Academic Writing (HPFY3005) Assignment 2

In my previous assignment my report identified the subject of an essay as the life of 15th century mystic Margery Kempe. It explained how the essay title and bibliography would be composed before summarising the primary source and showing any subsequent weaknesses of this source. 
The first part of this assignment will demonstrate the main argument of the essay and will then show the report would be planned. Finally, I will select a journal article and review it critically and analyse its arguments.
Main argument
The primary source of this essay, The Book of Margery Kempe, is written in a deeply emotive style retelling the visions experienced at a time of immense personal trauma for the author. Whilst it is reasonable to apply modern psychological methods to rationalise these experiences, these visions would have been so powerful and intense that they became life changing, especially to someone that led a life that was previously not solely devoted to religion. These revelations implored her to dedicate her life to the word of God, making gruelling personal sacrifices likes fasting and many hours of prayer, forsaking social norms and living a life that was open to ridicule and criticism from peers, the church, and her husband. The most contentious of these were her displays of affective piety where she was so overcome with love of God that she wept uncontrollably. 
At a time where women were expected to be child bearers and care givers committing to such a life would have been radical and yet her faith and resolve were strong. Her actions were seen as subversive which led to multiple arrests for heresy which if found guilty would have led to death. Other unconventional actions were wearing white robes, even though she was not chaste, or physically demanding, as demonstrated by pilgrimages to Rome, Jerusalem, and Santiago de Compostela. 
Therefore, I believe that rather than diminishing Kempe’s experiences, they should be celebrated as an example of personal conviction triumphing in the face of adversity.
Essay plan 
Having presented my main argument, the following steps represent my essay plan. 
· Explore themes that academic journal articles previously analysed (psychological, theological, literature).
· Identify passages in The Book of Margery Kempe that corroborate main argument. 
· Question theologian/religious figure to understand the experiences of those with similar encounters.
After this research, the essay will be structured as follows:
· Opening paragraph - introduction to subject & main findings.
· 1st section - highlight impact of visions - include quotes/references from Kempe’s primary source.
· 2nd section - explore trauma Kempe experienced and subsequent behavioural issues that illustrate weakness of applying modern psychological methods.
· 3rd section - explore religious/social norms of 15th century show how lack of education impacted perception and legacy of her work. Compare whether the oral style of writing affected its scrutiny.
· Summary - explain despite facing heretical charges, ridicule and social isolation, strength of her beliefs and overwhelming power of her visions are confirmation of Kempe’s behaviour.
Critique of Scholarly Viewpoint 
Whilst there are many debates around this book, one recurring theme is societal expectation of Kempe. She states she had fourteen children but does not make it clear how many survived childbirth or early years which historically caused many infant deaths. The narrative in some journals question if she was a good mother as she does not discuss her children. As (Vitto, 1991, p. 54) says ‘it seems ironic that Kempe, so sensitive to the Nativity, from all appearances gave little thought to her own children’ or ‘she tells us that she would often weep when she saw mothers carrying male children, since they would remind her of Mary and Jesus. Although her own children apparently did not stir her in the same way’, yet Kempe’s main purpose for writing her book was to document her religious experiences so that others may learn from them as God had instructed her (Kempe, 1985, p. 35). It is therefore unjust to invalidate these experiences just because her family life is a peripheral part of the book. It is also postulated her book was self-aggrandising shown by (Staley, 1994, p. 40)  who states ‘It becomes clear that she provides a highly selective vision of a social reality that is designed to reinforce Margery’s centrality in that community’, however Kempe always refers to herself as ‘this creature’ or ‘this sinful wretch’ and in her retelling often poses criticisms of herself acknowledging her actions will draw negative attention but is reassured by God that the greater the condemnation the greater her reward in heaven (Kempe, 1985, pp. 67-68)
One further aspect that is used to question her book is the treatment of her husband from whom she withdraws intimacy to allow her to become chaste and she is instructed by God to wear white clothes (Kempe, 1985, pp. 58-60) even though this action brings her ridicule (Vitto, 1991, p. 56) the process is fully discussed with her husband and consensus achieved. Would scrutiny of her choices have been so great if it were a male author decreeing it? 
Chaucer’s similarly themed and much revered book ‘Canterbury Tales’ was only published 40 years previously, yet Kempe’s ‘affective piety’ approach was seen as a lower form of mysticism predominately associated with females. It is therefore discriminatory to dismiss immense individual experiences based on gender and societal expectation. 

Bibliography
Kempe, M., 1985. The Book of Margery Kempe. London: Penguin.
Staley, L., 1994. Margery Kempe's Dissenting Fictions. Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press.
Vitto, C., 1991. Margery Kempe: Medieval Mother and Mystic. Transformations, 2(2), pp. 50-65.


