[image: image1.png]PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





Undergraduate assignment feedback form
(to be completed by marker)

	Student Name: Susan Adams


	Module Code: HPEN6001
Module title: Debating Medieval Identity: The Thrown Voices of The Canterbury Tales

	Student number: 1600044

	For completion by marker:

Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	Provisional mark: 
NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the final examination board. 


Susan Adams 1600044 HPEN6001 Essay 2

Morality in The Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale. Discuss. 

This essay will define the term morality and examine the use of the theme of morality in a variety of literary forms, for instance in novel and poetry writing, particularly during the fourteenth century, giving examples to illustrate the changes and evolution in the use of Morality.  There will then be a discussion on how Geoffrey Chaucer utiliseds these particular elements throughout his writings in The Canterbury Tales, and then, by focussing specifically on The Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale, there will be a discussion of what Chaucer was attempting to relate to his audience, in particular with the church and  how he communicates his ideas and interpretation of morality through the characters who appear in this particular Tale.

Morality is a system of principles concerning the distinction between right and wrong, and good and bad behaviour. It is a complex system of general principles according to and particular judgements based on cultural, religious and philosophical beliefs. Morality carries the concepts of moral standards, with regards to behaviour. The moral principles that govern our behaviour, guide society to live in a world where we can live in harmony together and enjoy a good life. Moral responsibility, referring to our conscience and a moral identity, one who is capable of right or wrong action.
 
Morals imply rightness, fairness, virtuous, truthfulness and being honourable. A moralistic story or experience are lessons we can learn from a story or an experience that a person can determine and learn for themselves what is right or wrong. Religion uses morals to determine what is right and what is wrong and that all morality flows from The New Testament Commandments or the teachings of any religious faith.
A person’s moral understanding is not the only thing that tends to change as people mature, just as their values tend to change over time as well. In the same way the principles and values of morality have altered over the centuries. The idea that morality should be invested solely in God became less plausible. Not only have religious belief eroded over time, but even devout thinkers (Immanuel Kant, for instance) have been less likely to look to God to set moral boundaries.
  Over time people began to question religion and the perception of a God and think for themselves about morality and their own personal values. 
The late nineteenth century experienced not simply a crisis of faith, but what has been the beginnings of a set of trends that were to become highly significant in the twentieth century. There was the erosion of Enlightenment but the surge of confidence in the people who were searching for new ideas and progressing forward and damning reason as long as they lived a moral life. Slavery was abolished, and a second Industrial Revolution led to a high level of productivity, profit and prosperity.

Poetry had been the dominant genre in the Romantic period but Victorian literature, it was the novel that became the most important vehicle in literature. In Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, (1847), her interest in social issues, gives her stories a contemporary relevance for the reader. In the novel, although Jane is in love with Mr. Rochester but leaves him standing at the alter when she discovers that he already has a wife. Although she is very much in love with him, she knows that by marrying a married man goes against her morals unlike the infidelity that is rife throughout most of the novel, The Great Gatsby
written by F. Scott Fitzgerald in 1925, provides a critical history of America during the roaring 1920s. The female characters, in particular, challenge the conventions of morality with feeling free to drink, smoke, drive and attend social parties. Language is an effective way to motivate sympathy towards others. For example, Uncle Tom’s Cabin written by Harriet Beecher Stowe (1852) helped to end slavery in the United States of America.
 Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales depicted medieval England at a time when people were questioning morality, religion, feudalism and their role in the world.
The population growth of the thirteenth century in England was followed, early in the fourteenth Century, by a series of bad harvests due to poor weather and an outbreak of decimating disease among cattle and humans. The famine and Black Death led to a significant decline in population and further outbreaks of disease made the population recovery slow for over a century, and unexpected deaths were common. There was lack of understanding of disease and its causes, and there was no effective medicine as well as proper sanitation. With the loss of so many people across the social spectrum, it was understandable that medieval people were questioning their blind acceptance of the current morality. They believed in the moral teachings of Christianity, and that there was life after death and they would go to heaven as long as they confessed of all their sins. The church was an all-encompassing influence on Medieval society and the teaching and practicing of religion in the church totally dominated the way in which the Medieval people viewed society, morality and death. It was, however, a time of change and there were opportunities for the lower classes to improve their lifestyle and be more mobile in order to increase their income and to make a living earning a good wage. These changes are recognisable in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. At the time Chaucer was writing the Tales, Wycliffe translated the Bible into Middle English. Most people in Medieval England heard the Bible through oral form at church or read it in Latin. Wycliffe wrote the Bible in a language spoken by the ordinary people encouraging them to learn to read as very few people at that time could read. These Bible translations became a focal point and inspired the Lollard movement, a Reformation movement that rejected the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church.
 Chaucer also wrote The Canterbury Tales in Middle English which inspired other poets and writers to do the same. 
Chaucer’s contemporaries included William Langland who was the author of Piers Plowman, a poem in which he uses satire to focus on the abuses and downfall of the Church and all topics of social and economic life in the late fourteenth century in Medieval England. The closing lines of Piers Plowman continues with the loss of Grace from the Church, the poet is undermining the authority of the Church: 
Conscience cryed eft Clergie to helpe.
And bad Contricion came to kepe  þe yate.

Another close contemporary of Chaucer’s was John Gower who wrote a collection of tales like The Canterbury Tales based on the Seven Deadly Sins. The poem he wrote was Confessio Amantis, is the confession of an ageing lover to the chaplain of Venus; it is the frame of the story within a story of shorter poems and is critical of the ‘Three Estates’ of medieval society, the nobility, clergy and ordinary people.
 Chaucer, Langland and Gower were writing their poetry with a moral tale at a time when Medieval England was in a state of change. Their literary writings like most fictional works, we read conveyed a moral message to the reader. People were questioning the morals of the Church and the nobility who were in charge of the country. Other examples of morals in literature are the famous books of fables, Aesop’s Fables. Fables are short stories which illustrate a moral lesson to children and date back to the fifth Century. The characters in the fables are usually animals which appeal to children and many of the morals are still well known today:
“Slow and steady wins the race.” Aesop’s fables The Hare and the Tortoise.

Satire is a mockery that has a moral purpose. The genre of Chaucer’s The Wife of Bath is satire. Her character represents much satire in the Middle Ages about how women were often presented in the Middle Ages as being disobedient and rebellious. In The Wife of Bath, Chaucer makes the views of how women were placed in Medieval society. The moral of this tale teaches that beauty is not the most important aspect of a person. 
Most of The Canterbury Tales contain elements of sermonising. Sermons were used to educate people about the Christian faith and make people aware of the contents of the Bible that was interpreted by the church. Sermons would explain sinfulness and help people understand the confessional. The seven deadly sins considered in the Middle Ages were; pride, envy, wrath, lust, greed, gluttony and sloth. Sermons about the seven deadly sins were important themes in the medieval church.
 If sins were confessed, then the individual was absolved from eternal damnation. In displaying how he preaches, the pardoner in The Pardoner’s Prologue delivers an actual sermon to the pilgrims. His intention to deliver a sermon that will encourage people to give money; he boasts how he can tell a good sermon, has an authority to preach and he can speak in Latin to add spice to his sermon:
And in Latyn I speke a words fewe, 344

To saffron with my predicacioun. 345
In The General Prologue, Chaucer describes the Pardoner from Rouncivale; it is possible that the Pardoner represented the Hospital of St Mary Rouncivale located in Charing Cross in London. Medieval hospitals were not primarily medical establishments, but their chief concern was for the souls in their care and prepare them for good deaths. Some hospitals were richly provided for by generous donors, but most were forced to seek alms by accumulating money by indulgences. Hospitals sent their Pardoners off far and wide with a Certificate of Indulgence that gave the Pardoner the authorisation to preach and collect money in exchange for pardons. The Pardoners were approved by the Pope, Kings and Bishops. The Pardoner of this Tale became greedy and took money for himself. Legitimate Pardoners often became corrupt and many went into the business themselves.
 The religious outlook that the medieval person believed and took seriously, was that everybody would be judged by God when they died. If an individual had sinned and had not repented, then they would go to hell and so it was of the greatest importance to confess and repent your sins for any evil incurred and to make possible a Christian soul and the hope of eternal life. The relics which the Pardoners sold were the remains of saints, such as his bone or articles of clothing. The saints were believed to grant healing and the pilgrims in The Canterbury Tales were visiting the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury where the breeches worn by Thomas Becket were kept. The false relics of the Pardoner in The Pardoner’s Prologue may be connected to the false relics that the Pardoners, in the time that Chaucer lived, were selling. It was proven that they used false relics to finance Rouncivale Hospital using false papal bulls which are mentioned at the beginning of The Pardoner’s Tale.

“First I pronounce from whennes that I come, 335
And thanne my bulles shewe I, alle and some. 336
The influence the Church had on hospitals, schools and universities, and many social organisations in Medieval England, was vast. The influence was beneficial to the church and the Church was also abused for personal gain. The Pardoner exploited certain aspects of the Church and encouraged people to buy relics regardless of their authenticity and the Church gave the Pardoner a license to do this. 
The Pardoner in The Pardoners Tale has no morals; he preaches to people for financial gain. He has no regard for the people’s spiritual well-being and converts moral values for his own greed. There are various degrees of morality in The Canterbury Tales, but the morality of the tale does not necessary lie in accordance with the morality or motives of the teller.
 
The Pardoner’s Tale is part of the real life of the pilgrimage. A pilgrimage was an act of penance. In the introduction to The Pardoner’s Tale, the pardoner, to the shock of the other pilgrims, on the way to Canterbury, the pardoner stops to tell his tale in a tavern, diverting the pilgrims from their main purpose of going to Canterbury to seek out Thomas Becket’s shrine:
“But first,” quod he, “heere at this alestake 321
I wol bothe drynke and eten of a cake.” 322

The Pardoner’s Prologue and Tale is a dramatic tale that is told through vivid exchanges and speeches. The tale begins in a tavern in Flanders where young people practice debauchery, gambling, playing music, swearing and eating and drinking to excess. Three rioters are sitting in the tavern drunk and after seeing the death of a friend decide to go on a quest to find and kill death. The sins witnessed in the tavern are of gluttony and the Pardoner says lechery is the wine of drunkenness. Using biblical stories of Lot, Herod and Adam and Eve, he warns of the dangers of temptation and gluttony. He gives a simplified version of a Christian message and tells the version of his message in a full sermon voice. The Pardoner sees anything that is pleasurable as sinful. In their quest for finding death; the three rioters meet an old man who knows where they can find death; if they follow a crooked path and they will find death under a tree. The rioters ran to the tree but forget their search for death because of the hoard of gold florins they see by the tree. They agreed to take the treasure at night, so two of the rioters guard the treasure of coins as the youngest of the three is sent to town to get bread and wine. When he is gone the other two rioters plan to stab the younger rioter with a dagger when he returns with the bread and wine and so they can share the gold between the two of them. The younger rioter also plots to kill the other two rioters and have the gold all for himself, so he poisons the wine. When he returns with food and wine, the two rioters kill him and drink the poisoned wine and all three of the rioters are dead. They certainly find death underneath the tree. 
Chaucer presents the Pardoner and the three rioters as being open about their deceitfulness and yet they are unable to see the actual consequences of their behaviour. The Pardoner says that he is good at deceiving, but he is unaware that by telling everyone about how he deceives people with his false pardons and false relics, he is giving information to others, so they could copy his deceitfulness or refuse to buy his relics or pardons. The pardoner uses biblical references when he tells his tale to suit his own needs. 
According to the Bible, God planted a garden in Eden with many fruitful trees, and in the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of knowledge, the knowledge of good and evil. Adam and Eve were immortal and amoral, but a reversal of fortune soon followed, when both defied God. Tasting of the forbidden moral fruit, they were banished by God and turned mortal.
 The Pardoner’s Tale and the death of the three rioters is a scene that is an imitation of the fall of Eden. The golden florins represent the forbidden fruit and greed that is depicted in the sermons. The Pardoner’s Tale is a revenge tragedy and the moral, forsake sin or sin will forsake you.
 The pardoner’s idea of sin can be anything that one does for enjoyment. He does not care about the people as long as he can con them into buying his pardons and relics. The Canterbury Tales have a moral theme and a moral tale like The Pardoner’s Tale. The morality of the tales can depend upon the readers interpretation using their own moral values and the morality of the individual pilgrim telling the tale. 
Morality has become a complicated issue in the multi-cultural world we live in today. Science and education have helped in improving social values and with the access of travel, and the internet, we are able to be in contact with and connect with people from all over the world. Our moral guidance can sympathise with people and help towards making a better world for everyone. Morality describes the principles that rule our behaviour and without principles, societies would not survive. Morals and beliefs have changed over the centuries. Slavery at one time was considered as a normal practice even though most people realised it was immoral. Chaucer knew that Pardoner’s were immoral and put the character of the Pardoner on his pilgrimage in The Canterbury Tales.
Historically the Pardoner was a grotesque part of the institution as it really was and part of the reason for its demise. He belongs to the banished world of the Middle Ages. 
References

Abulof, Uriel, The Mortality and Morality of Nations (New York, USA: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 4

Aers, David, Chaucer, Langland, And the Creative Imagination, p. 36

"Aesop's Fables", Tales with Morals, 2018 <http://www.taleswithmorals.com> [Accessed 21 October 2018]

"Age of Enlightenment", En. Wikipedia.Org, 2018 <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Enlightenment> [Accessed 21 October 2018]

Chaucer, Geoffrey, and Larry Dean Benson, The Riverside Chaucer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008)

Howard, Donald R, The Idea of the "Canterbury Tales" (Berkeley: University of california Press, 1978), p. 337

Malik, Kenan, "ON MORALITY AND ITS HISTORY", Pandaemonium, 2018 <https://kenanmalik.com/2017/08/10/on-morality-and-its-history/> [Accessed 19 October 2018]

Maxfield, David K, "St Mary Rouncivale, Charing Cross: The Hospital of Chaucer's Pardoner", JSTOR, 28 (1993), pp148-163 <https://www.jstor.org/stable25095839> [Accessed 12 October 2018]

"Morality", Allaboutphilosophy.Org, 2018 <https://www.allaboutphilosophy.org/morality.htm> [Accessed 21 October 2018]

"Seven Deadly Sins", En. Wikipedia.Org, 2018 <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seven_deadly_sins> [Accessed 21 October 2018]

"Seven Deadly Sins of Management", The British Library, 2018 <https://www.bl.uk/business-and-management/editorials/seven-deadly-sins-of-management> [Accessed 21 October 2018]

"The British Library Confessio Amantis", The British Library, 2018 <https://www.bl.uk/> [Accessed 21 October 2018]

"Uncle Tom's Cabin - Ohio History Central", Ohiohistorycentral.Org, 2018 <http://www.ohiohistorycentral.org/w/Uncle_Tom%27s_Cabin> [Accessed 21 October 2018]

"Wycliffe's Bible", En. Wikipedia.Org, 2018 <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wycliffe%27s_Bible> [Accessed 21 October 2018]

� "Morality", Allaboutphilosophy.Org, 2018 <https://www.allaboutphilosophy.org/morality.htm> [Accessed 21 October 2018].





�  Kenan Malik, "ON MORALITY AND ITS HISTORY", Pandaemonium, 2018 https://kenanmalik.com/2017/08/10/on-morality-and-its-history/ [Accessed 19 October 2018].





� "Age of Enlightenment", En. Wikipedia.Org, 2018 <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Enlightenment> [Accessed 21 October 2018].





� "Uncle Tom's Cabin - Ohio History Central", Ohiohistorycentral.Org, 2018 <http://www.ohiohistorycentral.org/w/Uncle_Tom%27s_Cabin> [Accessed 21 October 2018].





� Wycliffe's Bible", En. Wikipedia.Org, 20


� David Aers, Chaucer, Langland, And the Creative Imagination, p. 36.


� "The British Library Confessio Amantis", The British Library, 2018








� "Aesop's Fables", Tales with Morals, 2018 





� even Deadly Sins", En. Wikipedia.Org, 2018 





� David K Maxfield, "St Mary Rouncivale, Charing Cross: The Hospital of Chaucer's Pardoner", 





� David K Maxfield, "St Mary Rouncivale, Charing Cross: The Hospital of Chaucer's Pardoner





�  Donald R Howard, The Idea of the "Canterbury Tales" (Berkeley: University of california Press, 1978), p. 53.





� Uriel Abulof, The Mortality and Morality of Nations (New York, USA: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 4.





�  Donald R Howard, The Idea of The "Canterbury Tales" (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), p. 337.









