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‘Chaucer can be described as being proto-feminist’. Discuss

On reading The Canterbury Tales one is struck by the sheer abundance of beautiful women:

“But for to speke of vertuous beautee,
Thanne was she oon the faireste under sonne.”

(The Clerk’s Tale,  IV 211-212)

“A doghter hadde this worthy kyng also,
The yongest was and highte Canacee
But for to telle yow al hir beautee
It lyth nat in my tonge.”

(The Squire’s Tale, V 33-36)

“For she was oon the faireste under sonne.”
(The Franklin’s Tale,  V 734)

“Fair was this mayde in excellent beautee.”
(The Physcian’s Tale, VI 7)

“A wyf he hadde of excellent beautee.”
(The Shipman’s Tale, VII 3)

However, the reader also gets the impression that all of these women, in fact, have very little active agency
in their tales. Are Chaucer’s women anything more than ciphers, mere plot devices that act as the impetus
for narratives but whose actual individuality is of little relevance? In discussing Chaucer’s gender politics
this essay will attempt to examine to what extent women within The Canterbury Tales are empowered to
speak and act according to their own volition. I will attempt to locate and track the role of a number of
female characters in the tales before turning my attention to the pilgrims themselves, the tellers of the tales.

Chaucer’s initial descriptions of women demonstrate rather uninspiring, lazy even, language compared to
the richness of other parts of The Canterbury Tales. Within the brief catalogue above, for example, we find
a couple of ‘fairest under the sonnes’ and two ‘excellent beautees’. Thus at the start of a number of tales
women are dehumanized as their introduction is reduced to the predictable glowing report of their physical
beauty. We could blame the tellers for this and argue that Chaucer demonstrates limited storytelling
capability suitable to their position by having them repeat phrases from earlier tales, however, considering
the virtuosity of the tales this theory does not hold up. In recalling certain phrases from earlier tales there is
a sense of irony in the voices of the Shipman and the Franklin, and of course in the poetic voice of
Chaucer, giving a knowing nod that the beautiful woman is a necessary ingredient in getting their stories
started. By having precedented tags for the ‘beautiful woman’ Chaucer is able to introduce quickly and
directly a potent storytelling tool.

To analyse more closely the location and activity of these beautiful women in The Canterbury Tales I
intend to focus on two women in particular; Emily in The Knight’s Tale and Custance in The Man of Law’s
Tale.



Emily, suitably, is the offspring of the marriage of Theseus and Hippolyta. This union itself is a symbol of
female submission as Amazon queen Hippolyta, in defeat, accepts Duke Theseus as her husband. Within
Tale’s first ten lines the Knight informs his audience that Thesues:

“Weddede the queene Ypolita
And broght hire hoom with hym in his contree
With much glorie and great solempnytee.”

(The Knight’s Tale, I 868-70)

Into this atmosphere of masculine supremacy comes Emily who soon finds herself the focus of the rivalry
between noble Athenian prisoners Arcite and Palamon. What follows is a typical Chaucerian chivalric
romance in an epic setting as the two  knights compete for union with Emily.

Emily appears to have little autonomy in the Tale, her very identity is subsumed by the power of the
narrative, her femininity is hollowed out by the quest context. Emily is dehumanized and exists, for the
majority of the tale, merely as the cause of Arcite and Palamon’s rivalry. It seems that the knights’ goal is
ownership of Emily rather than any considerations of companionship. In Part I Palamon claims possession
of Emily saying:

“I loved hir first, and tolde thee my wo.”
(The Knight’s Tale, I 1146)

In logic more appropriate to the playground than the noble classes he argues that because he supposedly
fell in love with Emily first his claim to her is superior to that of Arcite. Furthermore, Chaucer, through the
reference to Palamon’s ‘wo’, places the focus of the Tale not on Emily but on the knights’ psychological
state. For critic Elaine Tuttle Hansen The Knight’s Tale demonstrates how Chaucer often denies his female
characters a stake in the act of sex. She argues that, “sexual union is part of a perilous quest for masculine
identity.”1 Emily is a trophy to be fought for in knightly tournaments and is thus union with her is stripped
of any humanizing factors.

For much of the Tale Emily is conspicuous by her absence. The Tale shifts its focus from Palamon to
Arcite, but rarely does the teller dwell on the central female character of the piece. As a character Emily is
not developed in any meaningful manner, further evidence that she, personally, has little influence over the
action of the Tale. During the Knight’s description of Arcite’s funeral procession Emily is physically and
syntactically secondary:

“Eek Palamon, with ful greet compaignye;
And after that cam woful Emelye.”

(The Knight’s Tale, I 2909-10)

Priscilla Martin contends in her book on Chaucer’s women that Emily’s silence throughout the majority of
the Tale is “an eloquent sign of her predicament”2. A symbol of her predicament, possibly, but eloquent?
Surely not. Indeed, in The Knight’s Tale Emily is continuously denied a voice or any control over her fate.
When Theseus discovers Palamon and Arcite fighting in the woods it is he, in the absence of Emily, who
devises the elaborate tournament. Chaucer shows the duke, quite literally, speaking on behalf of Emily:
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“ but natheless
I speke as for my suster Emelye
For whom ye have this strif and jalousye.”

(The Knight’s Tale, I 1832-1834)

As part of a constructed sequence of tales where, as I shall reinforce later, the poet foregrounds the
importance of storytelling and ‘holding the floor’, having a man speak on a woman’s behalf within a tale is
a telling symbol of lack of female agency.

In The Man of Law’s Tale Custance is another example of a central female character who appears to have
little control over her destiny. Although this Tale does focus on the movement of Custance, unlike The
Knight’s Tale where Emily is actually absent from much of the action, Custance’s existence within the
story appears to be at the mercy of the whim of the gods and the machinations of others. Furthermore, this
Tale introduces a wholly malevolent portrait of woman through the character of the Sultan’s mother.

Once again the action of the Tale instigated by a man’s desire to marry and possess. The Man of Law says
of the Sultan, having been informed of the beauteous Emperor’s daughter:

“That al his lust and al his bisy cure
Was for to love hire while his lyf may dure.”

(The Man of Law’s Tale,  II 188-9)

The fact that at this stage of the Tale the Sultan has not even met Custance suggests that the Sultan’s love is
based on a desire to possess a beautiful object rather than an attraction to an individual. At the formative
stage of the story the woman is denied agency over her future. At the bequest of her father Custance agrees,
somewhat grudgingly to be sent to Syria to marry the Sultan. However, a difference between The Knight’s
Tale and The Man of Law’s Tale is that Custance is allowed to vocalise her thoughts on her position:

“Allas, unto the Barbre nacioun
I maste anon, syn that it is youre wille…
Wommen are born to thraldom and penance
And to been under mannes governance.”

(The Man of Law’s Tale, II 281-287)

Custance acknowledges that she is forced to subject her autonomy to a man’s will yet she still stoically
acquiesces to decisions made on her behalf. The Man of Law’s Tale also features another striking female
presence in the form of the Sultan’s mother who conspires with her allies to organise a massacre. The
language used to describe her could not be further from the romantic images and metaphor that Chaucer
reserves for his heroines. Here the poet’s words are full of invective and mistrust:

“O Sowdanesse, roote of iniquitee!
Virago, thou Semyrame the seconde
O serpent under femynynytee,
Like to the serpent depe in helle ybounde!
O feyned woman, al that may confounded
Vertu and innocence, thurgh thy malice,
Is bred in the, as rest of every vice!.”

(The Man of Law’s Tale, II 358-64)



In describing the heathen Sowdanesse Chaucer uses Christian imagery, in particular that of the serpent.
Originating from the biblical tale of the serpent’s temptation of Eve the link between women and
inconstancy was well established in the Middle Ages. Here Chaucer harnesses this concept to add force to
his condemnation of the Sultan’s mother. The Sultan’s mother is a hyperbolic, grotesque portrait of the evil
woman but many anxieties in male attitudes towards females which are taken to the extreme here do infect
portrayals of other women with The Canterbury Tales. In the portrait of the Prioress in the General
Prologue Chaucer mocks her prioritization of material concern over a sense of her ecclesiastical duty.
Furthermore, in a number of the tales attractive women are portrayed as the cause of men’s downfall and,
as such, are linked with Eve and contemporary preconceptions of womankind. Chaucer doesn’t appear to
dissent against prevailing attitudes towards women of his time. His women are either, like Emily and
Custance, fairy-tale princesses - ciphers who exist for narrative purposes or, like the Sultan’s mother and,
to a lesser extent the Wife of Bath, renderings of contemporary suspicions regarding the corrupting power
of the female.

Of course, there are stories within The Canterbury Tales where women are conspicuous by their absence.
Can these tales illuminate any further our understanding of Chaucer’s sexual politics? In The Pardoner’s
Tale of the three revellers and their search for Death women are utterly absent. The acquisition of wealth
replaces the goal of sex (or marriage) with a beautiful woman as the driving force behind the quest.  The
fact that this particular story is told by the Pardoner presents this transfer from sex to wealth as somewhat
perverted. The Pardoner’s sexuality is problematized by conflicting reports of him from the General
Prologue and what he says about himself in the Prologue to his Tale. Chaucer, in the General Prologue
hints at a possible homosexual relationship between the Pardoner and the Summoner and certainly
questions the Pardoner’s sexual development:

“No berd hadde he, ne nevere sholde have
As smothe it was as it were late shave.
I trow he were a gelding or a mare.”

(The General Prologue, I 689-91)

The Pardoner, nevertheless, when called upon to tell his tale, is enthusiastic to convey to his audience just
what a rampant heterosexual he is:

“Nay I wol drynke licour of the vyne
And have a joly wench in every toun.”

(The Pardoner’s Prologue,  VI 452-53)

It is significant that the Pardoner, a character in a strange sexual limbo, should recite a tale in which the
common male/female relationship motif is dropped in favour of a more literal treasure hunt. The more
obviously male pilgrims are allowed to tell tales of courtly romance or rustic rumpy-pumpy thus
establishing the heterosexual quest as the norm. The General Prologue and The Pardoner’s Prologue
establish the Pardoner as sexually and socially abnormal. It is therefore natural that the reader should be
suspicious of the lack of sexuality from his Tale and accept images of heterosexual interaction in other
tales as normal.

Any assessment of the women of The Canterbury Tales cannot be confined to the individuals that populate
the tales, we must also examine female constructs among the pilgrims. Certainly, if there is one female
presence within The Canterbury Tales that has captivated critical attention it is the Wife of Bath. The Wife
of Bath’s Tale is significant because it represents a sexual role reversal in relation to the rest of The
Canterbury Tales. We have a female narrator telling of a world inhabited by female characters. Indeed, the



knight’s position is an ironic inversion of the plight of Emily or Custance. The knight discovers that he is
the goal of the quest, aptly affirming that the answer to what women want is sovereignty within a
relationship. Nevertheless, we can not accept The Wife of Bath’s Tale as a declaration of the poet’s
revolutionarily progressive sexual politics because, as in the example of the Pardoner, the reader
appreciates that Chaucer ensures that the tale is appropriate to the teller. It is perfectly natural that the oft-
married and gat-toothed wife should want to tell a tale asserting the importance of the woman being
empowered in a relationship. Still, this Tale does foreground the key concept of ‘sovereignty’. Whilst the
Wife wishes that sovereignty lay with the women, I will suggest in my concluding paragraphs that in The
Canterbury Tales sovereignty is proven to exist outside of gender politics – in the hands of the storyteller.

The Wife of Bath’s Tale is the only tale in the sequence where the predominant sexual structure of the work
is subverted and women are seen to be empowered. Others might argue that the womenfolk of the likes of
The Miller’s Tale and The Merchant’s Tale are empowered to an extent in their volition to act adulterously
and cuckold. However, I would contend that these women are still imprisoned by the masculinity of their
context. The tellers of their tales set out expressly to construct risqué and sexual farcical tales, thus their
women exist on a purely sexual level. Ironically, it is when women are allowed a degree of agency and
means of self-fashioning that they are presented in their most negative light. In the Man of Law’s Tale we
have the Sultan’s mother plotting to murder the Christian envoy an, of course, the Wife of Bath, who, in
her Prologue, is allowed to reveal her promiscuity and other failures to match the medieval ideal of
woman.

Elaine Tuttle Hansen claims, “I hear not a swelling of female voices entering the text and speaking for and
about themselves, but something of a monotone making known both feminine absence and masculine
identity.”3 Certainly I believe that in a number of the tales women offer a loss of identity both to the
menfolk and the power of the story as well as often being denied a voice. However, I am wary that the
majority of writing on Chaucer’s women seems to be done by critics with overtly feminist agendas, who
attempt to guess the poet’s sexual politics or somehow position him within a feminist tradition. My
contention is that just as Emily and Custance are little more than plot devices, losing their female identities
to the more pressing concern of the stories they inhabit, concerns regarding gender politics in The
Canterbury Tales are secondary to the politics of storytelling.

Attempting to derive from The Canterbury Tales a coherent sense of Chaucer’s sexual politics is
problematic. Chaucer’s representation of women shows a blurring between an idealised image of woman,
Emily or Custance, and anti-feminist medieval attitudes towards females, the Sowdanesse and the Wife of
Bath. In The Canterbury Tales we find that the very notion of ‘womanhood’ is unstable. It appears to
signify both the ideal of the improbably beautiful, chaste, would-be bride and simultaneously the inconstant
and potentially adulterous daughter of Eve. I would argue that despite his frequent bawdiness and
undoubted narrative interest in sexual relations Chaucer’s sexual politics are, if anything, rather
conservative. He denies potentially interesting heroines self-expression and is happy to tap into existing
mistrust of female motives.

I think what emerges most coherently from The Canterbury Tales, regardless of gender, is the importance
of having a voice; the ‘sovereignty of the storyteller’ if you will. Pilgrims are often at pains to keep the
attention of their audience as they realise that to influence others one must have opportunity for expression.
One level on which men and women are equal in The Canterbury Tales is their ability to damn themselves
with their own words. In Prologues that can be read as literary confessions that Wife of Bath and the
Pardoner achieve this with aplomb. Chaucer thus ironically demonstrates that empowerment derives from
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expression and authorship and therefore ultimately reinforces his own position as master craftsman of the
enter work, the storyteller and portrait artist in chief.
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