral manuals, such as those in Robert Mannyng of Brunne’s 

Handlyng Synne—the episode depicts a protagonist who acts out an ill-fated attempt at the 

sacrament of shrift, and then dramatizes her punishment and fall from grace, resulting in a vivid 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

himself at his wille of þat þat he haþ deserued but þe grace of God helpe hym.”  The Book of Vices and Virtues; a 

Fourteenth Century English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of Lorens D'Orléans, 84-85. 
430 See, for example, Nicholas Love’s contemporary Mirror of the Blessed Life of Jesus Christ, an officially 

orthodox text which emphasizes the importance of confession.  Nicholas Love, Nicholas Love's Mirror of the 

Blessed Life of Jesus Christ: A Critical Edition Based on Cambridge University Library Additional Mss 6578 and 

6686, Garland Medieval Texts (New York: Garland Pub., 1992).  See also Little, Confession and Resistance: 

Defining the Self in Late Medieval England.    See also Staley, Margery Kempe's Dissenting Fictions.     
431A few scholars have emphasized Margery’s bourgeois status as key to her claims to authority.  See 

Kathleen M. Ashley, "Historicizing Margery: The Book of Margery Kempe as Social Text," Journal of Medieval 

and Early Modern Studies: (formerly Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies) 28, no. 2 (1998).   See also 

Kate Parker, "Lynn and the Making of a Mystic," in A Companion to the Book of Margery Kempe, ed. H. Arnold 

John and J. Lewis Katherine (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2004).  See also Charity Scott Stokes, "Margery Kempe’s 

Family Background and Early Years: 1373-1393," Mystics Quarterly 25 no. March/June (1999). 
432 Sarah Beckwith points out, “Accused of being ‘Cobhamis dowtyr’ at the very time when John Oldcastle, 

Lord Cobham, is hiding in the countryside, she is more than metaphorically associated with his overt subversion.”  

Christ's Body: Identity, Culture, and Society in Late Medieval Writings, 79.  See also Ruth Shklar, "Cobham's 

Daughter: The Book of Margery Kempe and the Power of Heterodox Thinking," MLQ: Modern Language Quarterly 

56, no. 3 (1995). 
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moral lesson for readers and listeners.  But although Margery’s treatment of the sacrament of 

confession tends toward orthodoxy in this scene, her later treatment of the doctrine of intention is 

anything but orthodox.  For this reason, in the next section I will discuss the ways in which 

Margery’s handling of intention both draws on and departs from earlier traditions, especially 

with regard to the Book’s treatment of penance.    

 

Damned If You Do, Damned If You Don’t:  

     Penitential Practice and Theory in the Book 

 

Like the story of Margery’s conversion, the first episode’s emphasis on the imperative of 

confession gives birth to an important by-product: it raises and answers the question, “what is 

true penance?”  For Margery’s contemporaries, penitential deeds in and of themselves were not 

the basis of moral character or spiritual standing.  As one sermon puts it, if the penitential deeds 

are performed by a soul in a state of sin, “vhat good dede þat euere he dothe—preyinge, 

fastynge, almvs dede doyinge—may ne shall not proffit hym to mede of sowle in þe blisse of 

heven ne here in vrthe.”433  True penance requires both external sanctioning by way of the ritual 

of confession, and internal motivation, marked by a desire to atone and an intention never to turn 

again to sin.  Penitential deeds alone, without the sanctioning of confession and without a whole 

and stable spiritual intention, hold no weight in the story of Margery’s development  Before 

deciding to confess, Margery had tried to atone for her unnamed sin, without the help of a 

confessor, and in private:  “For sche was evyr lettyd be hyr enmy, the devel, evyrmor seyng to 

hyr whyl sche was in good heele hir nedyd no confessyon but don penawns be hirself aloone, and 

all schuld be forgovyn, for God is mercyful inow. And therfor this creatur oftyn tymes dede greet 

penawns in fastyng bred and watyr and other dedys of almes wyth devowt preyers, saf sche wold 

                                                           
433 Middle English Sermons, 46.   
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not schewyn it in confession.”434  The deluded scheme obviously failed, and Margery suffers 

spiritual torment on account of her failure to confess, despite the earlier good works and attempts 

at self-imposed penance.  The story’s orthodox line on confession results in the view that deeds 

of devotion or penance may by themselves be empty or formulaic, and that only confession, 

when paired with true contrition, imbues penitential deeds with the power of atonement and 

salvation.435   

It is clear that even beyond this episode Margery later maintains the importance of true 

contrition, accompanied by confession, in serving penance when she reprimands a group of 

clergymen for swearing oaths: 

 

Sche seyd, “…as long as ye sweryn swech horrybyl othis and brekyn the 

comawndment of God wetyngly as ye do and wil not levyn yowr synne, I dar wel 

say ye schal be damnyd. And, yyf ye wil be contrite and schrevyn of yowr synne, 

wilfully don penawnce and levyn it whil ye may, in wil no mor to turne 

agen therto, I dar wel say ye schal be savyd.”436 

 

As Lynn Staley has noted of this episode, “Her emphasis is upon intention: she insists 

that the sinner be truly contrite, that he ‘wilfully’ do penance, and that he not intend to return to 

                                                           
434 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.1.143-47, emphasis added. 
435 That penance without confession meant little for salvation was a standard orthodox position.  In The Lay 

Folks’ Catechism, true penance is characterized by the following conditions:  “Withouten wille or thoght  to trune 

ogayne to it.  /  And this behoues haue thre things if it be stedefast:  /  Ane is sorow of our herte that we have 

synned;  /  Anothir is open shrift of our mouth how we haf  /  Synned,  /  And the third is rightwise amendes making 

for that we haf synned.”  John Thoresby et al., The Lay Folks' Catechism; or, the English and Latin Versions of 

Archbishop Thoresby's Instruction for the People; Together with a Wycliffite Adaptation of the Same and the 

Corresponding Canons of the Council of Lambeth, Early English Text Society Original Series (London: Early 

English Text Society by K. Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., 1901), 66.  The nature of confession and penance was an 

important question in Margery’s time, which witnessed the rise of Lollardy and Wycliffite thought.  Lollard texts 

often argue the opposite: that only God can forgive us and the absolution of the priest is superfluous.  
436 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.55.3205-11. 



201 

 

his old ways.”437  Full spiritual “entent,” though of central importance, in this way recognizes 

confession as an essential part of the process of devotion.   

Or, at least it seems that way in the beginning of the Book.  As the narrative progresses 

and as Margery’s devotional practices continue to develop, a greater emphasis is placed upon the 

internal aspects of worship and penance, namely through an emphasis on intention, as opposed to 

the institutional or “public” elements of ritual.  At a later point, even the ritual of confession is 

subsumed by Margery’s internal devotional practices, which emphasize intention as the core of 

faith.  For example, while on pilgrimage in Rome, Margery does not have access to an English-

speaking confessor.  So, she instead confesses in a vision: 

 

owyr Lord sent Seynt John the Evangelyst to heryn hir confessyon, and…sche 

saw hym and herd hym in hire gostly undirstondyng as sche schuld a do an other 

preste be hir bodily wittys. Than sche teld hym alle hir synnes and al hir hevynes 

wyth many swemful teerys, and he herd hir ful mekely and benyngly. And sythyn 

he enjoyned hir penawns that sche schuld do for hir trespas and asoyled hir of hir 

synnes wyth swet wordys and meke wordys, hyly strengthyng hir to trostyn in the 

mercy of owyr Lord Jhesu Crist, and bad hir that sche schulde receyven the 

sacrament of the awter in the name of Jhesu. And sithyn he passyd awey fro 

hir.438 

Saint John proves a fantasy confessor on more than one level, hearing her confession “ful 

mekely and benyngly” and then offering her “meke wordys” in return, in contrast to the hastiness 

and “sharp” rebuking of Margery’s earthly confessor of chapter one.  Penance in this case is 

                                                           
437 Margery Kempe's Dissenting Fictions, 149-50. 
438 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.32.1878-86. 
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authorized by way of the vision, and thus raises questions about the status of auricular confession 

in the Book.  Although she insists on the vision’s parity with ‘real’ confession—that “sche saw 

hym and herd hym in gostly undirstondyng as sche schuld a do an other preste be hir bodily 

wittys”—it nevertheless offers an alternative to traditional confession and penance, and thus 

contrasts with the general sentiment offered by Margery’s failed penitential deeds and failed 

confession in chapter one.  The difference between these two instances of self-directed penance 

is not only the presence of vision and the authority that it confers on Margery’s activities—the 

changed state of her soul, her renewed moral character, and the stability of her devotional 

intention provide the central justification for all later actions in the Book.439  And despite the fact 

that Margery’s vision at least imaginatively or mimetically draws on ritualized confession, that 

her confession is considered valid in the world of the narrative raises the question of what true 

shrift and penance are, and seems to provide an alternative view of the sacraments than the 

orthodox view insisted upon by her first failed penance and confession. 

Even “true” or earthly post-shrift penitential practices themselves render the relative 

value of penance in the Book ambiguous.  Sarah Salih has remarked, “The Book comes close to 

denying the efficacy of penitential practices.”440  Fasting, for example, early on becomes a 

central element of Margery’s devotion, and in her first post-conversion vision Christ instructs her 

that she must give up “etyng of flesch.”441  The instructions mark what seems to be a paradigm 

shift in her devotional practices: she moves from eating the literal flesh of animals for pleasure 

and bodily sustenance to eating the symbolic flesh of Christ for spiritual nourishment.  In the 

vision, Christ tells her: “And instede of that flesch thow schalt etyn my flesch and my blod, that 

                                                           
439 Lynn Staley has pointed out the Lollard implications of a “privy shrift” and with regard to this passage 

notes that Kempe’s vision echoes the Revelations of St. Elizabeth of Hungary.  Margery Kempe's Dissenting 

Fictions, 111. 
440 "Margery's Bodies: Piety, Work and Penance," 205. 
441 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.5.379. 
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is the very body of Crist in the sacrament of the awter” every Sunday, in this way seeming to 

usher in a new phase of devotion that rejects the physical and embraces the spiritual and 

symbolic.442  At the same time, she moves from literal eater to metaphoric eaten: Christ explains 

to her, “Thow schalt ben etyn and knawyn of the pepul of the world as any raton knawyth the 

stokfysch.”443 

Shortly thereafter, the practice of fasting becomes even more extreme, and takes on a new 

dynamic.  Praying “that sche myt levyn chast be leve of hir husband,” Margery is answered by 

Jesus in a vision.444  He instructs her, “Thow must fastyn the Fryday bothen fro mete and drynke, 

and thow schalt have thi desyr er Whitsonday.”445  But Margery’s brief vegetarianism and her 

Friday fasts are revealed by Jesus as mere negotiating tools.  Initially resistant to her petitions for 

an oath of marital chastity, Margery’s husband, John Kempe, now gives her an ultimatum: he 

will honor her desire for chastity only if she sleeps in the same bed as him again, and eats and 

drinks with him on Fridays, giving up her tradition of fasting on that day.  Margery, whose 

visions had instructed her to fast from both meat and drink on Fridays, refuses to disobey the will 

of God.  She prays for an answer, and Christ responds, “And he [John] schal han that he 

desyreth. For, my derworthy dowtyr, this was the cawse that I bad the fastyn for thu schuldyst 

the sonar opteyn and getyn thi desyr, and now it is grawntyd the. I wyl no lengar thow fast, 

therfor I byd the in the name of Jhesu ete and drynk as thyn husbond doth.”446 

Just as she had given up meat in the name of devotion, so, too, she eats meat again, “in 

the name of Jhesu.”  Sarah Salih has argued that Margery’s fasting is part of a larger trend in the 

Book which emphasizes the role of the will in creating and recreating a state of alternative 

                                                           
442 Ibid., I.5.379-81. 
443 Ibid., I.5.382-84. 
444 Ibid., I.9.474. 
445 Ibid., I.9.475-76. 
446 Ibid., I.11:561-64. 
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virginity for Margery, whose models for female piety were likely the legends of virgin martyrs.  

In presenting the theory of virginity, Salih draws on Augustine and argues that Margery’s 

devotional practices, like Augustine’s theory, point to a disavowal of the body that results in a 

moral identity based entirely on the soul, crafted through the will and through desire.  In other 

words, Margery’s penitential practices shift toward a more internally motivated and internally 

realized model.  Together the will and desire form the basis for Margery’s quasi-claims to 

virginal status, allowing her to be, as the vision of Christ assures her, a “mayden in thi sowle,” 

equal in spiritual merit to virgins.  The better part of Margery’s later devotional practices, 

however, have nothing to do with virginity or sexuality—they are only analogous by way of 

what Salih identifies as an emphasis on desire, which she claims informs the Book’s theory of 

virginity. 

Though Margery’s devotional practices seem to draw on models and theories of virginity, 

these models are not the driving force of the Book.  I would argue that the doctrine of intention is 

a more accessible and applicable tool for understanding the Book, especially with its emphasis on 

the neutrality of all deeds, sexual or otherwise, and its assertion that deeds may be judged only 

by the intentions that inform them.  Even Augustine places his discussion of virginity within a 

much larger discourse on will and intention.  Augustine certainly promotes an idea of virginity 

that is a-physical or unrelated to the body.  In The City of God, he writes that “virtue, the 

condition of right living, holds command over the parts of the body from her throne in the mind, 

and that the consecrated body is the instrument of the consecrated will; and if that will continues 

to be unshaken and steadfast, whatever anyone else does with the body or to the body, provided 

that it cannot be avoided without committing sin, involves no blame to the sufferer.”447  What 

follows is a discussion of the rape and suicide of Lucretia, a death he deems unwarranted, since, 

                                                           
447 Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, I.18.26. 
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because of her “chaste intention,” Lucretia held no guilt or blame in the matter of her rape.  But 

after this discussion Augustine moves on to other practical matters concerning intention, namely 

those touching homicide and just war theory.  He determines that “one who owes a duty of 

obedience to the giver of the command does not himself ‘kill’—he is an instrument, a sword in 

its user’s hand.  For this reason the commandment forbidding killing was not broken by those 

who have waged wars on the authority of God.”448  Giving the example of Abraham’s intention 

to murder Isaac, he points out that Abraham “was praised for his devotion; it was not an act of 

crime, but obedience.”  In short, Augustine’s theory that virtue may be identified only “in the 

strength of the will” and the “mind’s consent” to devotion or to sin has much larger implications 

for faith, which reach far beyond the confines of a theory of virginity.449 

In this way, eating meat or not eating meat may be better understood by way of intention 

theory, as opposed to the more limiting virginity theory.  Eating and abstaining equally fulfill the 

will of God, and Margery’s piety and obedience may be measured only by the intention that 

informs her behavior, leaving penitential deeds in and of themselves relatively neutral.  The 

network of Margery’s spiritual practices, stretching from the moment of sin in intention to her 

later penitential eating habits, follows the traditional privileging of intention put forth by 

Augustine and later developed by writers like Abelard, and Aquinas and adopted and further 

developed by later church fathers and the vernacular pastoral manuals.450  Like Thorpe and the 

                                                           
448 Ibid., I.21.32. 
449 In addition, Salih argues, “After Margery is assured of continence, she feels no need to go on with the 

penitential activities.  This is the first hint of Margery’s peculiar economy of sex and penance.” "Margery's Bodies: 

Piety, Work and Penance," 210-11.  This claim is not entirely true; Margery’s penitential acts of service to a poor 

woman in Rome, as well as her penitential acts of kindness to her husband in his last days provide two concrete 

examples that penitential practice is not confined to the role of continence-getter. 
450 Jerry Root argues that Abelard’s work on intention offers the theory of what the manuals do in practice: 

“Although Abelard’s Ethics were not widely circulated during the medieval period, the theory of intention that he 

develops here will find its practical application in most of the vernacular literature on confession.  Neither Abelard 

nor the manuals claim to invent the notion of intention, nor do they give a very precise definition of the word.”  

"Space to Speke": The Confessional Subject in Medieval Literature, 35.   
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Wycliffite texts I discussed in chapter three, these treatments often emphasized the privacy of 

intentions, suggesting that an important part of the moral self remains entirely unknowable to 

outside observers.  Margery’s visions and her arguments often draw on the language used to talk 

about intention as an essential aspect of the private individual’s moral identity.  In the next 

section, I will discuss how this emphasis on the ultimate opacity and privacy of intention enabled 

Margery to resist and transgress the strictures of normative public piety that were placed upon 

her by both religious and secular figures of authority during her travels. 

 

 

Intention and the Clash of Public and Private Devotion 

The Book reminds us of the privacy and essential unknowability of intention that many 

earlier theories of intention maintain: the “entent” of Margery’s faux suitor remains a secret, and 

is only revealed to Margery when he chooses to unveil his cached interior by frankly telling her 

that “he ne wold for al the good in this world [consent to her]; he had levar ben hewyn as smal as 

flesch to the pott.”451  Likewise, Margery’s “entent” to confess is known only to her, and the 

wavering and failure of this “entent” remains her secret, unknown even to her confessor, and 

intimated to outsiders only by her breakdown and suffering.  Amidst accusations of hypocrisy 

and heresy brought against Margery, the text assures the reader of the opacity of the interior, 

deeming the irregularities in her seemingly heretical and hypocritical devotional practices, such 

as her white clothes and her ever-shifting eating habits, as only superficially transgressive, 

misleading clues in a nearly impenetrable and unobservable spiritual economy.  Christ tells 

Margery, “I knowe every thowt of thyn hert,” and affirms any accusations of hypocrisy leveled 

against her as false: “dowtyr, thu begilyst bothe the devyl and the worlde wyth thin holy thowtys, 

                                                           
451 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.4.343-44. 
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and it is ryth gret foly to the pepil of the worlde for to demyn thin hert that no man may knowyn 

but God alone.”452   

The Book insists that behavior is ultimately inscrutable, that social life is a strictly 

phenomenological entity—it is possible to describe on a surface level of observation but is never 

entirely pervious beyond the limited grasp of human perception.  One of Margery’s foremost 

accusers, the Mayor of Leicester, identifies her white garments as socially iniquitous.  After 

examining her on the articles of faith, which she successfully recites, his response proves nothing 

if not ironic in terms of the Book’s doctrinal compass and the morality of intention that it 

espouses: he declares in exasperation, “sche menyth not wyth hir hert as sche seyth with hir 

mowthe.”453  The accusation is, of course, another way of calling her a liar or a hypocrite.  The 

Book of Vices and Virtues defines truthfulness in similar terms: “For soþnesse acordeþ to þe 

entension of þe herte and þe words of þe mouþ to-gidre, so þat þe mouþ seiþ but soþ as it is in þe 

herte.”454  The irony of the accusation of course lies in Margery’s use of intention and its 

theological underpinning—that intention or what we mean with our hearts serves as the primary 

measure of devotion, and only God can ascertain this.  In her unusual attire, Margery, like 

Abraham or like Augustine’s mercenaries, seeks to fulfill a higher law of carrying out God’s will 

while transgressing an earthly law of social customs.  The mayor’s outrage, primarily at 

Margery’s white clothing, is thus implicitly answered through the Book’s morality of intention, 

which may be traced back to intention theory in discourses on sin and devotion.   

                                                           
452 Ibid., I.84.4896-98. 
453 Ibid., I.48.2710-11. 
454 The Book of Vices and Virtues: a Fourteenth Century English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of 

Lorens D'Orléans, 283. 
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In The Scale of Perfection, Walter Hilton, whose work Margery knew,455 designates 

intention as one of the three most important elements of spirituality, defining a “hool and a stable 

entencioun” as “an hool wille and a desire oonli to plese God,” in this way following the earlier 

bipartite division of intention into desire and the will found in Augustine, Abelard and others.456  

What is distinctive, though, is that Hilton’s definition of intention comes out of a discussion of 

devotion, rather than sin, and that Hilton in fact goes on to define a “hool and a stable 

entencioun” as charity: He writes, “For that is charité, withoute whiche al were not that thou 

doost.”457  Devotional intention forms the central focus for both Hilton and the Cloud-author.  

Hilton’s discussion of intention moves to prayer, and the necessity of a wholly directed intention 

toward God in prayer, as opposed to prayers recited by rote, during which the mind may drift.458  

The Cloud of Unknowing similarly declares, “Preyer in itself propirly is not elles bot a devoute 

entent directe unto God, for getyng of goodes and remowyng of yvelles,” and moreover, that it is 

a stirring toward God that need not be expressed in any particular mode:  “take thou none other 

wordes to preie in—althof I sete thees here—bot soche as thou arte sterid of God for to take.”459  

This stirring toward God—an intention that is itself prayer—for the Cloud becomes intimately 

linked with the will: “And therfore lene meekly to this blinde steryng of love in thin herte. I 

                                                           
455See The Book of Margery Kempe, I.22.578-79. “Hylton’s boke” (I.17.899) was read to her along with 

other devotional texts, such as the Stimulus Amoris, over a period of seven years. 
456 J.P.H. Clark has pointed out: “It is a commonplace that where there is no assent of the will to 

temptation, there is no sin”—William of St. Thierry, Thomas Aquinas, as well as the later Cloud-author, William 

Flete and Walter Hilton all emphasize the role of intention in sin.  "Intention in Walter Hilton," Downside Review 

97, no. 326 (1979): 70.  Walter Hilton draws on the works of William Flete and William of St. Thierry in his 

discussion of intention, and though he at times distinguishes between intention and deed, he never severs them 

entirely in the way that Abelard does.  But Hilton nevertheless remains a distinctive source for the morality of 

intention, since he comes closer to such a division of intention and action than the majority of his predecessors. 
457 The Scale of Perfection, Middle English Texts (Kalamazoo: Published for TEAMS in association with 

the University of Rochester by Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 2000), I.22.580. 
458 Richard Rolle also emphasizes the need to avoid religious formalism in prayer in chapter six of The 

Form of Living.  See Richard Rolle and Rosamund Allen, Richard Rolle, the English Writings, The Classics of 

Western Spirituality (New York: Paulist Press, 1988). 
459 The Cloud of Unknowing, Middle English Texts (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, Western 

Michigan University, 1997), 39.1421-22, 34-36. 
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mene not in thi bodily herte, bot in thi goostly herte, the whiche is thi wil.”460  In this way, the 

Cloud, like many of the later vernacular treatises, and specifically like Mannyng’s “hertëwyl,” 

engages in the occasional blurring of will and intention, or desire and intention;461 the doctrine of 

intention thus arrives piecemeal, or by way of synecdoche and metaphor through the various 

channels of devotional culture.462  It is therefore of particular interest that The Book of Margery 

Kempe takes such pains to distinguish a trajectory of the discrete elements of sin.  The 

foregrounding of intention in the Book moves from the domain of sin to the domain of devotion, 

and from the measure of the individual’s blame to the measure of her merit.  In this way, Kempe 

draws on both the tradition of sin as intention and the tradition of intention as devotion in the 

crafting of her later interior devotional practices, which equate good intention with good deed, 

just as the earlier chapters had morally equated sinful intention with sinful deed.  But she also 

draws on and transforms some of the metaphorical language commonly used in theological 

discussions of intention.  In the next section, I will argue that the hair shirt in the heart that 

Margery is given draws on these traditions, recasting the language to enable a new form of piety 

for Margery. 

 

                                                           
460 The Scale of Perfection (Published for TEAMS in association with the University of Rochester by 

Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 2000), 51.1769-70. 
461 We might compare this to Richard Rolle’s English writing, The Commandment, which seeks to explicate 

the love we must have for God with our heart, soul and thought.  For Rolle, thought points to memory and soul to 

the will, but heart remains somewhat blurred.  I’d argue that it suggests the notion of stability, for for his 

contemporaries pointed to spiritual intention.  Rolle writes, “God’s Commandment is that we should love Our Lord 

with all our heart, with all our soul and with all our thought.  With all our heart: that means with all our 

understanding, without making any mistakes.  With all our soul: that means with all our free will, without any 

refusal.  With all our thought: that means we must think of him without forgetting.  Loyal and ture love operates in 

this way; in other words, as an act of human will.  The reason is that love is a voluntary stirring of our thought 

toward God to such an extent that it is unable to take in anything which is against the love of Jesus Christ, and at the 

same time is enabled to persevere in sweetness of devotion.”  Richard Rolle, the English Writings, 44.  Elsewhere 

Rolle defines love as a product of the combination of desire and reason.  See The Form of Living, chapter ten. 
462 The synecdoche has been inherited by modern translators: both Lynn Staley and Barry Windeatt 

habitually translate “in wyl” and “in wyl and in purpose” as “in intention”.  See for example Windeatt, which 

translates “in wyl and in purpose” as “wishing and intending.”  The Book of Margery Kempe, Penguin Classics 

(London: Penguin Books, 2004), 41n14. 
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Margery of the Sacred Heart: Spiritual Intention and Spiritual Insignia 

 

The Cloud of Unknowing, an anonymous work of vernacular theology written in the last 

half of the fourteenth century, asserts that the instability of devotional intent is rooted in the 

heart.  Not unlike the “hertëwyl” in Mannyng, which combines an image the heart with that 

which corresponds to the mind and the higher faculty, the will,463 the Cloud-author’s language 

combines the same elements that utilize the image of the heart and the mental processes involved 

in devotion:  the Cloud’s “steryng of love in thin herte” denotes a movement toward God akin to 

desire or yearning, and is a common phrase in devotional literature, ranging from Hilton to 

Richard Rolle.  But the Cloud-author insists, “I mene not in thi bodily herte, bot in thi goostly 

herte, the whiche is thi wil.”464  While the Cloud connects “bodily” desire to the bodily or 

“fleschly” heart—“as fast for freelté thi fleschly herte is streynid therby”—the combination of 

desire and the consent of the will for the Cloud comprises the “ghostly heart” or the spiritual and 

moral counterpart to the fleshly one.  The Cloud-author is careful that the distinction between the 

two kinds of hearts is understood:  

 

The whiche fastning [of desire to the heart], thof al it may be in fleschly levyng 

men and wommen that ben in deedly sinne before, deedly, nevertheles in thee, 

and in alle other that han in a trewe wile forsaken the woreld, soche a likyng or a 

gruching fast-nyng in the flescheli herte is bot venial synne. The cause of this is 

the grounding and the rotyng of youre entent in God, maad in the biginnyng of 

                                                           
463 The heart was commonly associated with mental faculties, especially the memory and therefore the 

formation of intentions, which were necessary for memory.  See Mary Carruthers’s The Book of Memory: A Study of 

Memory in Medieval Culture, especially p. 43-49, 166-72.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992. 
464 The Cloud of Unknowing, 51.1769-70. 
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youre levyng in that state that ye stonde in. Bot yif it so be that this likyng or 

gruching fastnyng in thi fleschly herte and theires be suffred so longe to abide 

unreproved, that than at the last it is fastnid to the goostly herte (that is to sey the 

wile) with a ful consent: than it is deedly synne.465   

 

The metaphor of the “ghostly heart” elides the divisions of body and soul, desire and 

reason: it conjures the physicality of desire through the image of the physical or “fleschly” heart 

at the same time as it evokes a sense of the intangible “ghostly” nature of the will, asserting a 

connection between the two, and articulating a movement from desire toward consent of the will 

by way of a movement from the fleshly heart to the ghostly one.  Intention, for the Cloud-author, 

involves a complex combination of the physical and the mental, desire and will. 

These distinctions are of particular interest for one of the penitential devices introduced 

in Margery’s first extended vision.  When Christ tells Margery to give up meat and instead 

partake of the Eucharist, he instructs her, “dowtyr, thu hast an hayr upon thi bakke. I wyl thu do 

it away, and I schal give the an hayr in thin hert that schal lyke me mych bettyr than alle the 

hayres in the world.”466  A number of scholars have suggested that this unusual figure of speech 

points to the intense contrition that marks Margery’s devotional practices—the hair shirt in the 

heart intimates or even produces her tears of devotion.  The Book, too, at one point seems to 

suggest such a reading:  “Than the fyer of lofe kyndelyd so yern in hir hert that sche myth not 

kepyn it prevy, for, whedyr sche wolde er not, it cawsyd hir to brekyn owte wyth a lowde voys 

and cryen merveylowslyche and wepyn and sobbyn ful hedowslyche that many a man and 

                                                           
465 The Cloud of Unknowing, 10.640-48. 
466 The Book of Margery Kempe ibid. (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Published for TEAMS (the Consortium for the 

Teaching of the Middle Ages) in association with the University of Rochester by Medieval Institute Publications, 

Western Michigan University, 1996), 5.376-78. 
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woman wondryd on hir therfor.”467  But we might also understand the figure in terms of 

contemporary devotional literature’s use of the “heart” as the designator of intention.  The 

obviation of the hair shirt denotes the inefficacy of rote physical penance— a hair shirt is an 

empty material sign if not paired with what Hilton calls a “hool and a stable entencioun.”  

Externalized acts of devotion cannot bring about a stability of intention directed toward God.  In 

her time of spiritual crisis detailed at the outset of the narrative, Margery, wits gone, “roof hir 

skyn on hir body agen hir hert wyth hir nayles spetowsly, for sche had noon other instrumentys” 

(1: 162-3).  But this clawing at her literal heart was an empty action, a sign of her moral 

corruption.   

In “Letter to a Hermit,” Walter Hilton reminds the recipient of his letter, a wayward 

anchorite, that even the act of enclosure, despite its penitential extremity, serves one’s salvation 

little if not accompanied by a stable intention.468  Physical desire is slow to die, even in a cell, 

and Hilton warns his reader that it must be beaten out with the senses and “dulled by the hammer 

of continual resistance.”469  He concludes that the basic foundation of faith, for the anchorite he 

addresses and for everyone else, is intention, which,  

 

must be simple, whole, lasting, and not intermittent…Your intention should 

always be alert and at full stretch lifted up in some bodily or spiritual occupation.  

It may be that sometimes this will seem very burdensome and difficult, for until 

your mind is purified, you may find all spiritual and bodily work laborious rather 

                                                           
467 The Book of Margery Kempe, 46.2610-13. 
468 “The first thing that strikes me is the lack of stability and the superficiality which have often disturbed 

you before now in your various activities.  You have chosen now this and now that, yielding to any impulse of your 

spirit; and you have taken this weakness with you into your cell.  You have not got rid of your inconstant behavior 

by setting up an enclosure wall around yourself.  And so now as you begin to carry out your purpose, you need to 

steady your soul and firmly moderate the fervor of your restless will and deliberately subdue it to a preserving 

firmness.” "Letter to a Hermit," The Way 6 (1966): 231-32. 
469 Ibid., 233. 
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than delightfully bringing anxiety and heaviness rather than sweetness—except at 

times, and for a moment…I am speaking to you of your intention, not strictly of 

the action itself, which will sometimes cease from necessity, as when you are 

asleep, and sometimes be set aside through the weakness and frailty of human 

nature.470  

 

The direction of the individual’s intention toward God is itself a kind of penitential 

labor—“burdensome and difficult,” a constant care that beats out the impulses of desire felt by 

the body, and may be offered up to God as a sign of devotion.  In this way, the hair shirt of 

Margery’s heart indicates not just contrition, but the validation of her whole and stable intention, 

literally and figuratively wrapped in its commitment to God. 471  We might compare Margery’s 

hair shirt to the story of Saint Bennett’s makeshift ‘hair shirt’ in Handlyng Synne.  Tempted with 

sexual desire, Saint Bennett refuses to assent in his will to the desire he feels, and he successfully 

replaces desire with physical pain:  

 

with-oute hys cellë, þornës wore,  /  And netles grewe, þat byten sore;  /  So haddë 

grace made  hym stedfaste,  /  Þat al hys cloþys of he kast,  /  And alle*. [alle he 

H, al O.] naked hym-self he wrappe  /  Among þe þornës þat were sharpe,  /  And 

among þe netles echone,  /  Tyl hys temptacyun was al gone.472 

 

                                                           
470 Ibid., 236. 
471 Lochrie notes that “For many female and some male mystics, the corporeal aspect of mystical union was 

neither metaphorical nor symbolic.”  Margery Kempe and Translations of the Flesh, 14.   

 
472 Robert of Brunne's "Handlyng Synne". 7513-20. 
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Mannyng remarks of the anecdote, “Þe fende may nat but tempte þy wyl,  /  Þe*. [Þy.] 

selfe behoueþ þe dede fulfyl.”473  In this case “dede” refers not to any physical action—Saint 

Bennett was not tempted by a real woman, but only by thoughts of a woman brought to his mind 

by a malevolent spirit—but instead here refers to an act of the mind: the consent of the will to 

desire or “temptacyun.”  Mannyng’s elision renders abstract intention legible to the reader in a 

concrete way, not only through parable, but by the very terminology that he employs in his 

commentary on the mental process involved in sin.  After presenting the example of Saint 

Bennett, Mannyng advises his readers to avoid exposing themselves to temptation: in a difficult 

situation, or in the company of the opposite sex, regardless of one’s level of devotion, the “herte 

wyl change.”474  He warns, “And God commaundeþ boþe þe and me,*. [me and þe.]  /  Oure 

herte to*. [be.] stable yn chastyte.”475  

The stability of virtue, here chastity, is located metaphorically in the heart.  That stability 

of virtue is not most vulnerable to desire or temptation, which only comprise a part of the 

danger—according to Mannyng, the consent of the will to temptation is what shatters devotional 

stability, and not desire alone, no matter how powerful it may be.  While the Cloud-author and 

Hilton equivocate in their designation of the will as an entirely human force, Mannyng gives 

both credit and blame respectively to the individual who consents in his will to good or evil.  

Margery’s hair shirt in the heart begins to emerge as a penitential sign of the mental labor 

involved in crafting and maintaining a stable “entent”—both God-given and the result of great 

personal struggle, the hair shirt in the heart comes at the point in the narrative that marks 

Margery’s transformation from “This creatur whych many yerys had gon wyl and evyr ben 

unstable” to being “parfythly drawen and steryd to entren the wey of hy perfeccyon.”  It marks 
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474 Ibid., 7546. 
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the achievement of a “hool and a stable entencioun” that Hilton identifies an essential element of 

true faith.  What her tears attest to only intermittently, the metaphor of the hair shirt in her heart 

attests to more completely: and unwavering “entent” which, unlike a material hair shirt, cannot 

be left aside or removed.  The stability of Margery’s will and her unchangeable intention to 

follow God are clearly and vividly put forth for the reader. 

The nature of a conversion narrative is that it requires ocular proof of some sort—vision 

of God, miracles, a changed appearance or drastically changed behavior.  Interiority is difficult 

to offer proof for, especially concerning the quality of “stability” when one is in fact trying to 

attest to change.  The hair shirt in Margery’s heart offers an answer to the text’s need for ocular 

proof—the vision confirms the changed state of Margery’s interiority, offering a concrete image 

of Margery’s mystical union with Christ. 

Earlier examples of female mysticism give accounts of the tokens of divine presence and 

bear similarities to the hair shirt in Margery’s heart.  Karma Lochrie notes the example of Claire 

of Montefalco, in whose heart was placed a crucifix.  Though the material status of Margery’s 

new hair shirt involves some ambiguity—we don’t know with absolute certainty whether she 

means it literally or figuratively—Claire’s internal crucifix was understood literally: “Her sisters 

so believed in the sign that when she died they tore open her body to find not only the Cross but 

the complete insignia of His Passion, from crown of thorns to the vinegar-soaked sponge offered 

to slake His thirst on Calvary.”476  Lochrie points out that Claire’s meditation led to the corporal 

insignia on her heart, which combined her spiritual intention in meditation with a corporal 

materialization of that intention.  Claire of Montefalco’s experience resembles, Lochrie argues, 

the goals of imitatio Christi, especially with regard to affective piety and meditation.  Imitation 

of Christ requires the faculties of the memory: one must remember the Passion, and in doing so, 
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one brings images or similitudes of the Passion to mind in order to reflect on it: this is how one 

fashions a “stable entent,” by constantly remembering humankind’s debt to Christ.  The insignia 

might be read both as a token of sanctity and as a kind of memory tool that serves the very 

purpose of maintaining spiritual intention.  In short, as Lochrie observes, “The joining of human 

spiritual intentions with likeness in order to move the affections was the purpose of the 

Incarnation and is the function of the imagination and memory in aesthetic and mystical 

practice.”477  The Incarnation realizes spiritual intention, represented by the Holy Ghost, and 

corporeal similitude, represented by Christ’s being both God and a living man.478  The hair shirt 

in Margery’s heart represents the affirmation of Margery’s spiritual intention through its use of a 

physical metaphor or likeness.  It draws on imagery and metaphor commonly used in earlier 

theories of intention, but it layers onto that image a clear sense of devotional intention as itself a 

penitential practice: Margery remembers her devotion to Christ through the hair shirt in her 

heart, which betokens her new-found stability.  In this way, it also constitutes her first imitatio 

Christi.479  Intention has become not only a means of making the interior arc of sin legible, but it 

has also become a means of imitating Christ.480 

                                                           
477 Ibid., 31-2. 
478 “John Trevisa’s late fourteenth-century English translation of De proprietatibus suggests that the 

imagination possesses a rudimentary capacity for remembering sense experience as well as a creative power of 

constructing images of things never experienced.  The memory then stores the images and intentions and refers them 

to the Intellectual Soul, which consists of reason, understanding, and the will.”  Ibid., 28. 
479 We might also note that Lochrie points out that one of Margery’s sources, Richard Rolle, similarly 

promotes a concept of imitatio Christi that effects an insignia on the heart:  “While Rolle elsewhere prescribes a 

conforming of one’s life to Christ’s, the imitatio Christi described here is a meditational practice, an exercise in 

desire.  According to Rolle, it leads to the wounding of the mind described in the Song of Songs and the setting of 

Christ as a token or sign in one’s heart.  This token signifies a forgetfulness of everything except Christ.  Through a 

‘continuous direction of one’s thoughts,’ then, the mystic experiences this ‘recording’ of Christ in the mystic’s mind 

and heart.  Imitation in this sense is a kind of inscription—of tokens, in Rolle’s usage and of insignia in the vita of 

Clare of Montefalco—in the mystic’s heart.  Meditative imitatio is a kind of abundant remembrance preserved in the 

tokens and signs of one’s heart.”  Ibid., 33. 
480 “Similitude and intention together determine the power of images to move the affections toward ethical 

or pious ‘things’… Consideration of images, whether received through reading, visitation, or meditation, constitutes 

an imitation of Christ by which ‘spiritual intentions’ are linked to ‘corporeal similitudes.’  This type of cognition 

reenacts the incarnation by which, too, spiritual intentions were linked to corporeal similitudes…It is the production 

of images and the incorporation of images into memory that constitutes mystical imitation of Christ.” (Lochrie 30) 
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Full Frontal Reversal: Lechery, Will, and Desire 

 

What the hair shirt in Margery’s heart only begins to offer the Book in terms of a 

validation of her spiritual transformation is clearly and unambiguously confirmed by Margery’s 

later battle with the demons of sexual desire brought forth in vision.  Like the images that 

torment Saint Bennett, the images that spark Margery’s desire are ethereal ones, involving no 

real individual.  But unlike Saint Bennett, Margery need not revert back to the physical or 

external hair shirt to squelch her desire: her tools of devotion remain mental, and her last 

temptation clearly demonstrates a triumph of the will over desire or, her innocence in spiritual 

intention.  The vision offers a reversal of Margery’s first sin in intention; tempted by lechery, she 

refuses to consent.  The vision that comes to Margery from the devil is in fact a vision in fact 

sent by God as punishment for her doubt in the justice of eternal damnation for sinners.  In 

chapter 59 of Book I, Margery’s holy thoughts and ‘dalliances’ with Christ transform into sordid 

visions of priests’ erections, which tempt her away from chastity: 

 

And, lyche as befortyme sche had four owrys of the fornoon in holy spechys and 

dalyawns wyth owr Lord, so had sche now as many owrys of fowle thowtys and 

fowle mendys of letchery and alle unclennes as thow sche schulde a be comown to 

al maner of pepyl...ryth evyn so had sche now horybyl syghtys and abhominabyl, 

for any thyng that sche cowde do, of beheldyng of mennys membrys and swech 

other abhominacyons.  Sche sey as hir thowt veryly dyvers men of religyon, 

preystys, and many other, bothyn hethyn and Cristen comyn befor hir syght that 
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sche myth not enchewyn hem ne puttyn hem owt of hir syght, schewyng her bar 

membrys unto hir. And therwyth the devel bad hir in hir mende chesyn whom 

sche wolde han fyrst of hem alle and sche must be comown to hem alle. And he 

seyd sche lykyd bettyr summe on of hem than alle the other…481  

 

Despite the “thoughts” and desires that this punitive vision produces in Margery, we are 

reminded that she “thowt that thes horrybyl syghtys and cursyd mendys wer delectabyl to hir 

ageyn hir wille.”482  The role of intention exonerates her and the text does not allow the reader to 

lose sight of “the sorwe that sche was inne”—the scene nearly acts out Hilton’s description of  

the “pain so great that I cannot express it” that accompanies the Christian’s battle against desire.   

The episode functions as a reversal of her brush with adultery in chapter four.  While 

Margery’s sin in chapter four is characterized and made legible by the consent of her will to the 

desire she felt, her innocence in this later vision is marked by the steadfastness of her intention to 

remain chaste in her mind.  The thoughts and desire she experiences are emphatically “ageyn hir 

wille,” just as her adulterous intent before was emphatically the result of her free will—“hir 

consentyng was so wylfully do” in that pre-conversion scene.  The episode involves no consent of 

the will on the part of Margery, and therefore, according to the Book’s account of the trajectory 

of sin, constitutes no offense on her part.483 

                                                           
481 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.59.3418-32. 
482 Ibid., 3434-35, emphasis added. 
483 According to the Lay Folks’ Catechism, consent constitutes one of the key elements of lechery: “Thou 

schalt  /   not do leccherye noþer in consent in hert ne spekynge ne in countenance withowte-forþ.  /  ne  doyng in 

dede…” Thoresby et al., The Lay Folks' Catechism; or, the English and Latin Versions of Archbishop Thoresby's 

Instruction for the People; Together with a Wycliffite Adaptation of the Same and the Corresponding Canons of the 

Council of Lambeth, 49.  The Book of Vices and Virtues similarly characterizes the imperatives of a clean 

conscience: “þis clennesse and riȜtnesse biddeþ men to God þat he kepe hem and here hertes pryncipalliche from 

euele þouȜtes þat þei assente not to wikked desire.  For who-so assenteþ to euele þouȜtes and to euele desires of his 

herte, he nys not chast, al be it þat he kepe hym from þe dede, and for þe consenting al onliche he scholde be 

dampned ȝif he died so.  Þre þinges ben goode to kepe þe clennesse in herte.  Þe furst us ti here gladliche Goddes 
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The reversal, however, is not simply represented on a spiritual and moral level of desire 

and will—the repetition of the language of chapter four renders the full reversal complete on a 

literary plane as well.  Margery, though punished with these visions for her refusal to believe in 

the justice of eternal damnation for unrepentant sinners, is later praised by Jesus in a vision for 

the charity that informed her erroneous belief: 

 

Forthermor, dowtyr, I thanke the for the general charité that thu hast to alle the 

pepil that is now in this worlde levyng and to alle tho that arn for to come into this 

worldys ende, that thu woldist ben hakkyd as smal as flesche to the potte for her 

lofe so that I wolde be thi deth savyn hem alle fro dampnacyon yyf it plesyd me, 

for thu seyst oftyn in thy thowt that ther arn inowe in helle and thu woldist that 

ther schulde nevyr mo men deservyn for to comyn therin. And therfor, dowtyr, for 

alle thes good willys and desyrys thu schalt han ful hy mede and rewarde in 

hevyn.484 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

word and sermounes, wher-of God spekeþ in þe gospel to his disciples…”  However, it should be noted that The 

Book of Vices and Virtues lacks internal consistency or a completely unified theory of the process of sin.  In 

contrast, the degrees of lechery are a bit muddled: “Þis synne is departed first in two maneres, for þer is lecherie in 

herte and lecherie in body.  Lecherie of herte haþ foure degres, for þer is spirit þat is cleped a spirit of fornicacioun, 

þt serveþ for þe synne of lecherie.  First he makeþ þouȝtes come and þe figures and liknesses of þat synne in a 

mannes or a wommanes herte, and makeþ hym þenke þer-on.  And after þe hirte abideþ and dwelleþ stille and 

deliteþ, & naþeles þei ne wolde not do þe dede for no þing.  Þat ilke dwelling and þe delyt þat is þe secunde degree 

may be dedly synne, ȝe, so gret may be þe delit.  Þe þridde degree is accord of þe herte and of þe resoun and of þe 

wille, and suche accord is euere-more dedly synne.  After assyntynge comeþ desire and þe grete brennynge wille þat 

þei haueþ to synne…”  It places delight before consent of the will, and desire and a ‘burning will’ after both.  

Moreover, while in some places it assures the reader that thoughts and desires are not necessarily sinful, on the other 

hand, the description of purgatory and the actions that land a person there seems to suggest otherwise: the filth of the 

soul that purgatory burns away includes thought, speech, and deed.The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth 

Century English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of Lorens D'Orléans, 223, 43, 72.  The Book of Margery Kempe 

clearly takes advantage of a separate tradition that recognizes the divisions between desire, will and action.  
484 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.84.4859-65. 



220 

 

Jesus praises Margery’s willingness to suffer so that others might be saved from eternal 

damnation—she would willingly martyr herself and would “ben hakkyd as smal as flesche to the 

potte” for that purpose.  The obscure object of Margery’s earlier adulterous desire, upon 

revealing his true “entent” to test her moral character and not to have an affair with her, had told 

her, “he ne wold for al the good in this world [consent to her]; he had levar ben hewyn as smal as 

flesch to the pott.”485  The figure of speech evokes the work of martyrdom—the pretended suitor 

would withstand having his flesh chopped up rather than sin with Margery, thus evincing a 

stability of devotional intention that would prevail against the physical realities of bodily 

suffering and torture.  The repetition of this figure of speech by Margery offers another medium 

for viewing her interior reversal in that she adopts the language of stability, formerly used by her 

spiritual foil for the purposes of chastising her, in her new avowal of faith; she takes on the 

language of self-righteous moral authority in the account of her new-found devotion.  In 

addition, she appropriates a strikingly domestic figure of speech—the image of being chopped up 

for stew meat—transforming it from an expression of abuse against her to one that testifies to her 

stable intention and her homely martyrdom.   

The context of this particular vow of stability—that Margery would withstand being 

chopped up for the sake of God and for the forgiveness of the sins of others—originally occurs 

within a discussion of the value of her weeping, a mode of contrition which is at once desired 

and willed by her and at the same time only given by the grace of God.  Christ actually 

paraphrases Margery’s earlier testament of faith in the quote above—these are the only instances 

of the phrase (“ben hakkyd as smal as flesche to the potte”), aside from its use in chapter four by 

the adultery pedant.  Though Margery’s weeping is specifically and insistently designated as 

involuntary throughout the Book, it is nevertheless often given an intentional purpose: Margery 

                                                           
485 Ibid., I.4.343-44. 
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weeps for the sins of the world, and in doing so, wishes that God would forgive the sins of all 

those souls that reside in Purgatory, and all the Jews and Saracens.  She laments: “Lorde, I wolde 

I had a welle of teerys to constreyn the wyth that thu schuldist not takyn uttyr venjawns of 

mannys sowle for to partyn hym fro the wythowtyn ende, for it is an hard thyng to thynkyn that 

any erdly man schulde evyr do any synne wherthorw he schulde be departyd fro thi gloryows 

face wythowtyn ende.”486  Even though Margery’s weeping results in her social persecution, and 

occasionally prohibits her from receiving the sacrament or hearing sermons, she is nevertheless 

willing to suffer the crying that is thrust onto her by grace of God.  In fact, she wishes that all 

could know and experience the kind of contrition she feels by special grace in her weeping, and 

she ends the prayerful dialogue by saying, “Yyf it wer thy wille, Lord, I wolde for thi lofe and 

for magnyfying of thi name ben hewyn as smal as flesch to the potte.”487  The language makes 

clear the reversal of the spiritual problem of instability presented in chapter four and reminds us, 

not long before her punitive vision of the nude priests, that Margery has changed from moral 

transgressor to moral exemplar, from mental sinner to mental martyr.     

The images comparatively used to describe the work of Margery’s weeping further attest 

to the complete reversal that Margery has undergone.  Likened by Jesus to “gret wyndys” that 

“blowyn down stepelys, howsys, and trees owt of the erde,” and “gret thundirkrakkys” that 

“makyn the pepil ful sor afeerd,” Margery’s weeping bears witness to the awesome power of 

God, and itself is referred to as a “merveyl”— those who observe her weeping often have “gret 

merveyl” of her, or find cause to “wonderyn on” her.488  Like the orbits of the planets, never 

deviating from their course, Margery’s crying demonstrates that she is “buxom to [God’s] wil,”  

and unwavering in her pious intention in the same way as the planets are unwaveringly bound in 

                                                           
486 Ibid., I.57.3340-44. 
487 Ibid., I.57.3357-59. 
488 Ibid., I.77.4315-16, 4313, I.81.4623. 
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their orbits by the pull of the God.489  Though she is not “hewyn as smal as flesch to the potte,” 

the involuntary weeping she endures is physically exhausting and socially isolating; it causes her 

to be the subject of gossip and ostracism, and to be “etyn and knawyn of the pepul of the world 

as any raton knawyth the stokfysch”—it takes part in provoking and constituting her social 

martyrdom.490  Margery’s weeping, regardless of its social “impropriety” or the mixed reactions 

it stirs in others, serves as a material token of her sanctity.  Moreover, it is actually because of 

those very criticisms that she suffers on the part of her peers and church authorities that her 

weeping is sanctified: the stability of spiritual intent indicated by her weeping confers on 

Margery a degree of agency and added merit.  That she willingly endures the weeping and the 

social isolation it causes her, in addition to the charges of hypocrisy that are brought against her 

because of it, demonstrates that outside forces hold no sway over her commitment to God. The 

winds of rebuke howl against her, but she no longer bends in submission; in the eye of the storm, 

her spiritual devotion, her intention to serve and worship God, remains calm, quiet, and 

unfalteringly stable.  The perfection of her will is attested to by the promise of Christ:  “I schal 

make the buxom to my wil, that thus schalt criyn whan I wil, and wher I wil…And ryth so, 

dowtyr, I fare wyth the myth of my Godheed; it may not be seyn wyth mannys eye, and yyt it 

may wel be felt in a sympil sowle wher [me] likyth to werkyn grace, as I do in thi sowle.  And as 

sodeynly as the levyn comith fro hevyn, so sodeynly come I into thy sowle, and illumyn it wyth 

the light of grace and undirstondyng…”491 

 

 

Intended Martyrdom and (In)actions of Faith 

 

 

                                                           
489 Ibid., I.59: 3463. 
490 Ibid., I.5.383-4. 
491 Ibid., I.77.4309-21. 



223 

 

Not long after Margery embarks on her travels, journeying from York to Bridlington to 

Canterbury, she has an unusual vision that combines meditation, affective piety, and dialogue 

with Jesus.  In the shadow of her escape from Canterbury, where the cries of the people there 

demanded her burning, she imagines what martyrdom would actually be: “Hyr thowt sche wold a 

be slayn for Goddys lofe, but dred for the point of deth, and therfor sche ymagyned hyrself the 

most soft deth, as hir thowt, for dred of inpacyens, that was to be bowndyn hyr hed and hir fet to 

a stoke and hir hed to be smet of wyth a scharp ex for Goddys lofe.”492  This imagined 

martyrdom becomes, for Jesus, equal in spiritual merit to actual martyrdom, who answers her 

meditation: “I thank the, dowtyr, that thow woldyst for my lofe, for, as oftyn as thow thynkyst 

so, thow schalt have the same mede in hevyn as thow thu suffredyst the same deth.”493  The 

validation of Margery’s meditation severs action from intention in the same way that we see 

them severed in discussions of sin in the pastoral manuals, and in the same way that we see them 

severed in Margery’s sin in her intention to commit adultery.  It inversely follows the same 

moral logic of Roberet Mannyng of Brunne’s characterization of sin:  “þy wyl ne shal answere 

for þe*. [þy.] dede.  /  For ȝyf þou myȝtyst, þou wuldest, do,  /  Þy wyl consenteþ weyl þarto.”  

The meditation marks an inversion of her earlier sin of lechery; the mental processes that before 

constituted sin now mark virtue.  It also renders the threats of burning against her in the previous 

chapter irrelevant from a spiritual perspective; martyrdom in deed is equal to martyrdom in 

thought.   

The threads of earlier moralities of intention seen in her imagined martyrdom are also 

recreated in Margery’s “ready will” to give alms.  Margery wishes to donate money for the 

building and upkeep of new abbeys, and Christ accepts this intention as having the same merit as 

                                                           
492 Ibid., I.14.678-81. 
493 Ibid., I.14.681-83. 
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the completed action.  The value parity of action and intention is made unambiguously clear by 

Christ:  

 

And I knowe wel, dowtyr, that thu hast many tymys thowt, yyf thu haddist an had 

many chirchys ful of nobelys, thu woldist a govyn hem in my name. And also thu 

hast thowt that thu woldist, yyf thu haddist had good anow, a made many abbeys 

for my lofe for religiows men and women to dwellyn in and a govyn iche of hem 

hundryd powndys be yer for to ben my servawntys. And thu hast also in thi 

mende desyryd to han many preistys in the town of Lynne that myth syngyn and 

redyn nyght and day for to servyn me, worschepyn me, and preysyn and thankyn 

me for the goodnes that I have don to the in erthe. And therfor, dowtyr, I behote 

the thu schalt have the same mede and reward in hevyn for this good willys and 

thes good desyrys as yyf thu haddist don hem in dede.494 

 

While Margery’s requisite suffering for martyrdom occurs on a social plane, her devotion 

consistently orients itself toward the interior, and specifically toward a system that elevates 

intention over deed.  The discussion of morality in the Book shifts from a careful outline of the 

progression of sin in chapter four to equally careful descriptions of virtue that fall under that 

same spiritual value system.  Just as Margery’s sin in chapter four had emphasized the roles of 

both the will and desire, so, too, virtue here is not relegated to desire alone, but is specified as 

“good willys and thes good desyrys,” and is combined with her many thoughts and the 

acknowledgement of what she “woldist” do if she “haddist” the opportunity or the available 

funds.  The Book of Vices and Virtues in contrast offers no solution for and even no mention of 

                                                           
494 Ibid., I.84.4836-45, emphasis added. 
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those who are unable to give alms.  Its discussion of almsgiving, which at times emphasizes 

intention—such as in the behest that loans be readily given to the needy “wiþ-oute euele 

entencion,” or, without aims for usury or extortion—only a few lines later points to the 

observability of virtue that almsgiving offers.495  In contrast to the emphasis on intention in the 

condemnation of evilly-intended almsgiving, The Book of Vices and Virtues rather placidly 

asserts that good intentions will ultimately be revealed through good deeds: “þerefore seiþ seynt 

Gregorie þat men do here goode dedes so openliche þat þe intencion be good wiþ-ynne and 

riȝtful,” and that public works of almsgiving are therefore innocent of vainglory.496  Margery’s 

vision, in its specific orientation toward a combination of desire and will in almsgiving—as 

opposed to the act itself—asserts the primacy of the interior in the crafting and measuring of 

virtue.  While The Book of Vices and Virtues articulates a constant tension in the presumed 

relationship between external action and internal disposition, in one discussion asserting 

confluence, and in another emphasizing discord, Margery’s vision capitalizes on a distinction 

between deed and interiority: by asserting the value of intention and by drawing on the 

devotional tradition, she reinvents the concept of almsgiving, as well as the meaning of virtue.  

The comparison of the two works underscores the problematic and slippery nature of intention as 

an idea in the broader religious realm.  Its mutability and uneven progress toward social 

recognition and uniform definition and application attests to the creativity involved in the Book’s 

development of Margery’s new modes of devotion. 

In Christ’s identification of devotion as a combination of both will and desire, we are 

reminded of Walter Hilton’s “Letter to a Hermit” and The Scale of Perfection, which warned that 

the desire for piety is not enough to achieve it, and that the will must be present at all times, thus 

                                                           
495 The Book of Vices and Virtues; a Fourteenth Century English Translation of the Somme Le Roi of 

Lorens D'Orléans, 205. 
496 Ibid., 217. 
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resulting in a whole and stable intention.  Desire was not enough to convict Margery of lechery 

in chapter four, and a simple desire for good does not seem to suffice here—it is specifically 

desire and the will that characterize Margery’s virtue.  The combination of a stirring and a 

rational seeking out and a rational consent to good desire marks virtue just as its opposite marks 

sin.  The distinction makes clear that desire on its own does not constitute a moral category—the 

rational will must accompany desire in order for it to hold any moral implications.  As the 

conversion story of a would-be penitent saint, the Book must be an apologia for Margery’s 

reformed morality—not just her reformed desire, but also her changed moral character.  Intention 

offers a tool for understanding the whole picture of Margery’s spiritual trajectory. 

But this conclusion—that intention, rather than desire, drives the character of the 

visions—might be difficult to swallow for modern readers, who might ask, “but if Margery is 

destitute—as she claims she is—how could she really have an intention to give alms?  Isn’t this 

merely desire or yearning?”  Modern philosophers and legal scholars define intention as a 

combination of desire and belief,497 belief referring to the subject’s own belief that he or she will 

likely accomplish the particular desire.498  So, if Margery hasn’t the means to patronize the 

                                                           
497 Michael Bratman defines the central elements of belief: “(i) Reasonable belief is, in an important way, 

context independent…(ii) Reasonable belief is shaped primarily by evidence for what is believed and concern for 

the truth of what is believed.  Thus the slogan: belief aims at truth.  Normally, if one’s belief is shaped not by a 

concern for its truth but instead by what one wants to be the case one is subject to criticism for wishful thinking or 

its kin.  (iii) Belief is not normally subject to direct voluntary control.  We do not normally just choose our beliefs.  

As Bernard Williams (1973) has emphasized this is not just a contingent limitation of the will; it is not like our 

inability directly to raise our hair.  It is tied, rather, to the ways in which belief aims at truth.  If I could just choose 

what to believe at will I could do so independent of whether the content of that belief is true.  But if I  know of an 

attitude of mine that it is not shaped by a concern with the truth of its content it seems I could not regard it as a 

belief.  (iv) An agent’s beliefs are subject to an ideal of integration.  Other things equal one should be able to 

agglomerate one’s various beliefs into a larger, overall view; and this larger view should satisfy demands for 

consistency and coherence.” Michael Bratman, Faces of Intention Selected Essays on Intention and Agency, 

Cambridge Studies in Philosophy (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 18-19. 
498 This is only the prevailing general view of intention, which has been often refined and challenged.  At 

least one scholar disputes that belief is necessary at all for intention.  Bratman has argued, “Some theorists (Grice 

1971; Velleman, 1989) argue that to intend to A I must believe I will A.  In my judgment, however, this condition is 

too strong.  I might, for example, intend to stop on my way home to get the book, not believe I will fail to stop, but 

also not believe I will stop, given my absentmindedness and my tendency to go into automatic pilot once I get on my 

bicycle.  There is, however, a plausible line of argument for the view that intention requires corresponding belief.  I 
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abbey, how could she possibly believe that she in fact might?  And if she doesn’t believe that she 

might, then how could she really intend to patronize the abbey?  And even if this episode has its 

roots in a morality of intention, how can we be sure of Margery’s moral character when, as we 

know from the opening scene of the Book, she didn’t follow through on her original ‘entent’ to 

confess? 

Many scholars have understood this and similar visions in the Book strictly in terms of 

desire.  In fact, since desire is what seems to characterize a number of mystical texts, shouldn’t 

desire therefore be the main rubric for understanding mysticism?  Michel de Certeau, for 

example, has broadly argued that the element of desire is in fact what makes a text mystical.  

Waxing lyrical, he describes it as “inebriation without drinking, inspiration from one knows not 

where, illumination without knowledge.  [Mystics] are drunk with what they do not possess.  

Drunk with desire…a nameless desire…”499  Carolyn Walker Bynum has argued that desire is 

the central feature “associated with devotional writings for and by women” in the Middle 

Ages.500  Sarah Salih describes Margery’s imaginative or affective piety in particular as “a 

martyrdom by desire,”501 and Nicholas Watson has remarked, “One of the exemplary lessons 

Kempe hopes to teach readers is that their actual state of living is of small importance compared 

to how they desire to live.”502  Why, then, should we talk about intention and not desire?     

                                                                                                                                                                                           

want to say what that argument is and show how the notion of context-relative acceptance can help us identify the 

rather different conclusion to which it points when it is properly understood…A decision issues in an intention 

which then needs to be compatible both with the agent’s relevant beliefs and with the agent’s other intentions, 

intentions themselves the results of various other decisions.  The fact that these various decisions were made in 

different contexts does not relieve the pressure on the resulting intentions to be mutually compatible; for the agent 

needs to coordinate her various activities over time.” Ibid., 31-3. 
499 The Mystic Fable, Religion and Postmodernism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 299.   
500 The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336, vol. 15, Lectures on the History of 

Religions New Series (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), 330. 
501 "Margery's Bodies: Piety, Work and Penance," 208. 
502 "The Making of the Book of Margery Kempe," 420. 
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Firstly, desire differs from the will, and the theory of intention makes those differences—

as well as the moral implications of those differences—legible in the Book.  The theoretical 

rubrics offered by scholarship on mysticism prove generically limiting when applied to the Book.  

Desire alone does not necessarily have moral consequences in the Book—it is rather the consent 

of the will to desire that definitively marks sin or virtue.  For this reason, to focus only on the 

element of desire and not will or intention in the Book of Margery Kempe, or in any mystical 

work for that matter, leaves out the possibility of discussing morality or the ethical component of 

identity or subjectivity.  More pertinently for the Book, it leaves out the paradigm that the Book 

takes pains to establish from the beginning: that moral identity, and especially sin, is constituted 

by intention, or a combination of desire and the consent of the rational will to desire.   In 

Margery’s challenges to authority and to convention, she offers not only an alternate merit 

system, which emphasizes intention and thus subjective moral character over action, but an 

alternate morality and an alternate mode of understanding her lived experience through intention.   

Modern legal scholars and philosophers offer a few different platforms for thinking 

through the question of morality and its relation to intention which are useful for approaching 

this question.  Grant Gillet, writing from the perspective of neuroethics, offers insight into the 

role of intention in the development of a subjective identity that are particularly applicable to The 

Book of Margery Kempe.  He writes, “an intention expresses the identity structure of an 

action…An intention is a mental construct but is not conceived as being a causal antecedent of 

the action…. [I]n one’s lived conscious narrative, the accompanying thoughts guide and 

influence one’s behavior so that the stream of dynamic interaction between oneself and the world 
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takes on a particular rhythm and character…”503  The central component of these interactions 

between self and world is intention.504  Gillet diverges from the general folk belief that intention 

is the antecedent to action; his definition articulates a general concept of intention that is, like 

Kempe’s, in fact much broader than simply the preceding mental activity that a subject 

experiences before performing a given action.  By relating our intentions to the experience of 

consciousness—or, the lived narratives that we create by processing the outside world and trying 

to understand our relationship to it—Gillet offers a definition of intention that transcends the 

more simplistic Boolean division of action and intention that constrains the work of modern legal 

scholars and philosophers. 

Building on the work of Daniel Dennett, who argues that consciousness is brought about 

from the narrative that the brain creates in processing its experience of the outside world and the 

neural activity that thereby results,505 Gillett deduces that “the narrative that is lived human 

experience is shaped by the meaning-giving skills which constitute the human subject considered 

as a situated narrator and itself forms the context within which intentions emerge…”506 

According to Gillett,  

Intent is explicable when it can be related to the ongoing projects and therefore 

the character of the agent.  Thus imputing an intent is generally a matter of laying 

out the ways in which the person concerned is currently relating him or herself to 

the human domain of activity in which he or she is operating.  The internal self-

                                                           
503 Gillett builds on the work of Vallacher and Wegner, who are writing in the context of psychology.  

"Intention and Agency," in Intention in Law and Philosophy  ed. Rosemary Owens & John Williams Ngaire Naffine 

(Aldershot: Ashgate Dartmouth, 2001), 58. 
504 We should also note the work of Gillett’s theory, which divides intention and action: “What is the 

relation between a particular intention and the act which it informs?  Since John Stuart Mill, the relation has been 

conceived to be one of causal antecedent and consequent.  This is then related to the mental configuration of the 

subject.  The intention tends to be conceptualized as a mental state produced by a combination of belief and desire 

and itself causally productive of the bodily movement which is the action.”  Ibid., 58. 
505 Daniel Clement Dennett, Consciousness Explained, 1st ed. (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1991). 
506 "Intention and Agency," 60. 
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determinations constituting the intention situate the person and the items in that 

domain according to the person’s interests.  The ongoing or unfolding complexes 

formed by situations, interests and activity all fit together as a lived narrative 

within which the person determines to do this or that.  Determinations such as 

these evince one’s character and thus there is a persuasive case to be made for a 

fairly direct connection between the moral character of an agent and the intentions 

upon which the agent acts.507 

 

This gets to the heart of the importance of intention theory: intention articulates aspects 

of morality that are interior, subjective, and unobservable.  Intention relates to morality because 

it corresponds to and may even define character, as well as the character of particular actions; 

moreover, it gives insight into how we understand ourselves morally, or how we explain 

ourselves morally.  Intention, therefore, expresses moral character and individual identity that is 

supplementary to or apart from action.  Wittgenstein’s comment concerning the purpose of intent 

in criminal trials perhaps best explains the overall usage of intention as a moral and subjective 

folk concept: “Why do I want to tell him [the judge] about an intention too, as well as telling him 

what I did?...I want to tell him something about myself, which goes beyond what happened at 

that time.”508  For Wittgenstein, intention, when articulated, becomes an important supplement to 

observable action, and a means of estimating a person’s moral character.  But for Gillet, it’s also 

a part of the creation of a lived conscious narrative that relates to our moral choices and our 

moral selves and that stands apart from action.   In this respect, modern intention theory offers us 

a tool for penetrating another aspect of moral identity as it is represented in the Book of Margery 

                                                           
507 Ibid., 67. 
508 Quoted by Ian D. Leader-Elliott, "Negotiating Intentions in Trials of Guilt and Punishment," in Intention 

in Law and Philosophy, ed. R. Owens N. Naffine, J. Williams (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 76.   
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Kempe: we may understand intention as part of the moral element of spiritual life and part of the 

conscious narrative of that life and the identities that it generates.  When combined with the 

medieval intention theories of Margery’s predecessors, it presents us with a more multifaceted 

understanding of intent both as a mental activity or disposition, and as an essential element of the 

construction of our ‘selves’ or, as an essential tool in autobiographical narrative. 

Action says little about moral character in the Book—in the narrative of her life, Margery 

gives accounts of openly defying church authorities on a number of occasions, and, like William 

Thorpe, she uses intention to justify and legitimate those transgressions.  Perhaps most 

notoriously, Margery travels in clothing entirely made of white fabrics by the special request of 

God.  The majority of her spiritual advisors counsel against this and chastise her, asserting that 

God forbids this behavior, since it would call extra attention to her—”for sche schulde than make 

al the world to wondyr on hir.”509  A number of scholars have commented on the claims to 

authority that Margery’s clothing enacts:  Salih has argued that it takes part in the crafting of a 

willed virginity and that like Richard Rolle, Margery fashions individual identity outside of the 

strictures of church practice through her singular clothing510 and Carolyn Dinshaw has 

commented on its challenge to the heterosocial norms.511 

But before proceeding to an interpretation of the clothes or what they mean socially and 

spiritually, it should be noted that their very procurement involves something of a leap of faith.  

Margery resists the initial command to wear white, not only because it’s clothing worn only by 

“chaste” women, and she happens to be a married mother of fourteen, but also because she 

knows that she lacks the funds to pay for it.  The belief that she’d firstly be unable to buy the 

                                                           
509 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.43.2426. 
510 "Margery's Bodies: Piety, Work and Penance," 168. 
511 "Margery Kempe Answers Back," in Women, Gender Religion: A Reader, ed. Elizabeth Anne Castelli 

and Rosamond C. Rodman (New York: Macmillan, 2001). 
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clothing, and secondly be unable to pay the money back were she to borrow it from someone, 

constitute two of the major determents.  But the workings of the human economic markets offer 

no hurtle to God.  Despite her status as a subprime borrower, she is commanded by higher 

powers to take on debt and purchase the clothes.  Margery consents in her will to fulfill God’s 

command, “And than sche purposyd hir fullych to weryn white clothis, saf sche had neithyr gold 

ne sylver to byen wyth hir clothing.”512  A combination of desire and belief, or what modern 

legal scholars would call intention, seems difficult to apply in this situation, since Kempe has run 

out of funds.  Applying legal theory and philosophy to religious works raises problems with 

regard to the category of belief, just as applying the models of mysticism raises problems with 

regard to the (de)centrality of desire—in this case, the Book self-consciously seeks to challenge 

what we believe and how we come to those beliefs.  Moreover, it unambiguously reminds us that 

what is impossible for human beings to accomplish is within the realm of possibility for God—

or, proverbially, that one may move mountains with faith.  The internal logic of the Book asserts 

that we need not believe (meaning, predict or assume based on observable phenomena) that 

something will happen—God can make happen the unbelievable.  Belief is of an entirely 

different order for the religious work, and by the time of her last journeys, Margery accepts this 

tenet: “sche wiste wel to God was nothing impossibly.”513  It offers another internal logic for the 

theory of intention or Margery “purposyd” in the Book.   

The Book demonstrates that the economic constraints amount to little after all, since 

immediately after Margery decides to take on the burden of procuring white garments, she is able 

to borrow money from a stranger to provide for the clothing.  But her clothing entails more 

complications than the purely economic responsibilities that now encumber her.  It constitutes 

                                                           
512 The Book of Margery Kempe, I.44.2439-40.  
513 The Book of Margery Kempe, II.1.62. 
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disobedience of church authority and, according to her enemies, an action tantamount to heresy.  

It is only her intention to serve the will of God that exonerates her behavior.   

The bending of social conventions and rules continues throughout her journeys, or, 

perhaps more accurately, in fact result in some of her journeys.  In Book II, Margery circumvents 

priestly authority through will and intention—she lacks her confessor’s will and consent to travel 

to Germany with her now widowed daughter-in-law, but God’s  permission to break this rule and 

defy her confessor gives her the moral legitimacy to proceed with the journey.  Before she sets 

out for Walsingham, the first stop, she felt “the mor steryd to obeyn the wil of God and 

parformyn hir entent.”514  When she explains the motivation for her journey to some religious 

men that she meets, she separates will and desire in the same schema that she has employed all 

along: she tells them, “Thus was I mevyd in my sowle and no rest myth han in my spiryt ne 

devocyon tyl I was consentyd to do as I was mevyd in my spirit [to accompany her daughter-in-

law on the trip], and this is to me gret drede and hevynes.”515   Margery again recounts a mental 

and spiritual process: first a stirring, or what might also be understood as desire—she was 

“mevyd in [her] sowle”—and the second a rational ‘consent’ of the will to act on the desire.  The 

response that Margery receives likewise recognizes a marriage of stirring or desire and the 

rational will in her spiritual journey: “The worschipful clerk seyd unto hir, ‘Ye schal obey the 

wil of God, for I leve it is the Holy Gost that spekyth in yow, and therfor folwyth the mevyng of 

yowr spiryt in the name of Jhesu.’”516 

Margery’s intention was to fulfill the will of God by traveling, just as it was her intention 

to fulfill the will of God by wearing the white clothing, and this clears her of the charge of 

disobedience or hypocrisy.  Intention in this way offers the moral supplement to action that 

                                                           
514 Ibid., II.2.168. 
515 Ibid., II.2.177-79. 
516 Ibid., II.2.179-81. 
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would otherwise be inexplicable; moreover, it constitutes the narrative of herself that she gives to 

others.  To paraphrase Wittgenstein, it tells a story that action alone leaves bare.  The value of 

Margery’s actions varies throughout the Book, but the system for appraising value never deviates 

from its course: intention informs all value, and action remains essentially neutral. 

 

 

Coming Home 

 

When Margery finally returns to Lynn from her last journey, she meets her confessor 

again who in some ways brings us back to the first scene of the life in chapter one.  Because she 

had left Lynn without his permission, he greets her with “ful sharp wordys.”  But this time, we 

know that “it was not hir wetyng ne hir entent” to go away without his blessing, and that she 

merely did so in order to “abeyn the wil of God.”517  Sharp rebuking this time empowers her in 

the face of church authority, rather than shaming her as it once did in the opening scene of the 

Book.  Intention has ruled the trajectory of her life and her travels, beginning to end, and has 

offered Margery a legitimizing tool for reconciling the gulf that lays between moral character 

and deed.  Her social martyrdom is, as Salih suggests, a perpetual one.  But its major component 

is not desire, nor is it simply meditational or physical penitence.  The seeming disparity between 

intention (and the state of the soul that intention indicates) and observable behavior or adherence 

to social and religious conventions is what effects her martyrdom; intention makes her moral 

identity legible in new and unanticipated ways.   

The Book ends with an apologia for her life, and employs the same strategies of 

emphasizing intention over action.  Margery defends herself in what resembles a prayerful 

dialogue: 
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it is not my wil ne myn entent to worschepyn no fals devyl for my God, 

ne no fals feith, ne fals beleve for to han, so wistly I defye the devyl, and al hys 

fals cownsel, and al that evyr I have don, seyd, er thowt, aftyr the cownsel of the 

devyl, wenyng it had be the cownsel of God and inspiracyon of the Holy Gost.518  

 

Lynn Staley has compared Kempe’s assertion of the privacy of the interior to the apologia of 

contemporary Lollards.  John Oldcastle, when charged with heresy and questioned on his beliefs, 

gave an account of his inner life similar to Margery’s:  “I Johan Oldcastell…ever wyth the help 

of God shall ben myn entent, and my wylle, to believe feythfully and fully all the 

sacramentis…”519  This is not to suggest that Margery was a Lollard; rather, Margery, like 

Oldcastle, and like Thorpe in The Testimony, employed the same techniques in justifying her 

form of piety, and Margery, like Lollards, maintains, both directly and indirectly through the 

trajectory of her narrative and the misinterpreting estimations of others, that intention is a private 

affair, and that despite its role in institutional life, it is ultimately an unobservable phenomenon.  

In this way, The Book of Margery Kempe, drawing on and departing from earlier devotional 

works, promotes an interior form of piety and a morality that enabled ways of authoritatively 

legitimizing her life.   

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
518 Ibid., II.10.677-80. 
519 Quoted in Staley, Margery Kempe's Dissenting Fictions, 140. 
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Conclusion 

 

 
  

 

Medieval theories of intention were far-reaching in their social influence.  Brian Tierney 

has suggested that the development of theories of intention perhaps opened the door for later 

thinkers to consider the individual in new ways, arguing that the emphasis on individual 

intention represented a “concern for human persons [which] could easily lead on to reflection 

about human rights.”520  In medieval law, the concept of intent “led on, as in modern legal 

systems, to complex considerations about negligence and diminished responsibility, areas of the 

law that we nowadays think of as mediating between the rights of indidivuals and the 

maintenance of public order.”521  While Tierney is certainly right in his assessment of the impact 

of doctrines of intention on law and on the idea of individual rights, the medieval use of intention 

in literature and in the broader social realm seems to demand that we reconsider how this 

                                                           
520 The Idea of Natural Rights, 55. 
521 Ibid., 56. 
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innovation was put into practice.  Individual intent, as medieval theologians and canon lawyers 

knew, was a slippery, highly abstract, and problematic notion.   

One of the main problems that emerges in discussions of individual intention is that the 

very question of intention is always a question of narrative.  An intention takes shape and 

becomes knowable to others only through assertions or testaments made by an individual; in this 

way its expression is always a form of story-telling.  In the Middle Ages, intention held a 

prominent role in the story of the self; it allowed writers to imagine the vicissitudes of mental life 

in a way that was morally coherent and meaningful.  By defining sin as intention, Augustine, 

Abelard, Aquinas and later theologians and preachers imagined a private moral self that existed 

independent of action.  This part of human identity, they claimed, was in fact what mattered most 

for thinking about morality.  In this way, intention was a universal category for discussions of 

human moral identity.  But it posed clear problems for thinking about individuals and their moral 

states from the very outset.  Intention, though the definining element of moral identity, was 

knowable, medieval theologians argued, only to God and to the individual.  How, then, could it 

be used as an outside measure for judging others?  Perhaps more pointedly, how could criminal 

intent, for example, be identified and judged in a courtroom? Or, how could sinful intent be 

accurately perceived by a confessor?  Or political intent known with any certainty?  These 

questions bring us back to the main problem of intention as a representational tool, as a 

technology of self, and as a social technology in the law and in religious doctrine.  Intention was 

considered both the basis of moral identity and at the same time ultimately unknowable and 

unquantifiable in any absolute sense.  Both a concrete measure and unmeasurable, its practical 

application and expression came only in narrative form, through its use for the representation of 

self or of a group.   
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We see intention most often shaping moral debates that involve some kind of power 

struggle, giving groups and individuals material for their arguments.  The documents of the 

Rising of 1381, The Testimony of William Thorpe, and The Book of Margery Kempe all draw on 

this essential moral paradox of the simultaneous importance and unknowability of intention.  In 

order to seize power or authority, whether political or spiritual, rebels and chroniclers, Thorpe, 

and Kempe created narratives of the self through assertions of their intentions, justifying their 

actions through intention-oriented storytelling.  And in Chaucer, we encounter a clear sensititivty 

to this essential moral problem of intention expressed by the writings of his contemporaries; 

Chaucerian characters prove unreliable in those assertions of intent, vividly demonstrating to 

audiences both the importance of intention as a social and moral concept and its problematic 

unknowability. 

But while Chaucer perhaps showed skepticism for declarations of intent in Troilus and 

Criseyde, he revisited that problem in The Canterbury Tales with new insights.  In The Friar’s 

Tale, Chaucer reminds audiences that even though intention might be unknowable in the world 

of the Troilus, there are situations in which a complete denial of its importance is morally 

perverse—even the devil won’t stoop so low. And while intention itself may be a form of 

storytelling in the Troilus, in The Franklin’s Tale, we see that words and stories sometimes need 

intentions attributed to them in order for their real meaning to be understood.  Chaucer not only 

suggests that in fact the surface level of words can contradict the intent behind them, but 

moreover that in the nebulous space between a text and its interpretation, moral judgment (and 

hence moral action) happens when we choose one intention or one meaning over another.  

Chaucer rightly suggests that our estimations of the intentions of others tell us as much about 

others as they tell us about ourselves. 
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