
ETHICS A ND POW ER IN MEDIEVA L  
ENGLISH R EFOR MIST W R ITING

The late medieval Church obliged all Christians to rebuke the sins 
of others, especially those who had power to discipline in Church 
and state: priests, confessors, bishops, judges, the Pope. This prac-
tice, in which the injured party had to confront the wrongdoer 
di rectly and privately, was known as fraternal correction. Edwin 
Craun examines how pastoral writing instructed Christians to 
make this  corrective process effective by avoiding slander, insult, 
and hypocrisy. He explores how John Wyclif and his followers 
expanded this established practice to authorize their own polemics 
against mendicants and clerical wealth. Finally, he traces how major 
English reformist writing – Piers Plowman, Mum and the Sothsegger, 
and The Book of Margery Kempe – expanded the practice to justify 
their protests, to protect themselves from repressive elements in the 
late Ricardian and Lancastrian Church and state, and to urge their 
readers to mount effective protests against religious, social, and pol-
itical abuses.

edw in d.  cr au n is Henry S. Fox, Jr. Professor of English at 
Washington and Lee University.
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