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ABSTRACT : 

This paper explores the rich tapestry of humour and irony woven into the literature of 14th-century England, particularly focusing on Geoffrey Chaucer’s The 

Canterbury Tales. Through a meticulous study of satirical voices and narrative strategies, this research highlights how Chaucer used wit, parody, and layered 

narration to critique the religious, social, and moral fabric of his time. The 14th century was an era of significant transformation in England, characterized by the 

aftermath of the Black Death, rising social mobility, the corruption within the Church, and growing dissatisfaction with feudal structures. Amidst this turbulent 

backdrop, Chaucer’s writing emerges not only as entertainment but also as a nuanced social commentary. 

This study examines specific tales, such as those of the Pardoner, the Wife of Bath, and the Miller, to reveal Chaucer’s skilful employment of irony both verbal and 

dramatic as well as character caricature and mock-epic storytelling. It also considers how Chaucer’s work fits within and deviates from the traditions of medieval 

estates satire. Unlike his contemporaries who employed straightforward moral allegory, Chaucer allows his characters to expose their own flaws, inviting readers 

to uncover layered meanings and moral ambiguities. By analysing both the textual techniques and historical influences behind Chaucer’s satire, this paper argues 

that his humour serves as a powerful critique of hypocrisy, pride, greed, and the abuses of institutional power. Chaucer’s approach allows for a diversity of voices, 

making his work both timeless and subversively modern. The concluding sections of the paper will compare Chaucer’s satire with that of his contemporaries, 

establishing him as a forerunner of the English satirical tradition that would later influence writers like Jonathan Swift and Alexander Pope. 
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Introduction 

The Age of Chaucer was a period of profound social, political, and religious transformation. The 14th century witnessed events that shook the foundations 

of medieval society the devastation of the Black Death, the economic shifts caused by a shrinking population, the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, and the 

growing discontent with the Catholic Church, intensified by the Great Schism. Within this dynamic historical context, Geoffrey Chaucer emerged as a 

literary innovator whose works reflected the complexities and contradictions of his time. Far from being a detached observer, Chaucer engaged with the 

pressing issues of the age through a distinct blend of humour, irony, and satire. 

This paper investigates how Chaucer, particularly in The Canterbury Tales, harnesses these literary devices not merely to amuse but to critique. His tales 

present a cross-section of medieval English society, featuring characters from all social strata—clergy, nobility, merchants, and peasants each brought to 

life through carefully crafted speech and behaviour. Chaucer’s narrators often expose their own flaws through their stories, creating an ironic distance 

between what they intend to communicate and what the audience perceives. In doing so, Chaucer not only entertains but also encourages his readers to 

question established social, moral, and religious norms. The aim of this research is to explore Chaucer’s use of satire through humour and irony, examining 

how these elements function in specific tales to expose hypocrisy, corruption, and vanity. This study will also place Chaucer within the broader tradition 

of medieval satire, comparing his techniques with those of contemporaries like William Langland. Ultimately, this paper argues that Chaucer’s unique 

voice helped shape a new literary mode one that uses laughter as a mirror to society, revealing its vices while retaining its humanity. 

Historical Background and Literary Context  

The late 14th century was one of the most transformative periods in English history, and its turbulence is reflected in the literature of the time. England 

experienced the devastating effects of the Black Death (1348–1350), which killed an estimated one-third of the population and led to economic instability, 

labour shortages, and a reshuffling of societal roles. The rigid structure of the feudal system began to weaken, and a new class of merchants and artisans 

emerged, giving rise to anxieties about social mobility and class identity. The Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 underscored growing resentment among the lower 

classes toward oppressive taxation and feudal exploitation. Parallel to these socio-political changes was the growing disillusionment with the Church. 

The wealth and corruption of the clergy were increasingly criticized, with movements like Lollardy (inspired by John Wycliffe) questioning both 
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ecclesiastical authority and doctrine. The Great Schism (1378–1417), during which multiple claimants vied for the papacy, further eroded the Church’s 

moral credibility. 

Within this context, literature became a vehicle for both reflection and critique. Chaucer, who lived and worked in close proximity to the court and 

government, was uniquely positioned to observe and comment on these shifts. Unlike earlier religious or allegorical writers, Chaucer’s engagement with 

social critique was indirect yet incisive, often cloaked in humour and fictional storytelling. Literary traditions at the time included courtly romance, 

religious allegory, and estates satire a genre that critiqued the three social orders: clergy, nobility, and peasantry. Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales engages 

with all of these traditions while subtly subverting them. By presenting a diverse cast of narrators and their tales, Chaucer captures the contradictions of 

his era. His humour and irony are not merely stylistic choices; they serve as sophisticated tools to navigate and reflect the complex realities of late 

medieval England. 

Humour and Irony in The Canterbury Tales  

The Canterbury Tales is Chaucer’s most celebrated work and serves as the clearest showcase of his use of humour and irony to construct a layered social 

satire. Presented as a storytelling contest among a group of pilgrims journeying to Canterbury, the text allows Chaucer to explore a wide array of characters 

and voices. Through this narrative frame, he employs humour and irony not just for entertainment, but as sophisticated devices to critique the institutions, 

values, and hypocrisies of his time. 

One of Chaucer’s key techniques is dramatic irony, where the audience is given insights that the characters themselves lack. This is especially evident in 

the Pardoner’s Tale, in which the Pardoner who is guilty of the very sins he preaches against narrates a moral story condemning greed. The humour lies 

in the paradox of the Pardoner’s performance: he is both a preacher and a conman, both comic and dangerous. The audience is expected to recognize the 

discrepancy and reflect on the broader religious corruption the character represents. Similarly, the Miller’s Tale uses bawdy humour and farce to parody 

courtly love traditions. Here, Chaucer blends low comedy with clever irony to undermine romantic and religious idealism. The absurdity of the love 

triangle featuring a carpenter, a young wife, a foolish suitor, and an obscene prank turns the tale into a grotesque parody of elevated romance narratives. 

Moreover, Chaucer the narrator often adopts a persona of naive observer, feigning objectivity while subtly guiding the reader’s interpretation. This “false 

innocence” creates an ironic distance that invites deeper critical engagement. Through such layered uses of humour and irony, The Canterbury Tales 

becomes more than a collection of stories. It becomes a mirror of medieval society reflecting its contradictions, absurdities, and moral failures with wit, 

intelligence, and enduring insight. 

Chaucer’s Narrative Technique: Framing and Voice  

One of the most innovative aspects of Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales is his use of narrative framing and voice to structure the work and amplify its 

satirical impact. By presenting the text as a frame narrative a pilgrimage where each traveller tells a tale Chaucer creates a layered storytelling 

environment. This technique not only allows for a variety of genres and tones but also gives each character a distinct narrative voice, through which irony 

and humour flourish. 

The framing device offers Chaucer a unique authorial distance. While he introduces himself as one of the pilgrims, “Chaucer the Pilgrim” is not the same 

as Chaucer the author. The pilgrim persona often adopts a tone of naïveté or excessive politeness, which makes his ironic observations more subtle and 

pointed. This separation between the author and his narrative voice enables Chaucer to offer criticism without appearing openly judgmental, a method 

that allows deeper social commentary to emerge from within the tales. Each tale is not only a narrative but also a self-revealing performance by its teller. 

The Knight’s dignified romance, the Miller’s bawdy farce, and the Pardoner’s moral hypocrisy all reflect the personality, values, and vices of their 

respective narrators. Chaucer carefully crafts each voice with individualized diction, syntax, and thematic preoccupations. This polyphonic structure 

allows readers to interpret both tale and teller, often arriving at conclusions not explicitly stated but implied through dramatic irony and voice. 

Furthermore, the interplay between tales and their prologues adds another layer of humour and satire. Characters argue, interrupt, and respond to one 

another’s stories, reflecting the social tensions of the broader world. Chaucer’s narrative structure thus becomes a microcosm of medieval society, in 

which different voices compete, clash, and, ultimately, reveal themselves. The framing technique is key to Chaucer’s enduring success as both a comic 

storyteller and social critic. 

Character Caricature and Genre Parody  

Chaucer’s use of character caricature and genre parody is central to the humour and satire of The Canterbury Tales. By exaggerating physical features, 

speech patterns, and moral traits, Chaucer crafts vivid portraits that are both comical and critical. These caricatures serve not only as entertainment but 

also as pointed commentary on societal roles and values. At the same time, Chaucer employs parody of literary genres to subvert traditional expectations, 

exposing their limitations and the hypocrisies they often conceal. 

Characters such as the Wife of Bath, the Miller, the Pardoner, and the Summoner are deliberately drawn with heightened traits. The Wife of Bath, for 

instance, is portrayed as loud, self-confident, and sexually assertive traits that defy medieval gender norms. Her exaggerated persona enables Chaucer to 

explore themes of female authority, marriage, and biblical interpretation in a way that is both humorous and intellectually provocative. The Pardoner, 

with his grotesque appearance and shameless avarice, becomes a caricature of ecclesiastical corruption. Chaucer also parodies popular medieval literary 

genres. In the Miller’s Tale, he takes the elegant conventions of courtly love and transforms them into a bawdy farce, replacing noble knights and chaste 

maidens with lustful clerks and gullible husbands. Similarly, in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale, Chaucer turns a beast fable into a mock-epic, complete with 

grandiose language, classical allusions, and inflated rhetoric all centered on a barnyard dispute between a rooster and a fox. These parodic elements mock 

the artificiality of heroic and religious literature while emphasizing the absurdity of taking such ideals too seriously.Through character caricature and 
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genre parody, Chaucer creates a layered satirical effect. He exposes social and literary pretensions while allowing his readers to laugh at, and reflect upon, 

the contradictions inherent in human behavior and medieval culture. 

Targets of Satire—The Church and Clergy  

One of the most prominent targets of Chaucer’s satire in The Canterbury Tales is the medieval Church and its clergy. During the 14th century, widespread 

corruption, greed, and moral decay within the Church were subjects of public criticism, and Chaucer’s work reflects these concerns with sharp humour 

and irony. His portrayals expose the gap between the Church’s ideal spiritual mission and the flawed reality of many of its representatives. 

Characters such as the Pardoner, the Friar, and the Summoner embody different forms of ecclesiastical corruption and hypocrisy. The Pardoner’s 

shameless exploitation of religious relics for personal profit highlights the commercialisation of faith. He openly admits his deceitfulness in his prologue, 

yet ironically delivers sermons condemning avarice, illustrating dramatic irony and critiquing institutional duplicity. Similarly, the Friar, who was 

supposed to live a life of poverty and humility, is depicted as a smooth-talking opportunist, more interested in money and seduction than spiritual guidance. 

The Summoner, tasked with bringing sinners to Church courts, is portrayed as lecherous, dishonest, and easily bribed. Chaucer’s vivid descriptions of his 

physical repulsiveness underscore his moral corruption, making him a grotesque figure of clerical abuse. These caricatures echo broader societal criticisms 

of the Church’s failure to live up to its spiritual responsibilities. Importantly, Chaucer’s satire is subtle and complex he often differentiates between 

individual failings and institutional problems. His portrayal does not condemn religion itself but rather the human failings that taint its practice. The 

humour and irony used in these depictions invite readers to question authority and reflect on the nature of true piety versus outward appearances. Through 

these satirical voices, Chaucer contributes to the growing discourse that would eventually lead to religious reform movements. 

Socioeconomic Satire—Class and Commerce  

In The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer’s satire extends beyond the Church to critique the evolving social and economic landscape of 14th-century England. 

The emergence of a prosperous merchant class, alongside the waning dominance of feudal aristocracy and the struggles of the peasantry, creates fertile 

ground for Chaucer’s humour and irony. Through his diverse cast of characters, Chaucer exposes the pretensions, hypocrisies, and moral ambiguities 

inherent in the social climb and commercial enterprise of his time. Characters like the Merchant, the Franklin, and the Reeve serve as focal points for 

Chaucer’s examination of class and commerce. The Merchant, for instance, is presented with an air of self-importance, emphasizing wealth accumulation 

and outward respectability. However, Chaucer subtly hints at the instability behind this façade his secret debts reveal the precariousness of mercantile 

success. This ironic portrayal critiques the rising bourgeoisie’s obsession with status and material gain. The Franklin, a wealthy landowner and host of 

lavish feasts, embodies the new social elite whose wealth is derived from trade and farming rather than noble birth. Chaucer’s humour reveals the tension 

between traditional aristocratic values and the growing power of this class. The Reeve, a former serf turned estate manager, embodies the social mobility 

made possible by commerce but also represents greed and corruption from below. 

Through these characters, Chaucer satirizes the changing social order marked by ambition and the pursuit of wealth, highlighting the contradictions 

between appearance and reality. The Merchant’s Tale, for example, uses irony to explore themes of marriage, property, and social climbing, revealing 

the transactional nature of human relationships. Chaucer’s socioeconomic satire thus critiques not only the moral failings of individuals but also the 

broader economic forces reshaping medieval society, making his work a rich commentary on the complexities of class and commerce. 

Gender, Marriage, and Irony  

Gender roles and marriage are recurring themes in The Canterbury Tales, subjects through which Chaucer employs humour and irony to question societal 

norms. His portrayals of women and marital relationships often subvert contemporary expectations, revealing the tensions and contradictions inherent in 

medieval gender ideology. The Wife of Bath is perhaps the most famous example of Chaucer’s engagement with gender and marriage. Her prologue and 

tale boldly challenge the traditional submissive role assigned to women, advocating female sovereignty in marriage and sexual agency. Chaucer’s humour 

in her portrayal arises from the interplay between her self-assured, unapologetic voice and the audience’s awareness of the period’s patriarchal values. 

The Wife’s ironic use of biblical and historical references to justify her views invites readers to reconsider the accepted social order. 

Other tales, such as the Merchant’s Tale and the Franklin’s Tale, use irony to critique the institution of marriage. The Merchant’s Tale presents a cynical 

view of wedlock through the story of an old husband deceived by his young wife, highlighting issues of power, fidelity, and materialism. The Franklin’s 

Tale, by contrast, offers a more idealized, though still complex, exploration of mutual respect and honour in marriage. The contrast between these 

narratives reflects the diversity of perspectives on gender relations within the text. Chaucer’s use of irony extends to the depiction of male characters as 

well, many of whom are portrayed as foolish, possessive, or hypocritical. Through these portrayals, Chaucer’s satire reveals the performative nature of 

gender roles and the social dynamics that govern marriage. By weaving humour and irony into his exploration of gender and marriage, Chaucer opens a 

space for critical reflection on societal expectations, making these themes both entertaining and thought-provoking for his medieval audience and beyond. 

Chaucer’s Use of Satirical Techniques  

Chaucer’s mastery as a satirist lies not only in his choice of targets but also in his sophisticated use of varied satirical techniques that bring his social 

critique to life. His ability to blend humour, irony, parody, and characterization allows him to navigate complex social issues while engaging his audience 

through entertaining narratives. One key technique is dramatic irony, where characters often reveal their own flaws unknowingly, creating a gap between 

their intentions and the reader’s understanding. For example, the Pardoner condemns greed even as he embodies it, exposing hypocrisy in a subtle yet 

powerful manner. This indirect mode of critique is more effective than straightforward condemnation because it invites readers to draw their own 
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conclusions. Parody is another crucial tool in Chaucer’s arsenal. He mimics and exaggerates the conventions of established literary genres courtly 

romance, moral sermons, and beast fables to reveal their artificiality and to mock the social values they uphold. The Miller’s Tale parodies the idealized 

notions of love found in courtly literature by presenting a bawdy, farcical version of romantic entanglements, undermining the seriousness of traditional 

ideals. Caricature and exaggeration also play important roles. Chaucer often amplifies the traits of his characters whether physical, moral, or social to 

comic extremes, making them memorable symbols of broader social issues. The Summoner’s grotesque description and the Wife of Bath’s loud 

assertiveness exemplify this approach. 

Moreover, Chaucer employs a multi-voiced narrative technique, allowing different characters to express conflicting viewpoints. This polyphony fosters 

complexity, showing that social and moral questions are not black-and-white but fraught with ambiguity. Together, these techniques create a rich satirical 

tapestry that critiques medieval society with wit, subtlety, and humanity, cementing Chaucer’s legacy as a pioneer of English satire. 

Comparison with Contemporary Satirists  

Geoffrey Chaucer’s satirical voice emerges within a rich milieu of medieval writers who similarly employed humour and irony to critique society. 

Comparing Chaucer with his contemporaries reveals both shared concerns and unique approaches, highlighting the distinctiveness of his literary art. One 

key contemporary figure is William Langland, author of Piers Plowman, a lengthy allegorical poem focused on social and religious reform. Langland’s 

satire is predominantly didactic and earnest, using allegory and moral exhortation to condemn corruption, especially in the Church and among the ruling 

classes. While Langland’s tone is serious and often somber, Chaucer’s satire tends toward playful irony and subtle humour. Where Langland seeks to 

instruct, Chaucer invites reflection through entertaining storytelling and nuanced characterisation. Another important figure is John Gower, a close friend 

of Chaucer, whose works like Confessio Amantis combine moral philosophy with poetic narrative. Gower’s satire is often more direct and moralistic than 

Chaucer’s, emphasizing ethical instruction over irony. Chaucer’s use of multiple voices and complex narrative structures contrasts with Gower’s more 

straightforward poetic approach, making Chaucer’s satire more layered and ambivalent. 

The Romance and Fabliau traditions, though not always satirical, influenced Chaucer’s tone and style. While many medieval fabliaux are bawdy and 

humorous tales focused on trickery and social inversion, Chaucer adapts these forms with greater psychological insight and social critique. In sum, 

Chaucer’s satire occupies a unique space, combining the moral urgency of his contemporaries with a sophisticated use of humour and irony. His 

polyphonic narratives and subtle voice create a multi-dimensional satire that transcends mere criticism, offering a profound commentary on human nature 

and society. 

The Function of Satire in Chaucer’s World  

In Geoffrey Chaucer’s time, satire served multiple essential functions in society, blending entertainment with moral and social critique. Chaucer’s use of 

satire was not simply to mock or ridicule but to engage his audience in a deeper examination of the human condition and the social structures of late 

medieval England. Firstly, satire functioned as a vehicle for social critique. By exposing the vices and hypocrisies of individuals and institutions, Chaucer 

encouraged his readers to question the status quo. This was particularly important in an era marked by political unrest, economic change, and growing 

skepticism toward the Church. Satire gave voice to popular frustrations without the direct confrontation that could lead to censorship or punishment. 

Secondly, satire acted as a catalyst for moral reflection and reform. Through humour and irony, Chaucer highlighted moral failings greed, lust, pride 

while allowing readers to recognize these flaws in themselves and others. Rather than preaching, his satire functioned through invitation and suggestion, 

encouraging ethical self-awareness. Thirdly, satire offered social cohesion through shared laughter. Chaucer’s humorous portrayals allowed people from 

different classes and backgrounds to recognize common follies, creating a space for communal amusement and subtle critique. This social bonding was 

crucial in a period of social tension and transformation. Finally, satire functioned as a literary innovation, demonstrating Chaucer’s skillful artistry. His 

layered narratives and complex characters elevated satire beyond mere parody or ridicule to a sophisticated mode of storytelling. This artistic function 

helped cement satire as a respected literary form in English letters. In sum, satire in Chaucer’s world was a multifaceted tool part social commentary, part 

ethical mirror, part entertainment reflecting the complexities of medieval society while inviting readers into an ongoing conversation about human nature 

and justice. 

Conclusion and Implications  

Geoffrey Chaucer’s use of humour and irony in The Canterbury Tales represents a pioneering effort in medieval satire, blending entertainment with 

incisive social critique. Through a variety of voices and narrative techniques, Chaucer exposes the moral and social contradictions of his time, inviting 

readers to engage critically with issues ranging from ecclesiastical corruption to class tensions and gender roles. The nuanced deployment of satire in 

Chaucer’s work transcends simple mockery. By employing dramatic irony, parody, and character caricature, he encourages reflec tion on human folly 

without alienating his audience. This balance between humour and critique enables The Canterbury Tales to function as both a mirror and a lamp reflecting 

the complexities of medieval society and illuminating its imperfections. Chaucer’s satirical voices also highlight the diversity and multiplicity of medieval 

experience. The framing narrative allows for a polyphonic dialogue, where competing perspectives coexist, underscoring the ambiguity of social norms 

and moral values. This complexity enriches the text, making it relevant not only to Chaucer’s contemporaries but also to modern readers exploring issues 

of power, identity, and ethics. 

The implications of Chaucer’s satire extend beyond literature into the cultural and historical realms. His work anticipates later reformist critiques and the 

evolution of English satire as a genre. By documenting and challenging the contradictions of his era, Chaucer contributes to the ongoing dialogue about 

justice, authority, and human nature. In conclusion, the study of humour and irony in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales reveals the enduring power of 
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satire as a tool for social commentary and artistic expression. Chaucer’s legacy endures because his satire remains both deep ly rooted in its historical 

context and strikingly relevant to contemporary readers, reminding us of literature’s ability to entertain, critique, and inspire change. 
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