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Submission and Subversion: Multiplicity in the Clerk’s Tale 


In its exploration of themes such as natural order and governance, ideals of secular versus spiritual love, and of course, the ever-present question of gender relations, Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale remains true to the ambiguous spirit that pervades his masterpiece, the Canterbury Tales.   The tale’s heroine, the infamous “patient” Griselde, represents an enigma that has prompted much debate among readers and critics alike.  Is the incredibly submissive Griselde truly meant to exemplify a “good” woman?  If so, is Chaucer (through his Clerk) advocating the very antifeminist principle of wifely obedience against which his own Wife of Bath so vehemently protests?   Or does Griselde, through the sheer absolution of her surrender, manage to subvert Walter’s attempts to tyrannize her, and therefore exist as a woman to be lauded for her strength of will?  While none of the answers to these questions may be easily discerned upon first read, a closer examination of the tale within the context of the framework of the Canterbury Tales as a whole provides some clarity.  While the Clerk paradoxically expresses his outrage at Walter’s treatment of Griselde yet simultaneously praises her obedience, we see that ultimately, the example of Grisdelde as a model wife is as unlikely and unrealistic in its own way as was the outrageous advice advocated by the Wife in her tale.  Subsequently, we may conclude that Chaucer does not promote one viewpoint over another, but rather, offers an indepth exploration of the ambiguous and delicate position of “good” wives in fourteenth-century society. 


Much of Chaucer’s genius lies in his ability to weave tales rich in their mulitiplicity of meaning, and the Clerk’s Tale is perhaps the most problematic of the tales in the collection.  Evidence of Kittredge’s idea of the dramatic principle at work
, the Clerk begins his tale in reaction to the Wife of Bath’s derogatory statements about Clerks.  As Donald Reiman notes, “the Clerk’s Tale is provoked by and is in rebuttal to the Wife of Bath.  Besides the Clerk’s specific allusions to the Wife at the end of his tale, his entire method is as much a counterpiece to the Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale as the Miller’s Tale is a parody of the Knight’s Tale” (357-358).  Thus the Clerk is, ostensibly, offering a tale of a “good” wife in reaction to the Wife’s implication that Clerks perpetuate misogynist notions of women by telling tales of “wicked wives” such as the ones read to her by her husband Jankin.  

In the beginning, Griselde appears indeed to be an exemplary wife; though she is of peasant background, she is well-loved by the Walter’s people, and, in keeping with the poem’s overall theme of natural governance, appears to be a natural leader: 

For thogh that evere virtuous was she,/ She was encressed in swich excellence/Of thewes gode, y-set in heigh bountee,/ And so discreet and fair of eloquence,/So benigne and so digne of reverence,/ And coude so the peples herte embrace,/That ech hire lovede that loked on hir face.  (407-414)

Nevertheless, Griselde’s rise to power (through wifely obedience) serves as a subtle reinforcement of the same oppressive gender ideas predictably perpetuated by patriarchal society; as Elaine Tuttle Hansen notes, 

the plot of Griselda’s story demonstrates how a woman may rise to the highest position of hegemonic power, becoming the honored wife of a wealthy lord and a coruler of his kingdom, through her archetypally acceptable behavior: utter submissiveness and essential silence.  (189)  

Indeed, Walter, having extracted from her an oath of obedience on their wedding day, feels it necessary to test Griselde’s steadfastness and so begins a pattern of obsessive behavior in which he essentially tortures his wife.  Significantly, however, Walter’s need to test his wife only surfaces after her popularity and skills as a leader surface, thus indicating that his actions are motivated from fear; he feels threatened by Griselde’s emerging strength and power of governance.  As M.L. Warren notes, “Just as the ascetic practice of medieval women became a threat to the church authorities as the women laid claim to teaching, counseling, and reforming roles, just so Griselde’s public virtue becomes a threat to Walter” (9).  


The Clerk himself emphatically expresses his condemnation of Walter’s behavior, from the first lines in which he tells of Walter’s “merveillous desyr” to test his wife:



He hadde assayed hire y-nogh bifore/And fond hire evere good./What 



needed it/Hire for to tempte and alwey more and more,/Though som men



preise for it for a subtil wit?/But as for me, I seye that yvel it sit/T’assaye



a wyf whan that it is no need,/And putten hire in anguish and in dred. 



(457-462). 

Yet the Clerk does not stop at simply condemning Walter’s obsessive desire to put Griselde’s loyalty to the test; he addresses the issue of tyrannical husbands – the very same issue to which the Wife of Bath dedicates her rowdy prologue.  With righteous indignation, he expresses his disdain at the merciless behavior of Walter: “O needles was she tempted in assay!/ But wedded men ne knowe no mesure/ Whan that they finde a pacient creature” (621-623).   With this statement, the Clerk draws the reader’s attention (and that of his fellow pilgrims) back to the topic of “sovereignty” in marriage, through the assertion that women who allow their husbands to dominate them completely will only worsen their situation.  As Kathyrn Lynch notes, “Indeed, it is the Clerk himself, in his role as narrator of the tale, who first draws critical attention to the fact that Walter’s sadistic tendency to abuse his wife represents a psychological truth” (42).  


The Clerk’s condemnation of Walter’s tyranny may be taken a step further when examined in conjunction with the Wife of Bath: The theme of sovereignty in marriage plays a vital role in both the ClT and the Wife’s prologue, as both explore marital relations in which one gender prevails over the other.  Just as the Wife’s prologue illustrates that a marriage in which one sex dominates another will ultimately break down either in a burst of violent resentment or in a wall of silence, so the Clerk’s Tale illustrates the same principle at work.   As Sprung notes, the ClT ultimately “reveal[s] how the habits of domination and submission preclude the possibility of real communication – a direct exchange of stated interests and desires – between ruler and ruled” (353).  


Shortly following his statement condemning tyrannical husbands, the Clerk addresses “women” directly, asking, 


But now of women wolde I axen fayn,/ If thise assayes mighte nat suffyse?/ What coude a sturdy housbond more devyse/To preve hir wyfhod and hir stedfastnesse,/ And he continuinge evere in 

sturdinesse?  (696-700)  



The fact that the Clerk both pointedly draws the focus back to the topic of sovereignty in marriage, as well as questions women specifically indicates that he is, in fact, directing his tale at this point to the Wife of Bath.   Yet if he is indeed offering an answer to her statements regarding marriage, what sort of statement is he making?  Critics typically argue that the Clerk, both in vehemently expressing his disdain for Walter and in addressing women specifically, is simply cleverly disguising the fact that he is indeed offering a rebuttal to the Wife’s outlandish statements regarding marriage: 



That the Clerk cites no authorities is, I believe, noteworthy…. He cannot



attack the Wife’s arguments directly, using his professional competence to



crush her chop-logic under the weight of classical, Biblical, and patristic



authorities (as Jankin, the Wife’s fifth husband, had once done), because



he must avoid the pedantry for which the Wife has already been criticized.  



(Reiman 358). 

Following this logic, the assumption is that the Clerk answers the Wife’s call for female domination in marriage by offering a story of a “good” wife who, as the polar opposite of the Wife herself, renders herself entirely at the mercy of her husband.  The Clerk, according to this argument, through his ostensible sympathy with Griselde, manages to disguise the fact that he is, in fact, continuing to perpetuate the very misogynist ideals against which the Wife rails in her prologue.   


While the Clerk’s Griselde certainly embodies the “ideal” of the submissive wife, however, she in many ways manages to subvert Walter’s attempts to tyrannize her.   Just as the Clerk emphasizes Walter’s cruelty, he is perhaps even more emphatic in underlining the strength beneath Griselde’s patient endurance.   She appears Christ-like in her dignity as she allows the sergeant to take her daughter from her: 



…But out the child he hente/ Despitously, and gan a chere make/



As though he wolde han slayn it er he went./ Grisildis mot al suffren



and al consente;/ And as a lamb she sitteth meke and stille,/ And leet



this cruel sergeant doon his wille… Allas! hir doghter that she lovede so,/



She wnde he wolde han slawen it right tho./ But natheles she neither weep 



ne skied,/ Conforminge hire to that the markis lyked.  (534-546)

Even more significant than her dignified silence is Griselde’s seemingly self-possessed demeanor in the face of Walter’s continued tyranny.  Just as Walter seems intent upon consistently testing her loyalty, she remains equally consistent in her insistence that his will, is, in fact, hers: “’I have,’ quod she, ‘seyd thus, and ever shal,/ I wol no thing ne nil no thing, certain,/ But as yow list’” (645-647).   While Griselde’s words certainly emphasize her submissive position, they at the same time, as Andrew Sprung notes, seem to both “take on the subversive power of…’mimickry’” as well as to “for a moment at least, awaken a kind of shame in Walter” (360).  Indeed, the Clerk says that “And whan this markis sey/ The constance of his wyf, he caste adoun/ His eyen two, and wondreth that she may/ In pacience suffer al this array./ And forth he gooth with drery contenaunce” (667-671). 

Yet Griselde does more than simply shame Walter; in making his desires presumably her own, she manages to effectively render his attempts to tyrannize her futile.  As time after time, Walter’s trials fail to elicit resistance from Griselde, so his frustration mounts.  Both her resistance to reacting violently (or rather, to reacting at all) combined with her insistence that his will is her own provoke Walter, indicating the fact that she is not, in fact, passive.  As Warren observes, “Her obedience does not equal passivity. Rather it is an active mode of creative being set into motion by her deliberate choice to be obedient in all things” (10).   Griselde, then, through her choice to remain literally inactive in the face of Walter’s repeated provocation, successfully subverts his tyrannical efforts, taking the power out of his hands and therefore rendering him inactive.  Thus conventional gender tropes – male as active, female as passive – are inverted.
  


Walter’s final test, following the supposed murder of their two children, as well as Griselde’s own banishment back to her father’s home, consists of his informing Griselde that he will take a new wife, and requesting her service in preparing for his new bride’s arrival.  Griselde’s reply remains consistent to her behavior as again, she disappoints Walter through acquiescence instead of resistance:



“Not only, lord, that I am glad,” quod she,/ “To doon youre lust,



but I desyre also/ Yow for to serve and plese in my degree/ Withouten



feynting, and shal everemo./ Ne nevre, for no wele ne no wo,/ Ne shal



the gost withinne myn herte stente/ To love yow best with al my trewe



entente.” (967-974) 

There lies within Griselde’s speech an assertive undertone as she communicates that she will actively maintain her vow to obey, along with her self control.  Elaine Tuttle Hansen observes that 


if Walter is at first shown up, defeated, and made powerless by the 


position and authority he hands his wife, which she so effortlessly and 


successfully wields, he is again all but undone by the self-abasement


that he then demands and that she, ever obedient and adaptable to her


situation, so easily and successfully performs.  Galled by the unbearable


way in which this woman eludes his tyranny by refusing to resist and 



define it… (192)


Yet the defining moment of Griselde’s subversion – in fact, the only truly outward show of an action akin to vocalized rebellion that she exhibits – occurs when Walter presents his new wife (her daughter) to her:



“O thing biseke I yow, and warne also,/ That ye ne prikke with no 



tormentinge/ This tender mayden, as ye han don mo./  For she is fostred in



hire norishinge/ More tenderly, and to my supposinge,/ She coude nat 



adversitee endure/ As coude a povre fostred creature.”  (1037-1043)

It is at this moment that Griselde, however subtly, acknowledges the fact that she has indeed endured much at Walter’s hands, with the clear insinuation that she has persevered through her own strength of will.  By the same token, through her final “stand” Griselde asserts at last that yes, she has endured, but she has endured his trials because she has chosen to do so:  



Griselde’s obedience has realized itself as a power….  [She] has 



determined herself.  Her radical obedience has enabled her to first



relinquish her peasant background, and then to relinquish wealth, status,



children, and husband….  Her insubordination has become her 



insubordination, and her radical obedience a mode of self creation.  



(Warren 10).  


Walter himself appears to recognize this truth, and, without further ceremony, ends his tyrannical charade with words that in their solemnity ring of defeat: “’This is y-nogh, Grisidle myn’” (1051).   We gather that Walter has stopped his regime of tyranny not because he wishes to truly put an end to her suffering, but rather, because of “his eventual understanding of the paradoxical sense in which this woman continues to win, in venerable Christian fashion, by losing so fully and graciously to a tyrannical man” (Hansen 192). 


While there is certainly evidence to suggest that Griselde does in some respects “win” as Hansen notes, we must nevertheless question at what cost she claims her victory.  She has allowed her children to (supposedly) be put to death, has been banished from the home that she has built with her husband, and has helped her husband prepare for life with a “new” bride, prior to her reunion with Walter.  In light of such potential sacrifices, can she really claim victory?  Daniel Murtaugh asserts that she can, arguing that 

Griselde’s integrity is maintained at a terrifying cost of years and of the righteous pleasures of a virtuous life.  But she does preserve the essential humanity of her free will….  She refutes, indeed she puts to shame, the weakness foisted on Alison of Bath by the patristic tradition.  (480)    

While it is evident, as stated earlier, that Griselde does maintain a sense of dignity, and even manages to subvert Walter’s attempts to tyrannize her through resisting, I would argue that she does not, as Murtaugh claims, “preserve the essential humanity of her free will”.   The facts of Griselde’s situation – the separation from her children, primarily – belie that her choice to remain obedient, while subversive in its own way, ultimately does not prove to be an empowering one, but rather, a self-destructive one.  

Beyond the literal level of significance of Griselde’s obedience lie the greater implications of her submissive behavior for women – or wives – in general.   Despite the fact that she stands as a symbol of the “good” wife that will apparently disprove popular notions of “wicked wives”, she nevertheless allows herself to be shamed by her husband, but in ways that strike deeper than the mere verbal taunting endured by Alison at the hands of Jankin.   For despite Walter’s insistence that it is her “sadeness” that he desires to test, he repeatedly refers to her “womanhood” as the true object of trial, leading up to his final statement that, “And folk that otherweyes han seyd of me,/ I warne hem wel that I have doon this dede/ For no malice ne for no crueltee,/ But for t’assaye in thee thy wommanhede….” (1072-1075).   The blows that Griselde suffers to her “womanhood” have far more repercussions than do the blows to Alison’s pride by Jankin’s tales of wicked wives.  As Elizabeth Psakis Armstrong argues

Her obedience to her husband is extended so that it supersedes her maternity (which is, of course, the only specifically female capacity approved by her culture); and having consented to the murder (she fully believes) of both her children, she is demoted to her peasant rank, exposed to the public in her smock (perhaps reminding us of the custom of displaying prostitutes and witches naked to the community), and returned, a discard, to her father.  That is, there is no part of her being, as she is female or feminine, that is not scorned and shamed.  (436)

And so, the price of Griselde’s silent victories remains a steep one indeed: the usurpation of her motherhood, her femininity, her womanhood.  In light of this fact, we cannot hold Griselde up as a character to be admired; she is instead “pathetic rather than virtuous in the eyes of both the reader and the Clerk; one sympathizes with her predicament without respecting either her intelligence or moral sensitivity” (Reiman 363).

Perhaps the most pathetic aspect of Griselde’s plight is that the tale is presented as having a “happy” ending because ultimately, she is reunited with her children and her husband.   Yet how truly happy can be her ending?  Her children have grown up without her, and so are inevitably strangers to her.  Yet more important to the overall theme is the question of whether a reunion with the husband who tyrannized her is truly a reward.   Hansen sees the ending of the story as characteristic of the traditional “antifeminist propaganda” that abounded at the time, noting that “the happy ending brings the heroine the dubious reward of permanent union with a man whom the Clerk, embellishing his sources, has characterized as a sadistic tyrant, worst of men and cruelest of husbands” (190).  

But is the Clerk’s Tale truly “antifeminist propaganda”, as Hansen claims?  As is 

the case with the rest of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, the ClT remains an example of Chaucer at his ambiguous best.  Ultimately, because the Clerk explores the paradoxes inherent in Griselde’s position as a woman, “the story can be used to serve either feminist or anti-feminist purposes” (Kamowski 201).   While on the one hand, the Clerk offers the tale as an answer to the Wife of Bath’s accusation that Clerks cannot (or will not) tell stories of “good” women (and so offers this tale of a remarkably virtuous wife), Walter’s tyranny transcends the limits of simply measuring goodness.  This begs the question of just what it is that the Clerk (and Chaucer) endorses.   Is he advocating virtue in the face of suffering, as he tries to assert through his last-minute claim of the tale as allegory?  Or is he instead advocating the very antifeminist notion of wifely submission?  


The Clerk is not, I would argue, advocating either one or the other; he is simply exemplifying once again Chaucer’s skill at exploring the more complicated aspects of human nature, and in this case, Chaucer returns to the subject that he addressed in the Wife of Bath’s prologue, the plight of women in marriage and the paradoxes therein.  Griselde perfectly embodies the difficulties of being a wife in the fourteenth century: While she rises to power socially and (in some senses politically) through embracing submissiveness and society’s proscribed role for the acceptable behavior of wives, she at the same time demeans herself in doing so.   Yet at the same time, there is a certain undeniably subversive power in the idea of a truly “good” woman, as the very concept threatens the same notions of antifeminism upon which patriarchal society is founded.  Hansen articulates the paradox perfectly:

The Tale suggests on one hand that Griselda is not really empowered by her acceptable behavior, because the feminine virtue she embodies in welcoming her subordination is by definition both punitive and self-destructive.  On the other hand, the Tale reveals that the perfectly good woman is powerful, or at least potentially so, insofar as her suffering and submission are fundamentally insubordinate and deeply threatening to men and to the concepts of power and gender identity upon which patriarchal culture is premised.  (190)     


To argue, then, that Chaucer (through his Clerk) is advocating one agenda over another (be that feminist or anti-feminist), is to needlessly miss the point of the Tale.   The Clerk’s Tale, as an answer to the Wife of Bath’s prologue, serves as a continued exploration of the roles of wives in marriage.  If there is indeed a “moral” to the story, it remains that the example of Griselde as the model wife is as unrealistic as the ideals for wives advocated by the Wife of Bath; the complete “sovereignty” of one spouse over another leads inevitably to the destruction of the marriage.   Ultimately, the Tale itself mirrors the implications of proscribed gender roles within fourteenth century marriages, embodying a complex of oppositions and paradoxes inherent in the very notion of the “good” wife.    
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� George Lyman Kittredge, in his essay, “The Dramatic Principle of the Canterbury Tales” argues that Chaucer breaks new literary ground in constructing tales in which the characters’ behavior is dictated not just by their nature in general, but in reaction to one another as well: “Thus the story of any pilgrim may be affected or determined, - in its contents, or in the manner of the telling, or in both, - not only by his character in general, but also by the circumstances, by the situation, by his momentary relations to the others in the company, or even by something in a tale that has come before” (523). 


� In her article “Regimes of the Visual in Premodern England: Gaze, Body, and Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale”, Sarah Stanbury explores (and subsequently refutes) the notion of examining the tale using Freud’s Oedipal model.  She notes that, “The familiar model that this argument invokes is resolutely binarist and heterosexist, defining Walter and Griselda through conventional tropes of gender: action and passivity, will and submission, exile and immanence, spirit and matter” (261). 





