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Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales dramatize a pilgrimage to a new social order as a means of healing the deep fractures of fourteenth century society. Discuss. 
This essay will discuss how Chaucer used the Canterbury Tales to illustrate the changes to social order in Medieval England. This upheaval of social order had come about by a series of natural catastrophes that decimated the population of medieval England in the fourteenth century. Also, by using the Knight’s Tale and the Miller’s Tale, the essay will focus on both the transition from the old social order towards a new fairer social structure.
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales uses a pilgrimage as a literary form to represent a wide range of social levels and occupations. A pilgrimage was one of a few occasions in Medieval England when such a diverse group of people would be gathered together at the same time, on the same journey with a mutual interest. Medieval pilgrimages used physical travel to bring individuals closer towards a spiritual God. It is therefore unlikely that many of the characters in the Canterbury Tales would normally go on a pilgrimage, but Chaucer decided to use a pilgrimage as a vehicle for the Canterbury Tales. This device allowed him to use a variety of different characters, each from their own kind of occupations and class, and telling stories in their own voice. Chaucer defines these characters by their role in society and his focus is on the individual character. The Canterbury Tales reflects life in Chaucer’s time, that of Medieval England, at a time when society was in the state of flux and change. A new social order was taking place and different classes were emerging. Evidence of this can be interpreted from the tales and the tellers of the tales. Prior to this time, England was vastly overpopulated which was to the advantage of the aristocratic classes who owned most of the land. Land and food were scarce and there was plenty of men more than willing to work. This was a time when the feudal system was organised society into different groups based on their roles. The King maintained control and power by giving estates and land to the Lords who in return provided men for the King’s army and money and food that funded the wars. Vassals were tenants of the nobility who administered the peasants to work on their land for military protection.
Feudal society was traditionally divided into three estates. The first estate was the church and clergy, the second estate was the nobility, which included Knights and the third estate was the peasants and poor people.
 One of the most catastrophic events to happen in Chaucer’s lifetime was the Plague or Black Death as it was also known as. The plague killed thousands of the population of Medieval England indiscriminately and people began to question the teachings of Christianity and the words of the Bible. The peasants totally believed at the time that God only punished evil people and those who sinned. The plague had changed the balance of power dramatically and ended feudalism as a social and economic system.
 The church had lost some of its power and influence and the higher strata was losing power through loss of income. The three estates theory was being disrupted by the disastrous events that were happening in Medieval England during these times. Chaucer verbalises the societal changes that these events were bringing in through The Canterbury Tales. The Knight’s Tale is the first story to be told, and because of his position in society as a Knight, and the host proposes that the Monk should go next to tell his tale as he wants to put the story tellers in order of their class and perceived role in society. The disruption among the pilgrims during the first tale reflects the upheaval in the fourteenth century of the social classes. As a new class system was emerging, this is mirrored by the changing of the order of the host’s ‘class system’ telling of the stories in the Canterbury Tales. The Knight’s Tale was based on stories told in aristocratic circles about the chivalric code of courtly love. The tale also expresses the issues relevant to the noble classes of Medieval England. The Knight’s role is as a Christian, yet he was bound for war and his duty in combat meant mass slaughtering.
To ransake in the teas of bodies dede, 
Hem for to strepe of harneys and of wede, 

The pilours diden bisynesse and cure 
After the bataille and disconfiture... (1005 – 1008)
Chaucer was a soldier and here he introduces the horrors of war into a tale of chivalric romance. The Knight is challenged by the Miller as soon as he finishes telling his tale. 
Peggy Knapp states in her book Chaucer and the Social Contest that The Knight’s Tale is a 

 “very rich tale traversed by several historical issues and amenable to many coherent interpretations, both in Chaucer’s day and in ours. His emphases are on figures who control, on how much can be controlled, and what to do when human governance is challenged by fate.” pp.15
The historical issues connected with the catastrophes of famine and The Plague cannot be ignored in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. After these events, there was plenty of land with fewer mouths to feed and a shortage of labourers. The wealthy medieval class had no choice but to negotiate with the labourers and tenants with fair earnings and better working conditions. The wealthy suffered under the economic change as the wages for labourers increased. 

The economic changes empowered the Medieval peasant who took the opportunity to earn their own living without the ‘intervention of the ruling classes.
’ The strata of society among the rural communities began to change as the richer peasants began to dominate the villages where they lived in and to provide services that they would generate income from the peasants and the ruling classes. The richer peasants were agricultural workers and tradesmen who were able to use their skills to make their own living. This becomes evident in the telling of The Miller’s Tale, when the Miller interrupts the Knight’s Tale and retaliates with a tale that is just as good as The Knight’s Tale. Here the Miller is “quitting” the Knight by reminding the other Pilgrims that just because The Knight is noble and is aristocratic does not mean that he is any better at telling tales then the rest of the pilgrims. The Miller earns his own living and therefore is on the next level to aristocracy in economic terms. The pilgrims all agreed that the Knight’s Tale was a very good tale, but the Miller was within his rights to disagree and voice his opinion that The Knight’s Tale is slow and majestic and that the Knight was not a very good at story teller. 
The Miller’s Tale is a tale of fabliau that mocks and undermines the Knight’s chivalric culture. In the General Prologue, the Miller is described as being a stout fellow with a hairy wart on his nose, wide hairy nostrils and he wore a sword strapped to his side. A very ugly character, who is known to be drunk when he is on the pilgrimage. The Miller is a buffoon who tells dirty stories, steals corn and charges a toll and indeed there appears to be no honest millers; his name is Robyn which in itself is a pun:
He was a janglere and a goliardeys, 

And that was moost of synne and harlotries. 

Wel koude he stelen corn and tollen thries, 

And yet he had a thombe of gold, pardee.

Millers played a crucial role in the medieval rural economy. They were not technically peasants as they earned a living from taking tolls paid by peasants who by law had to have their grain milled at the seigneurial mills. Like the carpenter, the miller is an artisan who earned a living with the skill of his hands. The Medieval millers were participants in the Rising of 1381. In response to the labourers and tenants who then had power over the aristocracy, in 1349, Parliament made a Bill of Law. The new Bill was the Ordinance of Labourers Law and under the Ordinance of Labourers Law, everyone under 60 years of age must work. Employers were not allowed to be paid higher wages than the wages before the Plague and workers were not allowed to receive wages higher than before the Plague. Fixed prices were made on food with no excess profit allowed.
 This resulted in a class warfare and the Rising of 1381 – The rising transformed English society. Lee Patterson states in his book Chaucer and the Subject of History, 
collapse of feudalism and the transition to capitalism was the growing ability of the late-medieval peasant to withhold surplus value and turn it to his own, independent economic uses. Pp251
The change in the social class system in Chaucer’s Medieval England was happening and Chaucer portrays these changes of class in the Canterbury Tales. The Miller’s Tale is a
fabliau. A fabliau is a comic tale in verse, with a simple and straightforward style. It was a genre of French literature, but Chaucer reversed this genre. The French fabliaux characters are always ordinary people of the time such as peasants, priests, students, and wives. The plots are realistic and are created by a noble author for the aristocratic audience. The fabliau presents an image of what life is about for the middle classes and peasants. The aristocracy were mocking the peasant class in the fabliau tales, but it is evident that the fabliau poems could not be a realistic representation of the middle or peasant classes but a reflection of the noble classes themselves. Chaucer redirects the genre of fabliau with The Miller’s Tale, by mocking the noble classes. The Miller’s Tale is a story that is original, and the characters are realistic.
 Comparing the characters, Palamon and Arcite in the Knight’s Tale with the characters of Nicholas and Absolon in the Miller’s Tale, the reader learns a lot more information about the characters of Nicholas and Absolon than is learnt about Palamon and Arcite. Palamon and Arcite are noble Knights who fight in battles, honour the court and fight over the same woman but remain indistinguishable from each other. Whereas, Nicholas is a scholar studying one of the great arts of the time. He uses his knowledge to trick the carpenter into believing that Noah’s flood is about to recur and John, the carpenter although a Christian believes him. Absolon is a parish clerk and plays musical instruments and likes dancing and Nicholas is interested in science and both the characters are skilled. Their interest in the love for the same woman reflect the story of The Knight’s Tale but we learn more about the characters of Nicholas and Absolon through a story that is set in the times that the tale is told in Medieval England. John the carpenter has rented a room in his house to Oxford students. Ecclesiastical establishments were perceived as overbearing and exploitive and landlords had bad relations with their tenants. The Miller promotes the view of the world common to rural movements throughout the late middle ages.
Medieval England had two universities, Oxford and Cambridge. The Miller’s Tale is set in Oxford and Nicholas was a student at Oxford University.
Society was becoming more sophisticated as Europe was becoming larger. A new type of education institute was emerging. The universities of Oxford and Cambridge in Medieval England were for the higher strata classes and influenced by law, medicine and theology which was taught in Latin. In response to the new changes in society, the university took a step towards introducing the liberal arts that included reading, writing and arithmetic, geometry, and music. Religion and the church were no longer the single power that dominated everything. There was conflict across Europe that everything that students were being taught was based on religion. While Christianity was dominant during Medieval times, Muslim and Islamic teachings and beliefs also contributed to Medieval Europe having an impact on education as well as law, medicine, music and language.
 A new curriculum of core subjects emerged to be taught everywhere and taught by everyone. Students were able to openly debate and discuss and voice their opinions. Anything and everything were open to discussion including the topic concerning the existence of God. Money was crucial for education although talented scholars were funded by organisations. Oxford and Cambridge Universities grew fast and debated in the great issues of the day. The liberal arts gained new materials enabling students to pursue a humanities education where they could better themselves to gain better employment.
 
The changes in religion for the young people in society who travelled for a better education is apparent in The Miller’s Tale. The knight’s Tale describes the nature of noble life and its concerns with love and chivalry and the importance of dignity, power and noble rites and ceremonies in aristocratic society which Chaucer was familiar with. It reflects an order to the patterns of life, but in the plot of The Knight’s Tale, there are elements of chaos and disorder that are ever present threats to life.
 It tells about the world that freedom and the inability of humans to accomplish what they intend. Theseus attempts to impose order results in disorder. The tale shows that people are free to have intensions but not free to carry them out.
 Chaucer, in his Canterbury Tales, allows the pilgrims to tell a story without restrictions. It reflects the time in Medieval England where the prejudice of class was lifted, giving more freedom to the peasants allowing the people to live their lives as they want to without restrictions. The catastrophic events and the result of the 1381 Rising, resulted in freedom for the peasant classes. The noble classes   suffered with a loss of income and death caused by the Plague, which created a mutual understanding with the peasants and the Rising. 
Conclusion:

The catastrophic events of the Plague and famine changed the class system for good in Medieval England. The result of the Rising in 1381, marked the breakdown of the feudal system which was outdated as attitudes began to change. Parliament no longer controlled the wages the landowners paid to their peasants and the Lords began to treat the peasants with much more respect. The working men were free to work wherever they wanted and were no longer classed as being owned by the landowners. Education became popular and more accessible and the changes in the way education was being taught proved successful for the new scholar although education was for men only. Chaucer was comparing class and the new social structure in The Canterbury Tales. The Knight’s Tale is a chivalric romance telling a story usually told in noble circles to a noble audience, but the stories do not have much in common with the lives of the other characters in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. The fabliau tale of The Miller’s Tale is switched around as the miller is mocking the Knight who is of noble class. Chaucer wrote the tales in Middle English at a time when the aristocratic classes spoke French and wrote in Latin. The miller is the new ‘middle class’ in Medieval society and therefore is able to do this. It is the first time in Medieval England where to a point, everyone has a voice and were able to put their own point of view across. The great catastrophes that happened in fourteenth century England, created a better society for the peasants and middle classes. Chaucer chose a pilgrimage for his Canterbury Tales to present a diverse class range of individual characters and gave them a voice to tell their own stories, expressing their own class that becomes a focal point to the tales.
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