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ABSTRACT 

Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales presents a rich 
tapestry of medieval society through its diverse array of 
narratives. This paper examines The Knight’s Tale and The 
Miller’s Tale, two markedly different stories that reflect 
contrasting perspectives on class, power, and human folly. 
The Knight’s Tale upholds the ideals of chivalry, courtly 
love, and divine fate, portraying nobility through a lens of 
honor and duty. In contrast, The Miller’s Tale, a bawdy 
fabliau, subverts these ideals through satire, irreverence, 
and social inversion. By juxtaposing these two tales, 
Chaucer offers a critique of both aristocratic and common 
life, revealing the fluid nature of social hierarchies and the 
enduring power of wit over status. This study explores how 
Chaucer employs genre, language, and character dynamics 
to highlight tensions between social expectation and 
personal ambition, ultimately demonstrating his nuanced 
engagement with medieval social structures. 
Keywords: Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales, 
Chivalry and Satire, Social Hierarchy, Fabliau and Courtly 
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INTRODUCTION 

Geoffery Chaucer: A Background 

Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343–1400) is widely regarded as one of 
the most influential poets of the late medieval period, known for 
his innovative use of Middle English at a time when Latin and 
French dominated literary and courtly circles (Pearsall, 1992). 
Born into a family with trade connections, he benefited from court 
patronage and diplomatic engagements that allowed him to travel 
extensively. Through these experiences, Chaucer absorbed diverse 
literary traditions—from French courtly poetry to Italian humanist 
works by Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio—fusing them into a 
distinctly English literary style. These cross-cultural encounters 
also enriched his understanding of social hierarchies, religious 
customs, and political structures, all of which permeate his 
writings. 

The late medieval period, spanning the 14th to the early 15th 
century, was marked by significant social upheavals: the Black 
Death (1347–1351), intermittent warfare such as the Hundred 
Years’ War (1337–1453), and growing dissatisfaction with 
ecclesiastical corruption (Pearsall, 1992). In England, these 
pressures birthed both societal turmoil and cultural vitality. 
Widespread labor shortages after the plague led to tensions 
between peasantry and nobility, and a rising merchant class began 
to reshape class dynamics. At the same time, literacy rates were 
gradually increasing beyond the clergy and nobility, paving the 
way for more vernacular works to be read and shared. 

Chaucer’s life unfolded within this vibrant and shifting 
landscape, enabling him to capture a cross-section of late medieval 
society in his works. Employed as a courtier, diplomat, and civil 
servant, he interacted with nobility, clergy, merchants, and 
commoners alike. This unique vantage point gave him firsthand 
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insight into the moral and social tensions of the age (Pearsall, 
1992). Consequently, when Chaucer began composing his 
poetry—including The Canterbury Tales—he drew upon these 
varied social experiences, infusing his narratives with a depth and 
realism that resonated strongly with contemporary and later 
audiences. 

The Canterbury Tales as a Literary Milestone in Middle 
English 

The Canterbury Tales, composed primarily in the last decade of 
the 14th century, stands as a monumental achievement that 
popularized Middle English for sophisticated literary expression 
(Benson, 1987). While earlier writers such as the “Pearl Poet” had 
used Middle English, Chaucer’s work captured a far broader 
audience, solidifying the language’s literary legitimacy. The poetic 
form and vernacular style were revolutionary, given that Latin and 
French still dominated clerical and aristocratic literature in 
England. Chaucer’s success in writing entertaining, morally 
probing, and linguistically rich stories in English was a turning 
point that paved the way for future writers like William Langland 
and, centuries later, William Shakespeare. 

Beyond the choice of language, The Canterbury Tales 
exemplifies Chaucer’s keen ability to weave multiple genres—
romance, fabliau, moral exemplum, saint’s life—into a unified 
framework (Cooper, 1996). The text’s poetic structure, 
characterized by rhyming couplets in iambic pentameter, 
highlights Chaucer’s artistry in balancing colloquial language with 
elegant verse. Each pilgrim’s tale showcases a distinct narrative 
voice and rhetorical style, reflecting both the storyteller’s social 
standing and personal worldview. By melding these stylistic 
elements, Chaucer enriched the literary tradition, demonstrating 
that English was equally capable of capturing nuanced characters 
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and complex moral debates. 

Scholars continue to laud the collection as a literary milestone 
because it mirrors the evolving cultural tapestry of late medieval 
England while maintaining a timeless appeal. The intense scholarly 
engagement—from historicist interpretations analyzing medieval 
social structures, to modern theoretical readings employing 
feminist or psychoanalytic perspectives—underscores its enduring 
resonance (Bloom, 2008). As such, The Canterbury Tales remains 
a cornerstone of the English literary canon, providing valuable 
insight into the language’s development and the multifaceted 
concerns of a society on the cusp of the Renaissance. 

Chaucer’s Use of the Pilgrimage Framework 

One of the most distinctive features of The Canterbury Tales is 
its framing device: a pilgrimage to the shrine of Saint Thomas 
Becket at Canterbury Cathedral. In medieval Europe, pilgrimage 
was both a religious duty and a cultural phenomenon, drawing 
individuals from diverse social ranks under a shared spiritual goal 
(Cooper, 1996). Chaucer leverages this popular practice, using the 
pilgrimage motif as a narrative vehicle to bring together an eclectic 
mix of pilgrims—knights, clerics, tradespeople, and more—on a 
common journey. This setting offers a plausible reason for their 
interactions and the storytelling contest that ensues, ensuring that 
various tales, each with its own genre and moral orientation, can 
coexist within a single overarching plot. 

The pilgrimage framework not only justifies the assembly of 
diverse voices but also highlights Chaucer’s astute social 
observation. The structure allows for the satire of religious figures 
like the Pardoner and the Summoner, the disruption of social 
hierarchies by the Miller, and the idealized vision of the chivalric 
class presented by the Knight (Benson, 1987). This unity-within-
diversity concept mirrors the medieval notion of the “body politic,” 
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wherein different estates performed distinct roles to maintain social 
equilibrium. In Chaucer’s fictional pilgrimage, every pilgrim is a 
microcosm of a specific societal role, weaving together a tapestry 
of perspectives on morality, religion, and daily life. 

The debate over whether The Canterbury Tales is truly unified 
or intentionally fragmented has fostered rich scholarly discussions. 
On one hand, the pilgrimage setting provides a unifying motif—an 
overarching reason for all these stories to be told in sequence. On 
the other hand, the work is famously incomplete, with some 
planned tales either missing or abruptly concluded, leaving 
questions about Chaucer’s final intentions (Robertson, 2001). 
Nevertheless, the pilgrimage paradigm remains central to 
understanding the collection. It underscores the thematic diversity 
of the tales while offering a coherent framework within which 
Chaucer can explore issues of social class, personal virtue, and 
narrative artistry. 

I. CHAPTER ONE: THE KNIGHT’S TALE 

The Knight’s Tale opens The Canterbury Tales, establishing a 
tone of nobility and high romance that reflects Chaucer’s intent to 
showcase a lofty narrative style before delving into the broader 
social tapestry of his work. While the text is set in a mythic version 
of ancient Greece, it is profoundly shaped by medieval ideals of 
chivalry, courtly love, and classical mythology. Chaucer likely 
drew direct inspiration from Giovanni Boccaccio’s Teseida, 
adapting its source material to medieval sensibilities and infusing 
it with distinctly English elements of chivalric ceremony (Benson, 
1987; Cooper, 1996). 

The setting revolves around Duke Theseus of Athens, who 
subdues the city of Thebes and captures two knights, Palamon and 
Arcite. Though the environment is ostensibly “classical,” Chaucer 
reimagines ancient Greek deities—Mars, Venus, and Diana—in a 
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manner that resonates with his late medieval audience’s 
understanding of fate, love, and chastity (Cooper, 1996). This 
fusion of classical motifs with medieval cultural frameworks is a 
hallmark of The Knight’s Tale, reflecting the literary practice of 
“Christianized classicism” common during the period. 

Palamon and Arcite, as noble Theban cousins, initially share a 
deep bond forged in warfare and captivity. Their imprisonment in 
Athens becomes the crucible in which their brotherly loyalty is 
tested. Both knights first glimpse the beautiful Emily (or Emelye) 
in a garden near the prison window. This chance sighting kindles 
an immediate and profound devotion in each man’s heart, radically 
shifting the narrative from a tale of martial conquest to one 
centered on romantic rivalry (Aers, 1986). Palamon interprets his 
love for Emily as a near-holy calling, while Arcite’s approach is 
more pragmatic but no less intense. 

Emily, meanwhile, functions as the pivotal figure whose 
presence propels the tale’s central conflict. Although she occupies 
the role of an idealized lady in the tradition of courtly love, she 
rarely speaks or exercises substantial agency over her fate. 
Medieval romances frequently elevated women to symbolic 
figures of virtue or objects of devotion, and Chaucer adheres to—
and slightly questions—this convention by emphasizing Emily’s 
lack of direct influence over the unfolding events (Benson, 1987). 
Through Emily, Chaucer invites the audience to consider the 
constraints placed on women within chivalric culture. 

Duke Theseus’s decision to stage a grand tournament to 
determine which knight may rightfully marry Emily underscores 
the structured theatricality of chivalric life. Theseus embodies the 
archetype of the just and compassionate ruler, imposing rules to 
maintain order and limit unnecessary bloodshed. Each knight, 
aided by wealthy patrons and supporters, prepares for this epic 
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clash, while Chaucer devotes significant narrative space to 
describing the elaborate lists, temples, and ceremonies constructed 
for the event (Pearsall, 1992). This emphasis on spectacle and ritual 
reflects the medieval romance genre’s delight in pageantry and 
public affirmation of social hierarchies. 

The role of the gods—Mars, Venus, and Diana—further 
complicates the knights’ competition, illustrating how medieval 
audiences conceived destiny as influenced by supernatural forces 
(Cooper, 1996). Palamon, true to his character, prays to Venus for 
success in love, while Arcite petitions Mars for triumph in battle. 
Emily prays to Diana, seeking to preserve her chastity. Chaucer 
thus dramatizes the tension between individual longing and cosmic 
will, a recurring theme in medieval thought. Despite Arcite’s 
ultimate victory in the tournament, he is abruptly struck down by a 
fatal accident—an event that highlights the precariousness of 
human endeavors under the sway of fortune. 

Before succumbing to his mortal injury, Arcite reconciles with 
Palamon, endorsing his cousin’s devotion and effectively granting 
him the right to wed Emily. This poignant moment underscores the 
interplay of tragedy and romance that characterizes The Knight’s 
Tale: triumph and sorrow, earthly love and divine decree, all 
intersect in the final resolution (Benson, 1987). Palamon’s union 
with Emily, bittersweet in light of Arcite’s death, reinforces the 
unpredictability of fate. It also suggests that honor and fellowship, 
though tested by rivalry, ultimately endure when tempered by 
humility and forgiveness. 

In summation, The Knight’s Tale operates on multiple levels: it 
serves as an homage to the medieval chivalric romance tradition, 
showcases Chaucer’s deft adaptation of classical sources, and 
foregrounds themes of friendship, love, and fate against a backdrop 
of courtly spectacle (Aers, 1986; Pearsall, 1992). The intricate 
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interplay among these elements illustrates Chaucer’s literary 
genius, setting an elevated tone for the remainder of The 
Canterbury Tales. By fusing grand tournaments, philosophical 
reflections on destiny, and nuanced depictions of medieval social 
structures, The Knight’s Tale offers a rich tapestry that continues 
to captivate scholars and readers alike. 

Main Characters 

Palamon 

Palamon is introduced as one of the two Theban knights 
captured by Duke Theseus following the conflict with Thebes. 
Along with his cousin Arcite, he is taken prisoner and confined in 
a tower overlooking a garden. Although The Knight’s Tale is set 
against a classical backdrop, Palamon’s experience is a 
quintessentially medieval one: he is an aristocratic warrior subject 
to the higher authority of Theseus and the unpredictable nature of 
fortune (Cooper, 1996). 

Characterized by his deep emotional and almost spiritual 
devotion to Emily, Palamon represents the courtly lover par 
excellence. He beholds Emily from the prison window and 
interprets his sudden infatuation as a sign of destiny or divine 
intervention (Benson, 1987). His reverence for love is somewhat 
idealistic; he regards Emily as a near-saintly figure, illustrating the 
medieval tradition of ennobling love wherein knights envision their 
beloved as a moral and inspirational guide. 

Despite being gentle in his romantic devotion, Palamon remains 
a capable knight tied to the chivalric code. His rivalry with Arcite 
emerges from genuine devotion, yet it also reveals the tensions 
chivalric warriors face between brotherhood and personal desire 
(Aers, 1986). This tension comes to a head during the grand 
tournament Theseus organizes; Palamon’s prayers to Venus 
underscore his commitment to love as a higher cause, 
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distinguishing him from Arcite, who seeks Mars’s favor for martial 
triumph. 

Arcite 

Arcite is Palamon’s cousin and close companion, also taken 
captive by Theseus. Unlike Palamon, however, Arcite manages to 
secure his freedom early in the story through the intercession of a 
friend at the Athenian court (Cooper, 1996). This freedom, 
however, proves bittersweet. He can no longer remain openly in 
Athens to admire Emily, so he disguises himself and returns 
incognito, effectively swapping physical captivity for a form of 
emotional imprisonment. 

More pragmatic and forthright than Palamon, Arcite prays to 
Mars, the god of war, once it is clear that both he and his cousin 
are competing for Emily’s affection (Benson, 1987). His 
inclination towards direct action contrasts with Palamon’s 
devotional intensity. Arcite’s willingness to risk his newfound 
liberty—and ultimately his life—to win Emily speaks to his 
determination and underscores Chaucer’s broader commentary on 
how intense desire can override prudence. 

Arcite’s final victory in the tournament is short-lived, as he 
suffers a fatal accident before he can fully claim his prize. On his 
deathbed, Arcite relinquishes Emily to Palamon, reconciling with 
his cousin and underscoring the tragic irony of fate. His abrupt end 
encapsulates one of the tale’s core themes: even the most valiant 
deeds and carefully laid plans are subject to the caprice of fortune, 
a sentiment deeply rooted in medieval cultural and literary 
consciousness (Aers, 1986). 

Emily 

Emily, often spelled “Emelye,” is the central female figure of 
The Knight’s Tale. She resides in Theseus’s household and is first 
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seen by Palamon and Arcite while they are imprisoned. Although 
she appears largely as an object of male desire, Emily’s presence 
is nonetheless integral: she embodies the idealized lady of courtly 
love tradition, admired for her beauty and virtue (Pearsall, 1992). 

Despite being the impetus for the knights’ rivalry, Emily’s 
agency within the narrative is notably constrained. Medieval 
romance frequently positions noblewomen as the personifications 
of grace or spiritual inspiration, rather than autonomous decision-
makers (Cooper, 1996). Emily’s reluctance to marry—voiced in 
her prayer to Diana—highlights her personal wishes, yet social 
pressures and Theseus’s eventual decree guide her fate more than 
her own volition. 

Emily’s character thus invites reflection on broader medieval 
gender norms. Even as she occupies a revered place in the knights’ 
imaginations, her role in deciding her future remains limited by 
paternalistic structures. This dynamic underscores Chaucer’s 
nuanced portrayal of women in The Canterbury Tales: while 
revered as symbols of purity and courtly love, they often remain 
peripheral to the machinations of male ambition and social 
hierarchies (Aers, 1986). 

Duke Theseus 

Duke Theseus is the authoritative figure who governs the 
narrative’s political and social framework. Renowned for his 
military conquests and administrative wisdom, Theseus represents 
the ideal medieval ruler: just, chivalrous, and attentive to the well-
being of his subjects (Cooper, 1996). His earlier subjugation of 
Thebes demonstrates his martial prowess, but he tempers his power 
with a sense of responsibility and ethical judgment. 

As the orchestrator of the grand tournament, Theseus embodies 
the medieval archetype of a magnanimous lord who turns potential 
chaos into orderly spectacle (Benson, 1987). Instead of allowing 



Ja
nu

ar
y 

- 2
02

5
 

 

 

114 

Palamon and Arcite to battle to the death, he imposes structured 
rules and public ceremonies, both to protect honor and to avoid 
unnecessary bloodshed. In so doing, he upholds the chivalric ideal 
that celebrates valor but also demands fairness and mercy. 

Theseus’s interventions underscore the tale’s fascination with 
governance, revealing how strong leadership can harmonize 
disparate social forces and personal ambitions. He resolves the 
knights’ rivalry in a manner that respects chivalric norms, yet his 
solution still relies on the underlying assumption that Emily is a 
“prize” to be awarded (Aers, 1986). Through Theseus, Chaucer 
illustrates the complexities of medieval rulership: powerful, 
ostensibly benevolent, but still reflective of social inequalities in 
which individual desires, particularly those of women, are 
subordinated to collective order. 

Key Themes 

1. Chivalric Honor and Courtly Love 

A dominant theme in The Knight’s Tale is the intertwining of 
chivalric honor with the conventions of courtly love. Palamon and 
Arcite uphold the chivalric code by valuing loyalty, courage, and 
respect for noble lineage, yet both are consumed by romantic 
passion for Emily. This conflict reveals how the knightly pursuit of 
honor often intersects—and sometimes clashes—with personal 
desire (Cooper, 1996). While they strive to prove their valor in the 
grand tournament, their ultimate goal remains winning Emily’s 
favor, underscoring the medieval notion that martial prowess and 
courtly devotion were not merely separate ideals but mutually 
reinforcing aspects of noble identity. 

2. Fate vs. Free Will 

Underlying the knights’ struggle is the tension between 
predetermined destiny and individual agency. As Arcite and 



Ja
nu

ar
y 

- 2
02

5
 

 

 

115 

Palamon pray to classical gods—Mars and Venus, respectively—
they explicitly acknowledge that higher forces may govern the 
outcome of their contest (Benson, 1987). Chaucer thus highlights 
a key medieval concern: whether human effort can meaningfully 
alter a divinely ordained plan or astral influence. The notion that 
Arcite’s death results from a freak accident—despite his apparent 
victory—further questions the reliability of mortal designs against 
the unpredictability of fortune, aligning with the broader medieval 
tradition of contemplating the “wheel of fortune” and cosmic 
unpredictability (Cooper, 1996). 

3. Friendship and Rivalry 

The relationship between Palamon and Arcite evolves from 
brotherly camaraderie to fierce rivalry once they both fall in love 
with Emily. Their bond, initially forged in captivity, deteriorates 
into open hostility fueled by jealousy and romantic obsession 
(Aers, 1986). This shift highlights the fragility of human alliances 
when confronted with competing desires. However, Chaucer also 
provides a measure of reconciliation at the end through Arcite’s 
deathbed acknowledgment of Palamon’s rightful claim. This 
outcome suggests that genuine knightly brotherhood can endure, 
albeit tragically, when tempered by humility and a willingness to 
relinquish personal pride. 

4. The Role of Women in Medieval Society 

Emily symbolizes the idealized lady central to the courtly love 
tradition. While Palamon and Arcite project their visions of purity 
and desirability onto her, Emily herself exercises minimal agency 
in choosing her fate (Pearsall, 1992). Her prayers to Diana reveal 
her preference for remaining unwed, yet her fate ultimately hinges 
on the knights’ competition and Duke Theseus’s commands. 
Through Emily’s constrained role, Chaucer reflects broader 
medieval attitudes in which noblewomen were often positioned as 
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treasured, almost sacred objects of devotion, rather than 
autonomous actors within aristocratic society. Critically, this 
dynamic invites reflection on how female characters in medieval 
romance can simultaneously embody lofty ideals and systemic 
limitations. 

5. The Nature of Nobility and Governance 

Duke Theseus, presiding over Athens and orchestrating the 
tournament, serves as a model of medieval kingship or lordship: he 
is just, merciful, and mindful of social order (Cooper, 1996). His 
initial victory against Thebes affirms the supremacy of Athens, 
while his carefully staged tournament provides a structured 
environment for chivalric display. By depicting Theseus as a 
benevolent yet firm ruler, Chaucer presents an image of nobility 
that aligns with the period’s ideal of a balanced leader: one who 
enforces the law yet remains attuned to moral and ethical 
considerations. This thematic emphasis on wise governance 
mirrors the medieval fascination with the rightful exercise of power 
and the potential for harmony under a judicious monarch. 

Literary Elements 

1. Hybridization of Classical and Medieval Motifs 

A striking literary feature of The Knight’s Tale is Chaucer’s 
blending of classical elements—such as Greek gods and a mythic 
Athenian setting—with the distinctly medieval practices of 
chivalry and courtly love (Benson, 1987). This fusion creates an 
almost timeless sphere where ancient deities coexist with feudal 
social structures. While the characters address Mars, Venus, and 
Diana, they do so in ways reminiscent of Christian prayer, 
highlighting Chaucer’s tendency to adapt classical material to fit 
medieval cultural frameworks. 

2. Narrative Structure and Poetic Form 
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Chaucer employs iambic pentameter couplets, a relatively new 
poetic form in his time, which would later become a mainstay of 
English verse (Pearsall, 1992). The tale’s structure follows a linear 
narrative, but interspersed with descriptive passages that lavishly 
depict temples, heraldic designs, and ceremonial displays. These 
digressions serve not only as aesthetic flourishes but also as means 
to deepen thematic resonance. By pausing the plot to detail the 
tournament’s preparation, Chaucer immerses his audience in a rich 
tapestry of chivalric culture, ensuring that the spectacle and gravity 
of the knights’ contest remain at the forefront of the reader’s 
imagination. 

3. Characterization and Psychological Depth 

While medieval romances often prioritize archetypes over 
nuanced psychology, Chaucer’s characters possess a distinctive 
realism. Palamon’s contemplative devotion contrasts with Arcite’s 
decisive, pragmatic approach, illustrating their individualized 
responses to the same emotional stimulus—love for Emily 
(Cooper, 1996). Even Theseus, often regarded as a mere authority 
figure, exhibits statesmanship and empathy, particularly in how he 
orchestrates the tournament. Although Emily’s agency remains 
limited, Chaucer still offers glimpses of her inner world through 
her prayer to Diana, suggesting that her subdued role stems more 
from the constraints of chivalric convention than from a lack of 
emotional complexity. 

4. Symbolism and Allegorical Elements 

The temples of Mars, Venus, and Diana are laden with symbolic 
imagery that foregrounds the central themes of warfare, love, and 
chastity. Decorated with depictions of violence, desire, and purity, 
these temples manifest the spiritual or cosmic forces believed to 
govern the mortal realm (Pearsall, 1992). Moreover, the knights’ 
prayers highlight how each character aligns with a different facet 
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of human experience—Martial ambition, romantic devotion, and 
reluctant chastity. This interplay of symbol and narrative 
underscores Chaucer’s interest in how personal motives intersect 
with grand, often allegorical frameworks. 

5. Elevated Tone and Courtly Language 

Lastly, the tale’s elevated tone, befitting its placement as the 
opening of The Canterbury Tales, contrasts sharply with the 
earthiness and humor found in subsequent stories like The Miller’s 
Tale. By beginning with The Knight’s Tale, Chaucer foregrounds 
a polished, courtly style that celebrates valor, beauty, and 
aristocratic ritual. This stylistic choice not only showcases his 
mastery of various poetic registers but also sets a high literary 
precedent that later tales will subvert or challenge (Aers, 1986). 
The grandiose language, formal addresses, and ceremonial 
descriptions immerse readers in a rarified world, reflecting the 
social stratum from which the Knight emerges and the ideals he 
embodies. 

Critical Interpretations 

Scholarly attention to The Knight’s Tale often centers on the 
tension between its apparent romantic ideals and the undercurrent 
of tragedy embedded in the narrative. Early critics, such as Derek 
Pearsall (1992), emphasized the tale’s adherence to the chivalric 
romance model: it showcases noble characters who seek honor, 
love, and divine favor in a quasi-classical setting. Yet beneath the 
pageantry of tournaments and devout prayers, there persists a 
somber meditation on human vulnerability. For instance, Arcite’s 
untimely demise, despite winning Emily’s hand, invites reflection 
on the seeming futility of human endeavors in the face of fate. 

Another prominent line of inquiry explores Chaucer’s 
adaptation of classical sources within a medieval framework. 
Helen Cooper (1996) notes how Chaucer borrows story elements 
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from Giovanni Boccaccio’s Teseida but reshapes them to align 
with the chivalric and courtly love conventions familiar to his 
English audience. Critics argue that by fusing pagan gods like 
Mars, Venus, and Diana with medieval sensibilities of 
predestination, Chaucer engages both classical and Christian 
philosophies. This intermingling underscores The Knight’s Tale’s 
role as a liminal text, one that bridges ancient mythic motifs and 
contemporary medieval concerns about divine providence, moral 
order, and social hierarchy. 

Feminist interpretations have interrogated the limited agency 
afforded to Emily, noting that while she catalyzes the knights’ 
rivalry, she rarely directs the course of events (Aers, 1986). These 
readings suggest that Emily’s role underscores broader patterns of 
women’s marginalization in medieval society, wherein aristocratic 
ladies are cherished as symbols of purity but remain subject to 
male-dominated institutions (Cooper, 1996). Consequently, 
Emily’s constrained voice within the narrative has been viewed as 
a critique—or at least a reflection—of the cultural norms that 
idealized women even as they restricted their power. 

From a theological and philosophical standpoint, critics have 
zeroed in on the narrative’s depiction of fate, fortune, and free will. 
David Aers (1986) emphasizes how Arcite’s sudden, fatal accident 
reveals an unsettling gap between human aspiration and cosmic 
reality. Though both knights meticulously plan and pray for 
victory, the outcome of the tournament ultimately hinges on what 
appears to be random chance. In this respect, The Knight’s Tale 
aligns with medieval beliefs in the “wheel of fortune,” a literary 
motif that captures the precariousness of mortal ambitions. The 
tension between divine sovereignty and human striving thus 
remains a focal point of scholarly debate. 

More recent interpretations highlight The Knight’s Tale as a 
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deliberately ironic choice to open The Canterbury Tales. By 
beginning with a grand tale of noble deeds, Chaucer establishes a 
high cultural standard that is promptly undercut by the bawdy 
Miller’s Tale and the ensuing realistic and comic stories (Benson, 
1987). This structural juxtaposition suggests Chaucer’s broader 
commentary on the diverse social fabric of his time, as well as his 
literary dexterity in navigating both lofty and earthy modes of 
storytelling. In sum, critical evaluations of The Knight’s Tale 
consistently underscore its complex engagement with chivalric 
ideals, gender roles, and questions of destiny—marking it as a 
linchpin in any study of Chaucer’s oeuvre. 

Conclusion 

In sum, The Knight’s Tale inaugurates The Canterbury Tales 
with a grand vision of chivalric ideals, romantic devotion, and 
cosmic uncertainty. Chaucer weaves together a medieval 
adaptation of classical motifs, emphasizing the cultural tension 
between fate and free will, as well as the social codes that governed 
nobility and courtly love. Palamon and Arcite’s rivalry lays bare 
the human cost of competing loyalties—friendship versus 
passionate desire—while Emily’s constrained position underscores 
how women’s roles were shaped (and often limited) by patriarchal 
values. Through its rich tapestry of ceremonial pageantry, divine 
intervention, and personal strife, the tale illuminates both the allure 
and fragility of high chivalric aspirations. 

At the heart of this narrative lies the question of how individuals 
navigate the gap between personal ambition and the broader 
forces—be they societal or divine—that govern medieval life. 
Despite the martial drama and romantic overtones, The Knight’s 
Tale is tinged with melancholy, culminating in Arcite’s tragic, 
accidental death. Chaucer’s deft blending of pageantry and pathos 
reveals that, for all its external splendor, chivalric society is still 
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subject to the mercurial whims of fortune (Benson, 1987). This 
tension sets the stage for a collection of tales that will similarly 
probe the complexities of social roles and human desires. 

As modern scholarship has shown, Chaucer’s first tale is both a 
tribute to the lofty tradition of courtly romance and a subtle 
commentary on the instability embedded within it (Aers, 1986; 
Cooper, 1996; Pearsall, 1992). By placing it at the forefront of The 
Canterbury Tales, Chaucer offers readers an exemplary model of 
noble conduct—only to have it subverted, challenged, or parodied 
in subsequent tales. The Knight’s Tale thus serves as a foundational 
text for understanding Chaucer’s literary aims: to depict the 
breadth of medieval society in all its grandeur and all its failings, 
and to explore how questions of love, honor, and destiny 
reverberate across different walks of life. 

II. CHAPTER TWO: THE MILLER’S TALE 

The Miller’s Tale is the second story in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The 
Canterbury Tales, following immediately after the lofty chivalric 
narrative of The Knight’s Tale. This abrupt shift in tone—from the 
refined world of knights and courtly love to a bawdy, comedic 
world of tricksters and gullible husbands—epitomizes Chaucer’s 
satirical approach to social hierarchy. In the overarching 
pilgrimage framework, the Miller insistently interjects his story out 
of turn, thereby challenging the Host’s intended ordering and the 
expectations set by the Knight’s dignified tale (Benson, 1987). The 
Miller’s personal characteristics—coarse humor, drunken 
behavior, and candid irreverence—shape the tone of his narrative, 
which is classified within the fabliau tradition. 

In medieval literary culture, fabliaux were short, often bawdy 
tales that tended to mock social norms and celebrate cunning over 
virtue (Cooper, 1996). By placing a fabliau immediately after a 
romance, Chaucer showcases his willingness to juxtapose distinct 
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genres for dramatic and comedic effect. The Miller’s Tale stands 
as one of the earliest and most notable examples of fabliau in 
English literature, featuring earthy humor, sexually charged plots, 
and characters drawn from common, rather than aristocratic, life. 
This thematic and stylistic contrast underscores Chaucer’s broader 
project of capturing the full range of social strata and human 
experiences. 

The principal characters—John, a carpenter; Alison, his much 
younger wife; Nicholas, a cunning scholar; and Absolon, a foppish 
parish clerk—bring the comedic tensions of small-town life into 
sharp relief (Benson, 1987). John is portrayed as overly possessive, 
paranoid about Alison’s fidelity, and susceptible to gullibility. 
Alison, in turn, is spirited and clever, finding ways to indulge her 
desire for Nicholas while navigating her husband’s jealous 
watchfulness. Nicholas, a lodger in John’s household, orchestrates 
an elaborate ruse to sleep with Alison without arousing John’s 
suspicion, exploiting both John’s superstition and Alison’s 
willingness to join in the deception. 

Absolon serves as a counterpoint to Nicholas, pining for Alison 
through song and courtly gestures that fit poorly in the mundane 
setting of a carpenter’s home. Chaucer uses Absolon’s romantic 
posturing to satirize the conventions of courtly love, transferring 
them into a context where they appear absurd and ineffectual 
(Cooper, 1996). This comedic misalignment is central to the 
fabliau’s humor: while Absolon attempts an elegant seduction, 
Alison and Nicholas brazenly manipulate events for their own 
amusement and gratification. 

The central prank occurs when Nicholas convinces John that a 
catastrophic flood is imminent, persuading him to suspend tubs 
from the rafters to save themselves from doom. As John dozes in 
his tub, Nicholas and Alison seize the opportunity to consummate 
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their affair. Absolon’s ill-fated attempt to secure a midnight kiss 
from Alison leads to a series of mishaps, concluding with 
Nicholas’s painful comeuppance—and John’s public humiliation. 
This chaotic finale epitomizes the fabliau tradition’s commitment 
to subverting social norms and celebrating clever trickery (Pearsall, 
1992). Through The Miller’s Tale, Chaucer not only injects ribald 
humor into The Canterbury Tales but also critiques the illusions of 
romantic idealism and reveals the extent to which human folly can 
be both pitiable and uproariously comic. 

Main Characters of The Miller’s Tale 

1.  John the Carpenter 

John is introduced as an older, somewhat overprotective 
husband who has married a much younger wife, Alison. Described 
by Chaucer as a man who is deeply jealous and suspicious, John’s 
overwhelming concern is to guard Alison’s chastity against 
potential suitors (Benson, 1987). His position as a carpenter 
situates him within the working class of medieval society, marking 
a stark departure from the aristocratic backdrop of The Knight’s 
Tale. 

John’s defining characteristic is his gullibility. He is easily 
swayed by Nicholas’s prophecies of an impending deluge, a ruse 
that the young scholar devises to gain uninterrupted access to 
Alison. John’s superstitious nature and lack of critical thinking 
allow Nicholas’s elaborate story about a second Great Flood to 
appear credible. His willingness to suspend tubs from the rafters 
illustrates how fear can override logic, particularly when it 
concerns his wife’s perceived vulnerability (Cooper, 1996). 

Ultimately, John’s character functions as the butt of the tale’s 
humor. While he is not malicious, his obsessive protectiveness and 
credulity create the conditions for Nicholas and Alison’s deceitful 
plot. His disastrous fall from the rafters—amid the supposed 
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flood—epitomizes fabliau elements of physical comedy and social 
inversion: a working-class man manipulated and humiliated by 
those he believes he is protecting (Pearsall, 1992). Through John, 
Chaucer underscores how naivety and jealousy can lead to one’s 
downfall, turning him into an unwitting figure of ridicule. 

2. Alison 

Alison is the young wife of John, portrayed as vivacious, 
cunning, and notably more worldly than her older husband 
anticipates. Described by Chaucer in vivid terms, Alison 
symbolizes a sensuality and energy that resonates with the comedic 
tone of The Miller’s Tale. Her attractiveness becomes the focal 
point of both Nicholas’s and Absolon’s romantic (or lustful) 
pursuits (Benson, 1987). 

Unlike the courtly heroines of chivalric romance, Alison is 
neither saintly nor reserved. She actively participates in the 
deception that Nicholas orchestrates, showcasing her autonomy 
and appetite for mischief. This subversion of expected female 
passivity, particularly given the era’s norms, highlights the tale’s 
fabliau genre, where characters often act on immediate desires 
without moral scruple (Cooper, 1996). 

Alison’s role in humiliating both John and Absolon underscores 
her resourcefulness. She deftly navigates between Nicholas’s 
schemes and her husband’s watchful eye, enjoying the thrill of 
clandestine affairs while evading blame. Yet, she remains largely 
uninterested in Absolon’s flowery courtship, finding Nicholas’s 
direct approach more aligned with her own impulses (Pearsall, 
1992). Through Alison, Chaucer lampoons the era’s idealized 
images of female chastity, offering instead a portrayal of a sharp-
witted, pleasure-driven character who manipulates social 
conventions to her advantage. 

3. Nicholas 
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Nicholas the scholar is introduced as a lodger in John’s 
household and the chief architect of the ruse that propels the plot. 
Though he is ostensibly learned—studying astrology and other 
arts—Nicholas’s intellect is channeled into trickery rather than 
high-minded pursuits (Benson, 1987). His primary motivation is to 
spend time alone with Alison, revealing a character guided by 
opportunism rather than moral or spiritual values. 

True to the fabliau tradition, Nicholas exemplifies the cunning 
trickster archetype. He convinces John of an impending biblical 
flood by expertly blending religious allusions and scientific 
references, exploiting John’s faith and gullibility. Nicholas’s 
capacity to dupe John not only testifies to his cleverness but also 
underscores the tale’s satirical treatment of those who place 
uncritical trust in self-proclaimed authorities (Cooper, 1996). 

Nicholas’s eventual comeuppance is both abrupt and comedic. 
In attempting to mock Absolon, he unwittingly becomes the victim 
of a scorching “branding.” This moment highlights Chaucer’s 
penchant for poetic justice within the fabliau genre: the same 
mischievous ingenuity that Nicholas employs to outwit John is 
turned against him in a moment of painful humiliation (Pearsall, 
1992). Despite his setbacks, Nicholas remains a central figure 
driving the plot’s tension and humor, illustrating the theme of 
intellect turned toward self-serving ends. 

4. Absolon 

Absolon is the parish clerk who stands in stark contrast to 
Nicholas. Where Nicholas exudes directness and cunning, Absolon 
embodies an almost parodic version of courtly romance: he 
serenades Alison with songs, lavishes her with gifts, and maintains 
a prim, fastidious demeanor (Benson, 1987). These behaviors 
appear grossly out of place in the earthy, working-class 
environment of a carpenter’s home, amplifying the comedic 
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mismatch that drives the tale’s humor. 

Notable for his vanity, Absolon is excessively concerned with 
personal appearance and social propriety. Yet, his stilted courtship 
is hopelessly inadequate for winning Alison’s affections, 
especially given her preference for Nicholas’s irreverent daring. 
This dynamic highlights The Miller’s Tale’s subversion of courtly 
love traditions. Rather than admire Absolon’s refined gestures, 
Alison and Nicholas ridicule him, finding more appeal in bawdy 
humor and immediate gratification (Cooper, 1996). 

The infamous “window-kissing” scene cements Absolon’s role 
as the tale’s comedic foil. His romantic overtures culminate in an 
embarrassing incident that sees him tricked and humiliated, first by 
Alison and then by Nicholas (Pearsall, 1992). Absolon’s 
misfortunes illustrate how The Miller’s Tale inverts aristocratic 
ideals of love, elevating coarse wit over refined sentiment. His 
predicament underscores Chaucer’s broader critique of pretentious 
suitors and the fragility of social personas that cannot withstand the 
raucous energy of fabliau humor. 

Bawdy Humor and Social Inversion 

Fabliau Tradition 

One of the defining features of The Miller’s Tale is its affiliation 
with the fabliau tradition, a genre of short, comic, and frequently 
bawdy narratives that originated in medieval France (Cooper, 
1996). Fabliaux typically revolve around ordinary, often lower-
class characters who engage in sexual or scatological humor, 
aiming to entertain through crude wit and the undermining of social 
decorum. By transplanting the fabliau into The Canterbury Tales, 
Chaucer underscores his interest in capturing the full spectrum of 
medieval society—from its highest aspirations to its most ribald 
impulses. 
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In fabliaux, the primary driving forces are trickery, deceit, and 
the triumph of cunning over naivety. The Miller’s Tale perfectly 
exemplifies these elements: Nicholas concocts a spectacular ruse 
to outwit John, framing the older carpenter as a comedic dupe 
(Benson, 1987). The essential humor arises from watching self-
assured characters—particularly those concerned about reputation 
or control—embarrass themselves through gullibility or misplaced 
pride. Fabliaux thrive on such inversions, as they lay bare human 
folly for the audience’s amusement. 

Another hallmark of fabliau is its unabashed treatment of sexual 
desire, often depicted in the most direct and unromantic terms. 
Alison’s willingness to engage in a clandestine liaison, Nicholas’s 
cunning pursuit, and Absolon’s hapless courtship collectively strip 
away the veneer of courtly love introduced in The Knight’s Tale. 
Instead, The Miller’s Tale ventures into overtly bawdy episodes, 
such as the notorious “kissing” prank, to punctuate the text with 
outrageous and subversive humor (Pearsall, 1992). Chaucer 
demonstrates that earthly appetites, rather than loftier ideals, can 
be equally compelling engines for narrative. 

Through these bawdy elements, Chaucer draws attention to the 
fragility of class and moral boundaries. While The Knight’s Tale 
upholds aristocratic values of honor, decorum, and courtly love, 
The Miller’s Tale inverts these protocols, bringing them down to 
earth—quite literally, in the case of John’s fall from the rafters 
(Cooper, 1996). This generic shift exhibits the malleability of 
medieval storytelling, wherein authors could oscillate between 
refined and ribald forms to comment on diverse aspects of human 
nature. 

Crucially, Chaucer adapts the fabliau tradition to suit his 
broader commentary on social and moral hypocrisy. Even though 
John ostensibly tries to protect his wife’s chastity, his arrogance 
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and credulity set the stage for his cuckolding. Similarly, Absolon’s 
pretensions to refined affection crumble under the weight of his 
childish pranks and humiliating end. By maintaining the core 
ingredients of fabliau—trickery, sexual farce, and ridiculing the 
proud—Chaucer reaffirms the genre’s capacity for social satire, 
while simultaneously weaving it into a pilgrimage narrative that 
claims to offer moral edification (Benson, 1987). 

Satire of Social Norms 

Placed immediately after The Knight’s Tale, The Miller’s Tale 
works as a stark satire of the chivalric and courtly norms previously 
established. Whereas the Knight presents a vision of noble love, 
divine intervention, and grand tournaments, the Miller introduces 
an irreverent world in which everyday lust and cunning drive the 
plot (Cooper, 1996). This jarring contrast underscores Chaucer’s 
narrative skill: he invites the audience to question whether lofty 
ideals genuinely permeate society or if they merely serve as 
polished fictions masking human appetites. 

The tale’s characters personify this satirical inversion. John, a 
tradesman, lacks the grace and measured conduct of a noble 
Knight, yet he attempts to exert control over his household with an 
authority akin to a feudal lord (Benson, 1987). His failure to 
manage the mischievous Nicholas reveals how social structures 
break down when confronted by raw human cunning. Moreover, 
the very fact that a drunken, lower-class Miller cuts in to tell his 
story out of turn mocks the notion that higher-ranking pilgrims 
(like the Knight) should always hold narrative precedence. 

Absolon, too, becomes a target of satire. His mimicking of 
courtly love—serenades, tokens, and refined manners—is out of 
place and ultimately futile in the mundane environment of a 
carpenter’s home. By subjecting Absolon to a humiliating prank, 
the tale lampoons not just his personal pretensions, but also the 
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overblown, ceremonial expressions of affection that permeated 
chivalric society (Cooper, 1996). Absolon’s downfall thus 
resonates beyond simple slapstick, pointing to the fragility of 
imposing “noble” sentiments on a world uninterested in them. 

In a broader sense, the Miller’s irreverent humor critiques any 
presumed moral or social hierarchy. The Miller’s Tale 
demonstrates that intelligence and wit can supersede wealth or 
status, as Nicholas, an ordinary scholar, successfully orchestrates 
an elaborate deception. Meanwhile, Alison disregards her marital 
vows in favor of personal gratification, subverting the Church’s 
moral authority (Pearsall, 1992). Such episodes suggest that the 
moral codes upheld by the Church and the aristocracy may be more 
fragile than they appear, susceptible to the whims of human desire. 

Finally, the public humiliation that concludes The Miller’s 
Tale—with John being ridiculed by his neighbors—underscores 
how social norms can invert dramatically when stripped of the 
veneer of formality. Once the Carpenter’s gullibility is exposed, the 
community sides against him, echoing the fickle judgments that 
often govern social life. In this moment, Chaucer weaves together 
themes of fabliau mockery and class inversion to deliver a sharp 
critique: whether one is a noble Knight or a humble Miller, human 
folly and the pursuit of pleasure can topple any structure of respect 
or reverence (Benson, 1987). Through bawdy humor and pointed 
satire, The Miller’s Tale emerges as one of Chaucer’s most 
enduring commentaries on the porous boundaries separating lofty 
ideals from unvarnished reality. 

Language and Rhetoric 

In The Miller’s Tale, Chaucer adopts a colloquial and comedic 
style that stands in sharp contrast to the elevated tone of The 
Knight’s Tale. Whereas the Knight’s story features formal 
speeches, elaborate descriptions, and a reverence for chivalric 
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codes, the Miller’s language brims with everyday expressions, 
lively banter, and frank discussions of sexual desire (Benson, 
1987). This linguistic shift underscores the fabliau’s irreverent 
nature: it relies on humorous exaggerations, coarse jokes, and 
ironic twists to captivate a more “earthy” audience. By leaning into 
dialect and casual speech patterns, Chaucer grounds The Miller’s 
Tale in the lived reality of ordinary medieval folk rather than the 
refined world of noble courts. 

Chaucer’s rhetorical devices in The Miller’s Tale also highlight 
physical humor and wordplay. Slapstick elements—such as the 
raucous misadventures with Absolon and Nicholas’s final 
comeuppance—are conveyed with direct, vivid language, evoking 
laughter rather than solemn reflection (Pearsall, 1992). The 
dialogue and narration abound with puns and suggestive double 
meanings, reflecting the Miller’s own inclination toward bawdy 
entertainment. This emphasis on laughter and surprise disrupts any 
expectation of a moralizing or courtly lesson, instead affirming the 
tale’s status as a comic relief with a subversive edge. 

The colloquial register reflects not just a narrative choice but 
also the Miller’s social standing and worldview. As a lower-class 
tradesman given to drink and irreverence, the Miller’s outlook 
aligns with the coarse, uninhibited spirit of the story he tells 
(Cooper, 1996). By choosing this more rustic idiom and comedic 
tone, Chaucer allows the Miller to assert his identity—and, by 
extension, the authenticity of his social rank—through language. 
The result is a tale where speech itself becomes an instrument of 
satire and social commentary, highlighting the distance between 
aristocratic ideals and the common people’s lived experiences. 

Gender Dynamics and Power 

In The Miller’s Tale, Alison stands out for her resourcefulness 
and boldness within a social setting that typically places women 
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under the authority of husbands or fathers. Though she is married 
to John the Carpenter—an older man who attempts to shield her 
from other male attention—Alison shows little deference to 
traditional notions of wifely obedience. Instead, she pursues her 
own desires and forms alliances with Nicholas to deceive John, 
subverting his controlling behavior (Benson, 1987). This dynamic 
underscores how a medieval woman, even one with relatively 
limited power, can harness cunning to navigate or circumvent 
social restraints. 

Alison’s agency emerges most strikingly in the ruse 
orchestrated against John. While Nicholas devises the elaborate 
flood narrative, Alison assents to and actively participates in the 
plan. She exploits her knowledge of John’s paranoia, helping 
Nicholas manipulate John’s fears without betraying any sign of 
guilt or reluctance (Cooper, 1996). This complicity reveals 
Alison’s independence: she is not merely a passive recipient of 
Nicholas’s intentions, but rather a co-conspirator who embraces 
deception to secure her personal freedoms. 

Furthermore, Alison demonstrates that her sexual autonomy 
extends beyond the bedroom. When Absolon attempts to woo her 
with flowery serenades and tokens of “courtly” affection, Alison 
crafts a practical and comedic response that mocks his 
pretentiousness (Pearsall, 1992). Her decisive rejection of Absolon 
highlights her ability to navigate social and romantic situations 
without needing to hide behind John’s protection. She chooses 
Nicholas over Absolon with little regard for the latter’s wounded 
pride, illustrating her priorities and personal agency. 

Chaucer’s portrayal of Alison challenges contemporary 
assumptions about female subservience. Her role as an architect of 
mischief, rather than a victim or mere accessory, aligns with the 
fabliau tradition’s broader inclination to display cunning women 
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and outwit unwitting men (Benson, 1987). This comedic premise, 
however, does not invalidate the significance of Alison’s agency. 
Even in a genre known for bawdy humor, her character’s wit and 
refusal to be confined by societal expectations point to a more 
radical critique of patriarchal constraints. 

Ultimately, Alison’s presence in The Miller’s Tale enriches the 
tapestry of female representation in The Canterbury Tales. While 
Chaucer inserts comedic elements into her narrative, he 
simultaneously underscores a serious observation about the 
capacity of women to assert themselves in a male-dominated 
environment. By leveraging charm, intelligence, and shrewdness, 
Alison navigates her world on her own terms, reinforcing the 
thematic tension between social norms and individual self-
determination (Cooper, 1996). 

The starkest contrast between Alison and the women in The 
Knight’s Tale—primarily Emily—lies in the level of autonomy 
each character exercises. Emily is depicted as an object of 
devotion, fought over by Palamon and Arcite, with the men’s 
chivalric ideals framing her as a distant, almost saintly figure 
(Benson, 1987). In contrast, Alison, though also the focal point of 
male desire, is not rendered passive or idealized. She actively 
orchestrates her own romantic entanglements, exercising a degree 
of agency rarely seen in courtly romance. 

Another point of divergence is the narrative tone surrounding 
these women. Emily’s portrayal is steeped in an elevated, poetic 
register befitting the chivalric romance tradition of The Knight’s 
Tale (Cooper, 1996). Her minimal direct speech and near-angelic 
description underscore her role as a paragon of virtue within a high-
stakes, destiny-driven love triangle. Conversely, The Miller’s Tale 
is a fabliau that embraces coarse humor and colloquial speech, 
granting Alison more direct interaction and personal expression 
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than Emily ever receives. Chaucer thus uses genre differences to 
highlight the varying ways medieval literature could represent 
female characters. 

Both Emily and Alison remain subject to broader social forces, 
but the nature of those constraints differs. In The Knight’s Tale, 
Emily’s outcome is chiefly decided by divine interventions and the 
decree of Duke Theseus, reflecting the aristocratic and often fate-
driven frameworks of high romance (Benson, 1987). Alison, 
meanwhile, contends with the more mundane constraints of a 
jealous husband and societal gossip. Yet her success in 
outmaneuvering John and snubbing Absolon illustrates her 
comparatively greater practical agency, as she does not rely on 
external figures to determine her fate. 

Notably, Alison’s independence also contrasts with the 
idealized chastity that Emily embodies. While Emily prays to 
Diana to remain unwed—highlighting a wish for spiritual or 
personal freedom—she ultimately follows the path dictated by 
patriarchal forces (Pearsall, 1992). Alison, on the other hand, 
shows no desire for the lofty moral or spiritual ideals that dominate 
The Knight’s Tale. Her actions stem from immediate passions and 
a willingness to embrace physical desire. This unabashed pursuit 
of earthly pleasure underscores the fabliau’s defiance of courtly 
norms, positioning Alison as a more overtly autonomous figure. 

In sum, comparing Alison and Emily illuminates Chaucer’s 
multifaceted approach to depicting women’s roles and limitations 
in medieval society. Emily, while noble and idealized, ends up as 
a passive prize within a grand chivalric contest. Alison, by contrast, 
seizes opportunities to shape her own destiny—even if it involves 
deceit and social transgression (Cooper, 1996). By placing these 
portrayals back-to-back in The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer 
underscores the gulf between high-born romance and everyday 
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cunning, prompting readers to reflect on the varied forms and 
degrees of female agency permitted—or exercised—across 
different social strata and literary genres. 

Conclusion 

The Miller’s Tale functions as a sharp pivot in The Canterbury 
Tales, interrupting the lofty chivalric atmosphere established by 
The Knight’s Tale. Through its embrace of fabliau conventions—
bawdy humor, deceptive pranks, and irreverent depictions of 
sexual desire—Chaucer crafts a narrative that revels in everyday 
folly and bodily comedy. This tonal shift underscores the thematic 
diversity of the pilgrimage framework, illustrating how competing 
social voices vie for attention and undermine any singular notion 
of moral or aesthetic decorum. 

By centering on lower-class characters, The Miller’s Tale 
debunks the assumption that literary worthiness belongs 
exclusively to aristocratic or courtly realms. The tale’s satire of 
social norms—seen in John’s gullibility, Absolon’s misplaced 
courtliness, and Alison’s clever manipulation—lays bare the 
pretensions and vulnerabilities of medieval society across all strata. 
In doing so, Chaucer not only entertains his audience but also offers 
a critique of rigid social hierarchies, revealing how cunning and 
desire can disrupt established orders. 

Ultimately, The Miller’s Tale enriches The Canterbury Tales by 
broadening its narrative scope and challenging the moral 
framework introduced by the Knight. Through colloquial 
language, slapstick humor, and an unwavering focus on human 
appetites, Chaucer exposes the gap between lofty ideals and messy 
realities. As a result, readers encounter a carnival of perspectives 
that embraces both the romantic and the ribald—an inclusivity that 
remains central to Chaucer’s enduring literary legacy. 

III. CONCLUSION 
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Summary of Key Findings 

Across both The Knight’s Tale and The Miller’s Tale, Geoffrey 
Chaucer demonstrates his remarkable ability to depict and critique 
the social structures of late medieval England. The Knight’s Tale 
upholds the chivalric realm of aristocratic courtesy, where martial 
valor and courtly love intertwine with questions of destiny and 
divine intervention. In contrast, The Miller’s Tale transports 
readers into a bawdy, lower-class environment marked by sexual 
trickery and the triumph of cunning over gullibility. By juxtaposing 
these two distinct spheres—noble romance and earthy fabliau—
Chaucer underscores the breadth of social and moral complexities 
that shaped medieval life. 

In terms of class and power, The Knight’s Tale highlights the 
nobility’s elaborate customs, from grand tournaments to deference 
toward rulers like Duke Theseus. This aristocratic order relies 
heavily on ideals of honor, tempered by fate and religious devotion. 
The Miller’s Tale, however, eschews formal codes, revealing the 
manipulations and desires of ordinary folk. Yet beneath its 
comedic exterior lies a pointed commentary on power dynamics, 
as working-class characters like John the Carpenter can quickly 
find themselves outwitted by bold, irreverent minds like Nicholas 
and Alison. 

Human failings occupy a central place in both stories. In The 
Knight’s Tale, despite their noble status, Palamon and Arcite fall 
prey to jealousy and romantic obsession, to the point of 
undermining their former bond as kinsmen. Meanwhile, The 
Miller’s Tale showcases a more brazen type of folly: John’s 
credulity, Absolon’s pompous courtship, and Nicholas’s hubris all 
invite ridicule. In each case, Chaucer deftly explores how human 
desires and weaknesses cut across social boundaries, reminding us 
that foolishness and passion are not restricted to any single class. 
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By employing disparate genres—a courtly romance in one 
instance and a bawdy fabliau in the other—Chaucer not only 
entertains his audience but also satirizes and questions 
contemporary values. The Knight’s Tale frames chivalry and 
divine justice as noble but ultimately precarious in the face of fate, 
while The Miller’s Tale dismantles any pretensions of courtly 
behavior, opting instead for a celebration of wit, trickery, and 
physical humor. These varied approaches reveal Chaucer’s skill at 
weaving satire into both refined and coarse narratives, upending 
neat moral distinctions and reminding readers of the complexity of 
ethical codes in medieval society. 

Taken together, these tales illustrate Chaucer’s mastery of 
narrative voices, social commentary, and genre-blending. His 
critique of class and moral hypocrisy resonates throughout both 
stories, whether through the tragic underpinnings of Arcite’s death 
in The Knight’s Tale or the outright buffoonery that befalls John in 
The Miller’s Tale. In both narratives, Chaucer proves adept at 
dissecting the values and follies of his time, highlighting the 
universal struggles of honor, desire, and fortune that continue to 
fascinate modern readers and scholars alike. 

Synthesis of Themes 

Despite their stark differences in style, The Knight’s Tale and 
The Miller’s Tale share a preoccupation with how social hierarchy 
shapes human experience. In the courtly realm of The Knight’s 
Tale, power is formalized through lineage, chivalric codes, and 
divine sanction. By contrast, The Miller’s Tale relocates authority 
to clever manipulation and deceptive prowess, allowing even those 
of modest standing to outmaneuver their superiors. This tension 
highlights Chaucer’s nuanced grasp of the ways in which social 
power—whether inherited or seized by wit—impacts relationships 
and individual destinies (Benson, 1987). 
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Religion and moral authority also feature prominently, albeit in 
different guises. The Knight’s Tale interweaves classical gods with 
Christian-influenced notions of providence, culminating in a 
philosophical examination of fate and free will. Meanwhile, The 
Miller’s Tale touches on religious belief only insofar as it mocks 
the gullible piety of John and the hollow courtly manners of 
Absolon, a parish clerk with little spiritual depth (Cooper, 1996). 
Here, Chaucer cleverly demonstrates that even sacred institutions 
can be subjects of irreverent humor when viewed through a fabliau 
lens. 

Both tales underscore personal agency within constraining 
social frameworks. Palamon and Arcite wrestle with their inability 
to shape events fully, despite their noble rank and prayers to deities. 
Alison, from a comparatively disadvantaged position in The 
Miller’s Tale, exhibits striking independence, orchestrating her 
own desires and gleefully defying patriarchal oversight. Their 
divergent paths exemplify Chaucer’s belief that agency arises not 
just from status or religious devotion, but from individual cunning, 
courage, or, at times, mere serendipity. 

In thematic terms, each narrative grapples with the 
consequences of unbridled desire. The Knight’s Tale presents 
romantic yearning in an elevated register, where love borders on a 
cosmic force that even knights cannot fully control. The Miller’s 
Tale transforms similar impulses into raw, immediate lust, wholly 
unencumbered by moral or chivalric constraints. Despite the 
disparity in tone and genre, both tales reveal how desire—whether 
for love, sex, or status—can disrupt personal bonds and social 
norms. 

Overall, the interplay between these two tales reveals Chaucer’s 
literary dexterity in shifting between high and low registers, 
philosophical inquiry, and raucous comedy. By placing them side 
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by side in The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer underscores a broader 
thematic tapestry: from the ideals of knightly virtue to the cunning 
pranks of commoners, all levels of society are prone to ambition, 
deception, and unexpected reversals of fortune. This duality 
remains pivotal for understanding Chaucer’s comprehensive 
portrayal of medieval social life—one that refuses to simplify or 
idealize the human condition. 

Wider Implications and Future Research 

While this analysis has focused on The Knight’s Tale and The 
Miller’s Tale, the insights gleaned here can readily be applied to 
other narratives in The Canterbury Tales. For instance, The Wife 
of Bath’s Tale offers another perspective on female agency and 
marital dynamics, while The Nun’s Priest’s Tale uses animals in 
an allegorical farmyard to critique social pretense and intellectual 
pomp. Examining these stories alongside the two discussed above 
may reveal more about Chaucer’s sustained interest in mocking or 
scrutinizing social hierarchies. 

Future scholarship could benefit from comparing Chaucer’s 
chivalric and fabliau elements with similar traditions in continental 
literature. Boccaccio’s Decameron and the French fabliaux, for 
example, engage in parallel efforts to depict a wide range of social 
experiences—from bawdy humor to romantic entanglements. Such 
comparative approaches might illuminate how Chaucer innovates 
on or diverges from contemporary literary trends, highlighting the 
uniqueness of his portrayal of English society. 

Another fertile avenue lies in linguistic analysis, focusing on 
Chaucer’s Middle English. Detailed studies of diction, syntax, and 
poetic form could clarify how Chaucer tailors his language to fit 
each tale’s social context and thematic purpose. For instance, 
comparing the elevated, courtly register of The Knight’s Tale with 
the colloquial idioms of The Miller’s Tale might reveal subtleties 
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of Chaucer’s rhetorical choices—particularly how he codes class 
and moral perspective through speech patterns. 

Scholars might also delve deeper into the historical 
underpinnings of these tales. Contextualizing The Knight’s Tale 
against the backdrop of late medieval aristocratic values—such as 
the significance of tournaments and feudal loyalties—can yield 
insights into how accurately Chaucer reflects or critiques his 
milieu. Similarly, investigating the urban and rural social structures 
that shaped a carpenter’s life in Chaucer’s time could provide a 
richer understanding of the comedic potential and social tensions 
embedded in The Miller’s Tale. 

Lastly, interdisciplinary research combining literary analysis 
with sociology, theology, or gender studies promises to expand our 
appreciation of Chaucer’s complexity. Through such studies, the 
allegiances and conflicts among medieval estates, religious 
institutions, and local economies might come into sharper relief, 
aligning these narratives with broader cultural shifts in late 14th-
century England. In this sense, Chaucer’s tales remain not only a 
cornerstone of English literature but also a vital window into the 
changing fabric of medieval society. 

Concluding Remarks 

The interplay between The Knight’s Tale and The Miller’s Tale 
captures the essence of Chaucer’s literary ambition: to present a 
microcosm of medieval life, complete with its lofty ideals and 
earthly desires, its solemn reverence and subversive laughter. By 
juxtaposing a courtly romance marked by chivalric codes and 
spiritual undertones with a bawdy fabliau teeming with tricks and 
lustful pursuits, Chaucer challenges readers to reflect on the fluid 
nature of social status, moral conduct, and personal aspiration. This 
dual focus not only underscores the enduring fascination of The 
Canterbury Tales but also invites ongoing dialogue among scholars 
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and students eager to unravel the cultural, linguistic, and historical 
layers woven into these timeless narratives. 
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