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Abstract: 

The aim of this study is examine the Social Satire in Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales".   Geoffrey 

Chaucer’s "The Canterbury Tales" stands as a seminal work of medieval literature renowned for its incisive 

social satire. Written in Middle English during the late 14th century, Chaucer employs a diverse array of 

pilgrims on a journey to Canterbury Cathedral to serve as a microcosm of English society. Through their 

tales and interactions, Chaucer critiques the moral, social, and religious norms of his time with wit, irony, 

and keen observation. The satire in "The Canterbury Tales" is multifaceted, targeting various facets of 

medieval society. One prominent target is the church, represented by characters such as the corrupt 

Pardoner, who preaches against greed while indulging in it himself, and the worldly Prioress, whose 

mannerisms and priorities reflect more on social status than spiritual devotion. Chaucer’s portrayal of these 

figures exposes the hypocrisy and moral failings within religious institutions.  The nobility, embodied by the 

Knight and the Franklin among others, also comes under Chaucer’s scrutiny. Despite their outward displays 

of chivalry and generosity, their tales often reveal moral ambiguities and contradictions, challenging 

idealized notions of honor and virtue.   

Additionally, Chaucer satirizes the emerging middle class through characters like the ambitious 

Merchant and the assertive Wife of Bath, whose tales explore themes of marriage, gender roles, and social 

ambition. Their narratives reveal the tensions and aspirations within a society experiencing economic and 

social transformation.  Through irony and humor, Chaucer critiques not only individual characters but also 

broader social institutions such as marriage, courtly love, and education. His ability to blend entertainment 

with moral and social critique has cemented "The Canterbury Tales" as a timeless masterpiece, resonating 

across centuries as a profound reflection on human nature, societal norms, and the complexities of medieval 

English society. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

Geoffrey Chaucer, often hailed as the Father of English Literature, remains one of the most 

influential poets of the Middle Ages. Born around 1340 in London, he served as a courtier, diplomat, and 

civil servant, which provided him with a keen insight into the complexities of medieval English society. 

Chaucer's literary career began under the patronage of King Edward III and later Richard II, affording him 

both prestige and a platform to observe and critique the world around him.  His magnum opus, "The 

Canterbury Tales," stands as a testament to his literary prowess and his astute social commentary. Written in 

Middle English, Chaucer's tales are framed within the journey of pilgrims traveling from London to 

Canterbury Cathedral. This narrative device not only provides a structure for storytelling but also allows 
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Chaucer to present a cross-section of medieval English society, from nobility to clergy to commoners, each 

with their own tales and perspectives. 

Chaucer's works transcend mere entertainment; they delve deep into the human condition, exploring 

themes of love, morality, social hierarchy, and the pursuit of truth. His characters are vividly portrayed with 

humor, irony, and realism, making them timeless in their appeal and relevance. Through his mastery of 

language and narrative, Chaucer not only chronicled his era but also laid the foundation for English 

literature's evolution, influencing generations of writers who followed in his footsteps. 

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY: 

The aim of this study is examine the Social Satire in Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales". 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: 

 This study is based on secondary sources of data such as articles, books, journals, research papers, 

websites and other sources. 

"THE CANTERBURY TALES" 

Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales" is a collection of stories written in Middle English 

during the late 14th century. It consists of tales told by a diverse group of pilgrims as they journey from 

Southwark to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral. The tales are framed by a 

Prologue where each pilgrim is introduced with vivid detail, offering insights into their personalities, social 

status, and motivations. 

Social Satire in "The Canterbury Tales" 

Chaucer employs social satire extensively throughout "The Canterbury Tales," using humor, irony, 

and exaggeration to critique various aspects of medieval society. His satire targets not only individuals but 

also societal institutions and norms, revealing the complexities, contradictions, and moral ambiguities of his 

time. 

Satire of the Church 

1. Characters Representing the Church: Chaucer presents several ecclesiastical figures among the 

pilgrims, including the Prioress, Monk, Friar, Summoner, and Pardoner. These characters are 

supposed to embody religious devotion and moral virtue but are depicted as morally corrupt or 

hypocritical. 

2. Critique of Hypocrisy and Greed: Each ecclesiastical character in "The Canterbury Tales" exhibits 

flaws that undermine their supposed piety. For instance, the Prioress is more concerned with worldly 

manners and appearances than spiritual matters. The Pardoner preaches against greed while engaging 

in fraudulent practices to enrich himself. 
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3. Irony and Contrast: Chaucer employs irony to underscore the contrast between the religious ideals 

these characters profess and their actual behavior. The Summoner, for example, is depicted as 

corrupt and morally bankrupt despite his role in enforcing church law. 

Satire of the Nobility 

In Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales," the satire of the nobility is notably portrayed through 

characters such as the Knight and the Franklin. These figures are traditionally viewed as embodying the 

ideals of chivalry, honor, and nobility, yet Chaucer's treatment of them reveals a more nuanced and often 

critical perspective.  The Knight, introduced as the highest-ranking pilgrim in terms of social status, 

represents the epitome of chivalric virtues. However, his tale of Palamon and Arcite exposes the harsh 

realities of war and the moral ambiguities faced by knights. The portrayal of the Knight challenges 

romanticized notions of chivalry, revealing the brutality and self-serving nature that often underlie noble 

actions.  Similarly, the Franklin is depicted as a wealthy landowner who enjoys a life of leisure and 

abundance. His tale, "The Franklin's Tale," explores themes of love, marriage, and honor, yet it also reveals 

the complexities and contradictions within feudal society. The Franklin's attempts to uphold ideals of 

gentility and generosity are contrasted with the realities of power dynamics and human frailty.  Through 

these characters and their tales, Chaucer critiques the nobility by highlighting the disparity between their 

idealized image and their actual behavior. The satire of the nobility in "The Canterbury Tales" serves not 

only to entertain but also to provoke reflection on the moral and social responsibilities of the privileged class 

in medieval society. 

Satire of the Middle Class 

In Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales," the satire of the middle class is prominently 

illustrated through characters like the Merchant, the Wife of Bath, and the Miller. These characters embody 

the aspirations, ambitions, and moral compromises of the emerging middle class in medieval society.  The 

Merchant, for instance, is depicted as a shrewd businessman concerned with wealth and social status, 

reflecting the materialistic pursuits of his social stratum. The Wife of Bath challenges traditional gender 

roles and norms through her assertiveness, wealth, and multiple marriages, highlighting the changing 

dynamics within marriage and social mobility. The Miller, known for his bawdy humor and disruptive 

behavior, mocks the pretensions of the middle class while reveling in his own crude desires and actions.  

Through humor, irony, and characterizations, Chaucer satirizes the middle class by exposing its 

contradictions, ambitions, and vulnerabilities, offering a critical commentary on the complexities of social 

climbing and moral values in medieval England. 
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Satire of Social Institutions 

Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales" offers a satirical lens through which he critiques various 

social institutions of medieval England. One of the primary targets of his satire is the institution of marriage, 

depicted through tales like "The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale" and "The Merchant's Tale." These 

narratives explore themes of power dynamics, gender roles, and the complexities of marital relationships, 

revealing the shortcomings and hypocrisies within the institution. 

Chaucer also satirizes the ideals of courtly love, a concept deeply ingrained in medieval social 

culture, through tales such as "The Knight's Tale" and "The Miller's Tale." These stories present love as a 

source of conflict, deception, and manipulation rather than pure romantic idealism, challenging societal 

expectations and norms.  Furthermore, Chaucer critiques the educational and moral authority of clergy and 

scholars in tales like "The Summoner's Tale" and "The Clerk's Tale," exposing corruption, greed, and 

intellectual elitism within these institutions. 

Satire through Irony and Humor 

Geoffrey Chaucer employs irony and humor as powerful tools of satire throughout "The Canterbury 

Tales," using them to critique various aspects of medieval society with subtlety and wit.  Irony is pervasive 

in Chaucer's tales, often revealing the stark contrast between appearance and reality. For example, the 

Pardoner, who preaches against greed, is himself greedy, selling fake relics for profit. This ironic 

juxtaposition exposes the hypocrisy and moral failings of the clergy, challenging their authority and 

integrity.  Humor, particularly of a bawdy or satirical nature, adds another layer to Chaucer's critique. The 

Miller's Tale, for instance, is filled with comedic elements such as trickery, lust, and slapstick humor. By 

portraying characters engaging in morally dubious or absurd behavior, Chaucer not only entertains but also 

exposes the vulnerabilities and weaknesses inherent in human nature.  Through irony and humor, Chaucer 

invites readers to question societal norms and expectations. His ability to blend entertainment with social 

critique allows him to address sensitive topics such as love, morality, and social hierarchy with a light touch 

that engages and provokes thought simultaneously. Chaucer's mastery of irony and humor in "The 

Canterbury Tales" contributes to its enduring appeal and relevance as a work of literary satire. 

Satire of Human Weaknesses 

Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales" satirizes human weaknesses through a diverse cast of 

characters and their tales. Greed, lust, hypocrisy, and pride are among the flaws Chaucer explores with 

humor and irony.  For instance, the Pardoner's tale exposes the sin of greed as he preaches against it while 

shamelessly peddling fake relics for profit. The Wife of Bath's tale challenges societal norms regarding 

gender roles and power dynamics within marriage, highlighting the weaknesses of human desires and 

ambitions. 
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Chaucer's characters often embody these weaknesses in exaggerated or ironic ways, inviting readers 

to reflect on their own vulnerabilities and moral failings. Through his storytelling, Chaucer critiques not 

only individual characters but also broader aspects of human nature and societal expectations, revealing the 

complexities and contradictions within medieval society and beyond. 

THEMES AND MOTIFS IN "THE CANTERBURY TALES" 

"The Canterbury Tales" by Geoffrey Chaucer is rich with themes and motifs that offer profound 

insights into medieval society while also addressing timeless aspects of human experience. Through a 

diverse array of characters and their tales, Chaucer explores themes such as love, marriage, social class, 

morality, and the pursuit of truth, all woven together with various motifs that enhance the narrative 

complexity and thematic depth of the work. 

Love and Romance 

Love and romance are central themes in many of the tales, reflecting the medieval fascination with 

courtly love and the complexities of romantic relationships. The Knight's Tale, for instance, revolves around 

the love triangle between Palamon, Arcite, and Emily, exploring themes of unrequited love, rivalry, and fate. 

Chaucer critiques the idealized notions of love prevalent in his time by depicting the irrational and 

sometimes destructive consequences of romantic obsession.  In contrast, the Miller's Tale offers a bawdy 

and humorous portrayal of love, highlighting its physical and comedic aspects through the characters of 

Nicholas, Alison, and Absolon. This tale challenges conventional morality and social norms surrounding 

love and marriage, revealing the complexity of human desires and relationships. 

Social Class and Hierarchies 

Chaucer uses "The Canterbury Tales" to critique the rigid social hierarchies of medieval England, 

depicting characters from various social classes and exploring their interactions and conflicts. The 

pilgrimage itself serves as a microcosm of society, bringing together pilgrims ranging from the nobility to 

the clergy to the emerging middle class. 

Characters like the Knight and the Franklin represent the noble class, embodying ideals of chivalry, 

honor, and generosity. However, their tales often reveal the moral ambiguities and contradictions within the 

feudal system, challenging idealized notions of nobility.  The portrayal of the clergy, including the Prioress, 

Monk, Friar, and Pardoner, critiques the corruption and hypocrisy within religious institutions. These 

characters, despite their religious roles, are depicted as morally flawed and self-serving, highlighting the gap 

between religious ideals and human behavior.  The emerging middle class is represented by characters like 

the Merchant, the Wife of Bath, and the Miller, who embody traits such as ambition, materialism, and social 

mobility. Through their tales, Chaucer critiques the aspirations and moral compromises of the middle class, 

exposing its vulnerabilities and societal tensions. 
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Morality and Ethics 

Morality and ethics are recurring themes throughout "The Canterbury Tales," explored through 

various tales that present ethical dilemmas, moral choices, and critiques of societal norms. The Pardoner's 

Tale, for example, condemns the sin of greed while ironically revealing the Pardoner's own moral corruption 

and hypocrisy.  The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale challenge traditional views on marriage, gender roles, 

and sexuality, offering a provocative exploration of moral values and societal expectations. Her tale 

ultimately questions the notion of female submission and asserts the rights of women to autonomy and 

independence.  The Clerk's Tale explores themes of patience, virtue, and divine justice, presenting a moral 

fable that contrasts with the more worldly and comedic tales elsewhere in the collection. Through these 

diverse narratives, Chaucer invites readers to consider different perspectives on morality and ethical 

conduct, challenging simplistic or rigid interpretations of right and wrong. 

Narrative Techniques and Structure 

Chaucer employs a variety of narrative techniques and structures to enhance the thematic complexity 

of "The Canterbury Tales." The frame narrative of the pilgrimage provides a cohesive structure for the 

collection, allowing for the interplay of diverse tales and characters. This narrative framework not only 

serves as a backdrop for storytelling but also reflects the social dynamics and interactions among the 

pilgrims. 

The use of different genres and styles within the tales, such as romance, fabliau, moral allegory, and 

sermon, further enriches the thematic diversity of the work. Each tale offers a distinct perspective on themes 

like love, morality, and social class, demonstrating Chaucer's versatility as a storyteller and his ability to 

engage readers through various literary forms. 

CONCLUSION: 

Geoffrey Chaucer's "The Canterbury Tales" stands as a masterful critique of medieval English 

society, employing social satire to scrutinize its moral, religious, and social institutions. Through a rich 

tapestry of characters and their tales, Chaucer exposes the hypocrisy, flaws, and complexities inherent in 

human nature and societal structures.  Chaucer's keen observation and sharp wit are evident throughout the 

work, as he navigates themes of greed, lust, pride, and hypocrisy with humor and irony. The diverse pilgrims 

on the journey to Canterbury Cathedral serve as representative figures, each embodying facets of medieval 

society from the noble to the clergy to the emerging middle class. Their interactions and stories not only 

entertain but also provoke thought and reflection on the universal aspects of human experience.  "The 

Canterbury Tales" continues to captivate readers and scholars alike, not only for its literary merit and 

linguistic richness but also for its enduring relevance. Chaucer's exploration of social dynamics, ethical 

dilemmas, and the pursuit of truth transcends its medieval origins, offering timeless insights into the 

complexities of human behavior and societal norms. 
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