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W}la’c Women Want?

Mimesis and Gender in Chaucer's Wife of Bath’s
Prologue and Tale

Anne McTaggart
University of Alberta, Canada

But nathelees, syn I knowe youre delit, / I shal fulfille youre worldly appetit.!

haucer’s Wife of Bath centers on a wonderfully fruitful paradox: she
claims for women and for herself the right to “maistrie” and “soverey-
netee” in marriage, but she does so by articulating the discourse
imparted to her by the “auctoritee” of anti-feminism.> Indeed, this paradoxical
challenge to and reiteration of anti-feminist ideas has left Chaucer’s readers
debating for decades which way the irony cuts: is the Wife to be understood as a
proto-feminist, or is she merely “a delightful buffoon inadvertently lampooning
herself for the ironic pleasure of a knowing, male audience”?* How we choose
to answer this question, moreover, decides in turn how we will answer the ques-
tions that arise from Chaucer’s representation of the struggle for “maistrie,” or
dominance, in the prologue and tale generally: what causes violence in human
relationships and societies, and how can violence be quelled or avoided? What
does it mean to forgive insult or injury, and how is reconciliation achieved?
Chaucer’s Wife, Alisoun, tells the story of a rapist-knight who undergoes
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a process of reeducation and reformation when he is charged with a quest to
discover what it is that women want, and then is rewarded when the ugly old
woman who supplies him with the answer in exchange for marriage is trans-
formed into a beautiful and faithful young wife; thus, the knight’s quest to
discover women’s desire concludes, ironically, with the fulfillment of his own
“worldly appetit.” I open the present essay with the lines uttered by the ugly old
woman before she magically transforms herself into the object of the knight’s
desire in order to highlight the way in which the tale’s conclusion signals a
crucial aporia: insofar as the old woman’s claim that women desire sovereignty
above all is undermined by her surrender of sovereignty to her young husband,
we never do find out, once and for all, what women want.

The Wife’s Tale is preceded in the Canterbury collection by a prologue, also
narrated by the Wife of Bath, which serves as her confession, as she recalls her
youthful exploits in love and marriage and reveals to her pilgrim-audience the
manipulative stratagems by which she was able to control a succession of hus-
bands and their wealth. Many of Chaucer’s readers have observed that the Wife
of Bath's Prologue and Tale echo and parallel each other at several key points,
particularly in reiterating the male surrender of maistrie: the rapist-knight sur-
renders maistrie to the magical “loathly lady” just as, in the prologue, Alisoun’s
husbands surrender to her.* One common reading of this narrative symmetry
is to see the Wife’s tale as an exemplum of her confessional prologue: as Mar-
shall Leicester puts it, in the prologue the Wife “sets out to make an example
of herself” in order to prove by her own experience the “necessity of feminine
‘maistrie”’; she thus “offers the tale as a counter-exemplum to set in opposition
to those in Janekyn’s book of wicked wives and the male misogynist tradition.”s
Nearly all interpretations that consider these parallels assume the loathly lady
figure to be the Wife’s analogue and the rapist-knight to be representative of
all men, and thus to be an analogue both for her husbands and for the textual
“auctoritee” that she “quits” in her prologue: in this allegorical reading of the
tale, therefore, “this old ‘wyf” is like the Wife herself, her youth vanished, hav-
ing to devise some way of continuing the ‘olde daunce’ of marriage—and life
itself—in the no-man’s land between what women want and what men want.

The problem that remains, especially for gender-aware or feminist readings
of the Wife, is the tale’s status as mere wish-fulfillment: if, in her tale, Alisoun is
imagining herself in the dual role of powerful enchantress and beautiful young
woman, she seems to betray an aging temptress’s desire both to dominate men
and to fulfill male desire. This interpretation of the parallels between prologue
and tale also makes the tale’s ending especially problematic, for if the tale is
meant to illustrate and validate the Wife’s experientially based insight that



‘What Women Want? 43

women deserve sovereignty and mastery over men in marriage, the fact that,
at the tale’s conclusion, we are told the transformed wife proceeds to “obey”
her husband “in every thyng / That myghte do hym plesance or likyng” seems
a striking contradiction to Alisoun’s purpose, while the question of women’s
desire is elided altogether in favor of yet another representation of male desire.”
Ultimately, and quite conveniently for Chaucer’s knight, it would seem that
Alisoun deconstructs the moral of her own tale, suggesting that women do not
want sovereignty in marriage, after all, so much as they desire to be the objects
of male desire.?

The parallels between prologue and tale, however, are not divided as
neatly along gender lines (Alisoun represented as the old woman, the knight
as the representative male) as the wish-fulfillment reading suggests. It is not
so much that the Wife does not know that she wants to be subject to another’s
mastery, but rather that Chaucer depicts the Wife’s desire as both an imita-
tion and a model of male desire; this doubleness, rather than the Wife’s own
(or, by extension, women’s) peculiar and masochistic psychology, reveals the
emptiness that drives human desire per se even as it provokes violent conflict.
The Wife embodies this violent competition, but she also expresses a vision
of human social relations in toto as a “chain reaction of vengeance,” consisting
of symmetrical acts of aggression.? In this way, the Wife’s relationship to male
“auctoritee” as well as to the specific men in her life is one characterized by
what René Girard calls mediated or mimetic desire; more specifically, it is char-
acterized by internal mediation, resulting in an “intrinsically self-reinforcing”
escalation of rivalry.© Insofar as the Wife’s prologue begins with the exploits
of the stereotypical female aggressor and her tale begins with the exploits of
the stereotypical male aggressor, therefore, Alisoun’s clearest analogue in her
tale, her mirror image, is not the old woman but the rapist-knight.* And in
both cases, we are shown first how each type of self-interested aggression ends
up punishing itself; in both, punishment gives way to reconciliation as each
couple vows lifelong fidelity and love. The prologue and the tale thus act as
gendered inversions (rather than straightforward reiterations) of each other,
in much the same way as the Wife herself inverts the lessons she learns from
her fifth husband Jankyn and his Book of Wikked Wyves, when she transforms
anti-feminist satire from that which serves the interest of male desire to that
which serves the interest of her desire. Reading the parallels, not in terms of a
stable gender binary but, rather, in terms of the continually and mimetically
shifting sands of literal and figurative maistrie opens up new possibilities for
understanding the tale’s happy ending in ethical terms; it also does far more
justice to the complexity of the text’s cross-gender mirroring—a text that is,
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after all, the effect of a male poet imagining a female perspective as she appro-
priates and refutes male authority.

Considering the parallels that shape the Wife of Bath, her prologue, and
her tale as mimetic in a Girardian sense thus emphasizes, first, the imitative,
appropriative dimension of the Wife’s relationship to anti-feminism; second,
the structural parallels that exist between prologue and tale; but also, third,
Chaucer’s representation of desire as itself imitative and appropriative. In
Girard’s understanding, desire is never spontaneous, and its object is never
unique; rather, desire is always borrowed: it is a highly mobile, mutually rein-
forcing contagion that emerges between subjects. In this way, Girard rejects
what he calls the “romantic fallacy” of the dualistic model of desire (subject-
object) in favour of a triadic model (subject-model/rival-object).” Mimesis
can be productive, but when it is “acquisitive”—when the subject imitates not
only nonthreatening behavior but also the acquisitive grasp toward the same
object as his model—rivalry begins. In turn, the model’s response to acquisitive
mimesis is to perceive the imitator as her own model-rival, which thus sets up a
kind of cybernetic chain of desire, as the desires of each are mutually reinforced
through competition.

Moreover, for Girard, the mimetic nature of desire and the escalating
competition it produces lead to the sacrificial violence that underlies human
societies; indeed, the problem of violence, the conflict “which the convergence
of two or several avid hands toward one and the same object cannot help but
provoke,” lies at the center of Girard’s anthropology.s In Girard’s account of
originary sacrifice, mimetic rivalry escalates until the community reaches a
crisis of “undifferentiation”: “in its perfection and paroxysm mimesis becomes
a chain reaction of vengeance, in which human beings are constrained to the
monotonous repetition of homicide. Vengeance turns them into doubles.+ In
other words, sacrificial violence results not from difference but from a chaotic
sameness, from the loss of difference. When the conflict that is generated by
mimetic desire reaches this crisis point and threatens to destroy the social
order from within, however, the group turns and unites against a single victim.
The victim usually bears one or more of the traditional marks of the scapegoat:
physical disability, ethnic or religious minority, kingship—the scapegoat is
typically the outsider or the supreme insider, who is also marginal vis-a-vis
the group. The victim is then charged with one or a variety of the archetypal
polluting crimes, and expelled or killed, thus purging the group of its violent
frenzy and drawing it together against a common enemy. The victim is thus
perceived as the cause of destructive violence but also as its cure: the peace
that returns after the sacrifice of the scapegoat is attributed to the power of
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the victim, and the victim is deified.s For Girard, this is the (non)origin of
the sacred: violence against an innocent victim that is effaced and obscured
through religious myth and through any cultural form that refuses to acknowl-
edge its violent foundation.s

For the postcolonial cultural critic Rey Chow, Girard’s account of the
paradoxical sacred, which originates in the dual purpose of the scapegoat who
is both blamed for causing violence and deified for alleviating it, “challenges us
to think of victims not as victims tout simple but rather as bearers of a systemic
function”” Comparing Girard’s discussion of victimhood and mimesis with
those of Agamben and Irigaray, Chow contends that “the unavoidability and
universality of violence” in Girardian theory “ironically implies a basic, incon-
trovertible evenness and equality among human beings that is absent in other
formulations.* I agree that the mimetic theory inscribes a radical human equal-
ity, but less because it posits violence as unavoidable (according to Girard, it is
possible to avoid violence) and more because it does not essentialize the identity
of the victim, who is chosen more or less arbitrarily:

If ... everybody becomes the double, or “twin,” of his antagonist, it seems to fol-
low that all the doubles are identical and that any one can at any given moment
become the double of all the others; that is, the sole object of universal obsession
and hatred. . . . The slightest hint, the most groundless accusation, can circulate
with vertiginous speed and is transformed into irrefutable proof. . . . The firm
conviction of the group is based on no other evidence than the unshakeable una-

nimity of its own illogic."

Thus, the evenness and equality that Chow perceives in Girard’s account of the
victim emerges out of his theorizing of desire as “interdividual,” as imitative
rather than original, which posits the self and what it wants as radically social
and contingent. Girardian desire without object does, of course, involve an
object that is the catalyst for competition, but the point is that the object in
itselfis irrelevant: it is a cipher that could be easily exchanged for something else
without affecting the intensity of the rivalry. Girard contends that we are given
akey to the truth of mimetic rivalry in competitions for honor or prestige, such
as dueling, which illustrate the structure of human desire as such: “[fighting]
over prestige is literally fighting over nothing. In the absence of any concrete
object, the ‘nothing’ of prestige appears to be everything—not only from the
adversary’s point of view, but in the eyes of all.”> And just as the competitors
for precedence struggle for nothing, so is the victim of violence persecuted over
nothing. Consequently, the ethical imperative that emerges in Girard’s principal
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texts is one of identification with the victim—the only difference that matters
to Girard, in the end, is the difference between the perpetrator of violence and
the victim of violence.* What marks this imperative as uniquely Girardian is the
fact that such identification is not possible, he argues, unless we first recognize
the role of mimesis in human violence—and thus that violence is caused not by
this or that individual or group but by the mutually reinforcing contagion of our
imitative desires. Consequently, this identification is “not reducible to moral
sympathy. . . . Rather it is justified, logically warranted, by the victim’s arbitrary
selection from the community.”>

APPROPRIATING AUCTORITEE

Girardian theory can help us to understand in a new way the romance world of
the Wife’s Tale and the problem of desire it articulates, because both the theory
and the tale undermine the desire for power by exposing that desire as a kind
of mirroring, and thus its object as essentially shape-shifting and phantasmal.
Accordingly, even the semantics of desire in the Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale
have proven difficult for critics to define, as the texts seem to blur the distinction
between the two key words in the Wife’s texts: “maistrie” (power over others)
and “sovereynetee” (the power of self-determination).” Susanne Sara Thomas
points out that in the loathly lady’s sermon on poverty and gentility, “sovereynetee
is the ability to define, and thus control, one’s own desires.” And yet, the wyf’s
response to the knight’s surrender to her “wise governance™“Thanne have I
gete of yow maistrie?”—implies that the wyf’s sovereignty is in fact authority
“expressed by exerting power over a subject.”*+ This image of female sovereignty-
as-mastery over men and their desires is made explicit in the prologue, when
the Wife recalls, “I governed hem so wel, after my lawe, / That ech of hem ful
blisful was and fawe / To brynge me gaye thynges fro the fayre”—that is, the Wife

governs her husbands so that they desire to give her what she desires.s In other
words, the Wife ends up collapsing the idea of sovereignty as self-governance
into the idea of mastery: sovereignty becomes the ability to define not only
one’s own desire but, more importantly, the other’s desire: “I hadde geten unto
me, / By maistrie, al the soveraynetee.s Much like the combatants in a duel, or
Girardian doubles, in Alisoun’s world, husbands and wives compete for a kind of
precedence and power that cannot be defined except in terms of its deficit in the
other: for the Wife, sovereignty has no real essence apart from its relation to the
comparative weakness or nonsovereignty of the other.

Furthermore, the prologue and tale are structured on the level of plot as
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a series of parallel instances of gaining or losing mastery, as the verbal assaults
launched by the Wife against her four hapless husbands are mirrored in the
verbal and physical assaults she suffers at the hands of her fifth husband Jankyn,
and the sexual assault committed by the knight against the maiden is mirrored
in the knight’s forced marriage to the old woman. While each of these instances
is, in ethical terms, quite different—I do not mean to suggest a moral equiva-
lence between literal and figurative violence—the emphasis Chaucer places on
the mimetic relation between men and women, masters and subjects, subjects
and objects ends up collapsing the differences between the terms in each of
these oppositions. Chaucer’s representation of these parallels thus underscores
the essential sameness of women and men in their pursuit of sovereignty-as-
mastery; the only meaningful difference that remains, then, is the one between
the perpetrator and the victim of violence.

For what is salient about the Wife is precisely the fact that she is a rival
for the men in her life: Chaucer presents her as neither a passive victim nor
a static, one-dimensional object but a psychologically complex and shrewd
player in the field of social and economic competition.>” As a desiring subject-
rival who is also a woman in the context of late medieval patriarchy, Alisoun
actively appropriates the tools of male privilege and uses them to her own
advantage. This appropriation is perhaps best understood as mimicry rather
than unconscious mimesis, a literal parroting, as the Wife repeats back to her
husbands the anti-feminist complaints that serve to justify the use of women
as scapegoats.’® She introduces each conventional anti-feminist attack with
“Thow seyst . . . seystow . . . Thus seystow,” attributing the responsibility for
authoritative, anti-feminist discourse to her husbands: she repeats this phrase
25 times over the course of 150 lines, thus making the designation of authority
an accusation rather than a credit.® This repetition, and the Wife’s mimicry
of auctoritee, is, as the Wife openly admits, pure strategy in the war for domi-
nance: Alisoun acknowledges that her first three husbands did not actually say
any of these things to her (“And al was fals”), but she uses her performance as
the female victim as a means of shaming her husbands, in order to gain control
over them.® The Wife’s parody of auctoritee thus figures the aggression involved
in mimetic desire: the reciprocal strikes of rivalry are imagined as rhetorical
thrust and parry, ideological attack and revenge: a reciprocity that brings the
combatants ever closer in their resemblance to one another.

It is significant, therefore, that the Wife uses the word “quit” to describe her
performance, the same word used throughout the narrative frame of the Canter-
bury Tales as a whole to describe the rhetorical blows struck in the storytelling
competition:
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For, by my trouthe, I quitte hem word for word.
As help me verray God omnipotent,
Though I right now sholde make my testament,

I ne owe hem nat a word that it nys quit!s

The Wife thus conceives of husband-abuse in terms of revenge and repayment:
men are owed whatever blows are dealt to them by women, and the Wife herself
is merely repaying (“quiting”) the debt incurred by centuries of abuse and mis-
representation, as her indignation makes clear:

Who peyntede the leon, tel me who?

By God, if wommen hadde writen stories,

As clerkes han withinne hire oratories,

They wolde han writen of men moore wikkednesse

Than al the mark of Adam may redresse!>*

In finally giving men their due, in “quiting” them, Alisoun suggests, she is
attempting to “redresse” injustice, to seize for women what is owed to them:
the terms expressive of mimesis are at once connotative of violence and of eco-
nomic exchange. Chaucer’s use of the language of commerce and debt to con-
vey the mimetic struggle between the sexes, and between rivals for sex, similarly
characterizes the Shipman’s Tale, where the male rivals are “bothe two yborn in
o village,” and the monk “claimeth” the rich merchant “as for cosynage.” For
the Wife and the Shipman, “al is for to sell” in an amoral world governed only
by will to power.3* Thus the Wife not only browbeats her husbands verbally but
also uses sex as a means of material gain, just as the merchant’s wife in the Ship-
man's Tale trades sex for money and, in so doing, brings the shame of cuckoldry
on her husband. But, as Jill Mann writes, Chaucer seems self-consciously to
demonstrate the idea that “the attempt to escape stereotypes™—the “stories”
written by men about women—*leads only to different stereotypes, created
in the mirror-image of their predecessors, as the Ovidian heroines reverse the
picture of the shrew.”ss In these instances, therefore, sex used as a weapon and
an instrument of shame prefigures (or echoes, in the case of the Shipman)
the rape of the maiden in the Wife of Bath's Tale: whether we are considering
the exchange of money, bodies, insults, or literal blows, the verbal echoes and
structural symmetries suggest an ethos characterized by what Girard calls “the
reciprocity of the conflict, or. .. the antagonists’ mutual imitation,” in which we
see, above all, “the resemblance between the competitors, the identity of aims
and tactics, the symmetry of gestures.”
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With Jankyn, however, Alisoun’s fifth husband, the situation becomes more
complicated. What marks this union as different from the outset is that the Wife
marries Jankyn not for material gain but for love. In her “fair” and “lusty” youth,
the Wife used her body to snare husbands and her nagging to cow them.” But
when it came to Jankyn, the Wife recalls,

I trowe I loved hym best, for that he

Was of his love daungerous to me.

My fifthe housbonde— God his soule blesse!—
Which that I took for love, and no richesse.s

In this sense, Jankyn is not a means to an end (money and property) but is
himself the very object she seeks. And, consequently, he has the upper hand
in their relationship, at least initially: the Wife’s love for him makes her vulner-
able just as her previous husbands were vulnerable to her. The Wife explains her
attraction to Jankyn this way:

Forbede us thyng, and that desiren we;
Preesse on us faste, and thanne wol we fle.
With daunger oute we al oure chaffare;
Greet prees at market maketh deere ware,
And to greet cheep is holde at litel prys.

This knoweth every womman that is wys.»

The Wife here purports to reveal a “fantasye” that women have about
men: that they “desiren” men who seem hard to get, and they are turned off
by men who are too readily available. But she uses the term “daunger” here
(and “daungerous” in line s14) to describe Jankyn’s attitude to her; in doing so,
she calls on the conventions of love allegory, such as the Roman de la Rose, in
which it is the “daunger” of the courtly lady—her reticence, purity, and unat-
tainability—that simultaneously excites the suitor and drives him to madness
and despair. Strikingly, therefore, the Wife reverses the roles of traditional
courtship, suggesting that it is the woman who pursues the man; more to the
point, she puts herself in the archetypal position of the wooing male who must
convince the reluctant female object to capitulate to his advances.

Girard similarly discusses the role of “daunger” in exciting desire, but he
argues that the appearance of narcissism—self-desire that creates an image of
perfect self-sufficiency—is in fact illusory, a game designed to attract desire
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by means of the illusion of desire: “If the narcisstic woman excites desire,
this is because, when she pretends to desire herself [and suggests] a kind of
circular desire that never gets outside itself, she offers an irresistible tempta-
tion to the mimetic desire of others. ™ Both accounts of daunger—the Wife’s
and Girard’s—upset the tendency to think of the roles of desire (subject-male,
object-female) as fixed and inherent. The Wife does so by occupying the role of
the desiring subject who is attracted by precisely the qualities of inaccessibility
and distance that characterize the “eternal feminine”—that is, by imitating yet
another feature of conventional maleness. Girard goes even further and decon-
structs the subject-object dichotomy entirely: there is no desire for the object
per se and thus the appearance of “daunger” is a mask; in truth, Girard argues,
the mimesis of desire creates a house of mirrors: every time you think you have
found the real thing, the original source of desire, you are surprised to find yet
another reflection, another mirrored copy.

With her fifth marriage, therefore, the tables have turned: the Wife occu-
pies the place of her previous four husbands, as the older, wealthy party who
exchanges material resources in an attempt to find physical and emotional satis-
faction. She reports that to Jankyn, the poor clerk of Oxenford,

yaf I al the lond and fee
That evere was me yeven therbifore
But afterward repented me ful sore;

He nolde suffer nothing of my list.+

The Wife used to berate her husbands by playing the role of the female victim of
male tyranny; she reports that she would “chidde hem spitously” for accusing
her of stereotypically female vices, when they did not actually do so.+* Jankyn,
on the other hand, turns her into the reality of the female victim—he really does
accuse her by voicing those same stereotypical complaints—and yet these are
stereotypes that in many cases the Wife has by now proven accurate.

At this point, it appears that the Wife is simply receiving a merited dose of
poetic justice, as January does in the Merchant’s Tale, when, after using the same
arguments as the Wife does in favour of marriage, he fixes upon a much younger
spouse in order to gratify his own sexual desires: his self-interested blindness to
May’s desires fittingly renders him blind to the fact of his own cuckoldry. The
parallels between the Wife and January are perhaps surprising, given the Wife’s
apparent role as champion of womankind and the comical maleness of January
as the doddering old lecher, but they are clearly intentional and they lend sup-
port to the notion that acquisitive mimesis in the Tales is not gender specific
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and to the idea of the Wife as a model/rival of male desire. Thus, in her defense
of marriage against virginity, the Wife acknowledges that St. Paul sets virginity
as the ideal, but she argues that “He spak to hem that wolde live parfitly; / And
lordinges, by your leve, that am nat I'” January echoes this when he rejects the
idea of a chaste marriage for the purposes of aspiring to sainthood: “But sires, by
your leve, that am nat 1.*+ Chaucer makes the parallel even more explicit when
he has the Merchant engage in a brief metafictional moment, when Justinus, a
character in his tale, refers directly to the Wife, who has, he feels, done justice to
the topic of marriage.* And in this same cause, both the Wife and January boast
of their sexual potency—the Wife speaking proudly of the many uses of her
“instrument” and the joys of her “bele chose”;* January testifying that, despite
his age, his “limes” are “stark and suffisaunt / To do al that a man bilongeth to.”+

But Alisoun’s prologue does not end here: unlike the Merchant’s Tale, where
January is unaware of his fitting punishment and May succeeds in her decep-
tion, in this story, neither the shrewish Wife nor the wife-abusing husband gets
off so easily. Rather, Alisoun goes on to recount in greater detail how Jankyn
would read to her from his book of wicked wives but breaks off her litany with
an outburst of apparent sincerity: “Who wolde wene, or who wolde suppose
/ The wo that in min herte was, and pine?”# In this way, the Wife rather dra-
matically re-creates the sense in which she felt oppressed, not by physical abuse
(that comes later) but by the mere recitation of the stories themselves. And it
is the feeling of being subjected to this monologue interminably that causes her
finally to reach her breaking point:

And whan I saugh he wolde nevere fyne
To reden on this cursed book al nyght,

Al sodeynly thre leves I plyght

Out of his book, right as he radde, and eke
Twith my fist so took him on the cheke
That in oure fyr he fil bakward adoun.+

This frustrated, frantic act of violence shows the Wife in a very different
light from her earlier, gleeful bravado and the frank amorality with which she
recalled her exploits in love and marriage. Here, in contrast, having given up
her wealth and autonomy, she is utterly lacking control; rather than manipulat-
ing the men in her life with cool calculation, she lashes out in desperation. But
it is precisely this moment of her total weakness that precipitates the chain of
events that causes another shift in the balance of power and makes it possible
for husband and wife to reconcile. First, however, Jankyn is enraged and returns
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blow for blow—the blow that causes the Wife’s partial deafness, which Geftrey
reports to us in the General Prologue—and she ends up lying on the floor as if
dead. Jankyn fears that he has actually killed her and is “agast.”>> Both the Wife
and Jankyn here reach their lowest point, and they glimpse, as it were, the brutal
truth of their conflict—that the unceasing striving for power and “maistrie,” the
continual escalation of acquisitive mimesis, ends not in domination of one over
the other but only in destruction, “wo” and “pine” for all. What is shocking and
decisive about this moment for the narrative as a whole is the way in which the
argument between husband and wife escalates so suddenly from figurative to
literal violence, and the way in which this escalation emphasizes the important
difference between these two kinds of violence. In the power struggle enacted
in the realm of rhetoric and auctoritee, Alisoun can give as good as she gets:
there is always room for movement and counterattack in the form of ironic
subversion and appropriation. But in the literal violence that erupts, there is
no ambiguity and no room for strategic reinterpretation: Jankyn falls into the
fire, and the blow that knocks Alisoun to the ground causes permanent physi-
cal damage. In other words, the effects of aggressive and defensive intellectual
parrying about female role and male prerogative suddenly become real, and it is
precisely the violent reality of their argument that has such a sudden, sobering
effect on both parties.

Nonetheless, as quickly as the tone of seriousness and vulnerability took
over the Wife’s performance, it is gone. After this moment, the narrative returns
to its lighter, comical tone. But it does so with a crucial difference, for neither
wife nor husband is in a position to tyrannize over the other anymore. Alisoun
is once again the mischievous manipulator, but she has lost her acquisitive edge:

“O! hastow slayn me, false theef?” I seyde,
“And for my land thus hastow mordred me?
Er I be deed, yet wol I kisse thee!”s!

This is the second critical moment in the narrative, for it is the moment in
which Alisoun’s response to Jankyn’s violence decides whether they will con-
tinue in their struggle against each other, or whether they will work instead to
build some kind of rapport and harmony. The Wife’s melodrama, rather than
escalating their rivalry further, defuses the tension with humor and with the
assurance, for us and for Jankyn, that no serious harm has been done: the Wife
remains her playful, incorrigible self, but she is willing to give Jankyn the chance
to make it up to her. Her guilt trip exacts not abject submission but a plea for
forgiveness and a vow of peace:
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And neer he cam, and kneled faire adoun,
And seyde, “Deere suster Alisoun,

As help me God, I shal thee nevere smyte!
That I have doon, it is thyself to wyte;
Foryeve it me, and that I thee biseke!”s*

While the Wife cannot resist taking a few more swipes, literally and figuratively,
the mood of the scene is now playfully benign: the desire for mastery, control,
and acquisition has been replaced by an underlying desire for accord and a sense
of companionship. Thus, although the Wife claims that Jankyn has returned to
her “al the bridel in min hond” and that she has won from him “al the sover-
aintee,” in truth, Chaucer indicates that their relationship is now one marked
by mutuality:

God help me so, I was to hym as kynde
As any wyf from Denmark unto Ynde,

And also trewe, and so he was to me.s*

There is nothing in the world of the prologue as the Wife presents it to
dissuade Jankyn from continuing his assaults on Alisoun, even to the point
of complete destruction, as in the anecdote of Metellius.5s Nonetheless, he
appears, somewhat spontaneously, to choose a different response. The Wife of
Bath’s Prologue thus begins to chart a movement from reciprocal aggression and
competition, in which men and women are only means to an end for each other,
and in which the vulnerability and weakness of one is the advantage of the other,
to reciprocal fidelity and kindness. The extent to which we are to imagine Ali-
soun continuing to use Jankyn’s remorse against him Chaucer leaves playfully
ambiguous. But whether we read Alisoun and Jankyn’s conversion to peaceful
reciprocity ironically or not makes no difference to the fact that, on the literal
level, the overall narrative movement to this point is from escalating violence
to violence defused; in other words, it is a movement from mimetic conflict
to a kind of empathetic contagion in which the forgiveness and generosity of
one reinforces and increases the forgiveness and generosity of the other—for
now. In this way, the prologue shows an escape from conflict without sacrifice:
Alisoun and Jankyn come to the brink of destruction, as it were, but something
causes them to pull back and reconcile before the fatal blow.
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CONTAGIOUS EMPATHY

While the peace achieved at the close of the prologue is tenuous and the motives
driving it ambiguous, Chaucer represents in clearer detail what it is that allows
for a contagion of empathy without the violence of sacrifice in the Wife’s Tule,
with the difference that the subject is now the male power-broker who must
face the shame of defeat and be humbled. And yet, in contrast to the sudden
shift from war to truce in the prologue, the knight’s empathy is rather slow in
coming. What is remarkable about his year-long search, his forced marriage to
the ugly old woman, and his relentless self-pity, is that it evinces, in Thomas’s
words, an “impressive and prolonged desire to remain ignorant of the mean-
ing of his quest”; Thomas thus goes on to articulate a common response to the
“conversion” theme: “the knight’s resistance to the idea of female sovereignty
is so pronounced and overdetermined that his apparent reversal of opinion at
the conclusion is too improbable to be believed.”s In other words, even after
spending all that time asking women how they feel and what they desire, the
newlywed knight is led to the bedchamber no less concerned with his own
needs and desires, no closer to anything resembling selflessness or empathy,
than he was at the beginning. Thomas suggests that this is because the knight
does not really want to know what women want; and, indeed, we can safely
assume that, even as he is asking every woman he meets for the secret, what he
is really fixated on is saving his own life. Once this dire urgency has passed and
the judgment found in his favor, we reach the crux of the matter: the knight has
not been able to ascertain truly, that is to say, firsthand, what women want sim-
ply by repeating the words he has been told; his real education begins when the
old woman corners him in the bedroom, and he faces the prospect of unwanted
sexual congress not once but perpetually.

The violation of rape is here reflected as the loss of “sovereignty,” not only
the loss of mastery and authority in forced marriage but also the loss of the same
fundamental bodily integrity, and the concomitant ability to pursue one’s own
desires, of which the knight “rafte” the maiden by the river.” The “oppressioun”
that the knight inflicts on the maiden is described in terms that suggest that this
is just the kind of thing that knights do when they are riding through the coun-
tryside. In the Wife’s narration, it is simply a matter of happenstance that the
knight comes to rape someone (“And so bifel ... And happed .. ”) s But in the
world according to the Wife of Bath, the general populace demands justice for
this seemingly unremarkable offense, and, perhaps most importantly, a woman
holds a key position of authority. King Arthur sentences the knight to death for
his act, but Guinevere intercedes, requesting that his fate be left in her hands.
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Instead of punishment, the queen proposes rehabilitation: she charges the
knight with the challenge of discovering “what thyng is it that wommen moost
desiren.s If he is able to find the answer in a year’s time, he will be set free, but
if he does not, he will face the punishment set out by the king. This challenge
implies that he must develop a reflective capacity in the first place, but also that
he must consider how he might be of service to the desires of others: implicit
in the charge, in other words, is a requirement for the knight to self-objectify, to
conceive of himself as a potential object of the other’s desire, rather than simply
a desiring subject, and thus to see himself as if through the eyes of the other.

The knight sets off into the countryside once more, but this time he is
looking for grace rather than gratification. The problem is that he is given a
different answer from every woman he asks—in a kind of abbreviated recapitu-
lation of the anti-feminist stereotypes rehearsed by the Wife in the prologue,
there seems to be no consensus on what woman is and what she wants; every
articulation that attempts to define female nature ends up proving insufficient,
and he is starting to run out of time. But on the very day that he is supposed to
return to the queen, the knight finally finds “grace” in the form of a “wyf” who
is so physically repulsive to him, we are told, that “A fouler wyght ther may no
man devise.” In the usual way of poor, old women in romance, the loathly lady
possesses a kind of mysterious wisdom whereby she promises to deliver him
the true answer in exchange for the knight’s vow that he will do one thing at her
request. The knight agrees, pledges his word, receives the answer, and appears
before the queen’s court of ladies appointed to judge him. We are told that he
presents his answer to them in a “manly vois™:

“My lige lady, generally,” quod he,
“Wommen desiren to have sovereynetee
As wel over hir housbond as hir love,

And for to been in maistrie hym above.”®

The competitive dynamic of mimetic rivalry is thus in full swing at this
point, as the male embodiment of maistrie is made subordinate to the maistrie
of women. Once he has escaped his sentence at the hands of Guinevere, the old
woman steps forward and reminds him of his pledge to her: the one thing the
knight must do in order to repay the old woman for saving his life is to marry
her. The knight is horrified and, in desperation, he tries to buy her off with all
of his worldly possessions. But to no avail, for the old woman wants nothing
but his heart: indeed, she specifies not only marriage but “thy love.”®* And
the knight must do it; she holds him in her power in a way that is much more
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personal and direct than that of the queen-judge who condemns or releases,
and he is powerless to refuse.

Chaucer expresses this feeling of powerlessness as the knight’s sense of
being “constrained” to his own ruin and that of his family name. If rape consti-
tutes the quintessential instance of female shame, then, for the Arthurian knight,
the quintessence of shame is the loss of his name, what the knight here calls “my
nacioun,” in dishonor: “he / Constreyned was; he nedes moste hire wedde, /
And taketh his olde wyf, and gooth to bedde.” ¢ The combination of powerless-
ness, shame, and repugnance the knight feels is aptly conveyed through narra-
tive detail: the knight weds her “prively,” presumably to avoid the humiliating
spectacle of a public ceremony”; “So wo was him,” we are told, because “his wyf
looked so foule”; and when they are “ybroght” to bed, the knight “walweth”
(that is, he thrashes and flails about) and “turneth to and fro” in mortification,
trying to escape his wife’s embrace.% In short, we are presented with a picture,
as Chaucer imagines it, of a man about to be raped by a woman: at this point,
the knight is as close as he can be to the position of the maiden he attacked.®®
Marshall Leicester has pointed out that, in his quest to discover women’s desire,
the knight is put “in a position more familiar to women, who have to cater to
male desires.”” But on his wedding night, this role reversal becomes even more
pointed and even more personal: the knight is forced to imagine not only the
perspective of women in general but that of his victim in particular. There is
a significant difference, to be sure, between the literal violence of the knight’s
rape of the maiden and the old woman’s coercion of the knight by a verbal
agreement; it is not literally the same thing, but I think we are encouraged by
the text to imagine it as the closest possible parallel: the shame of violation in
rape is here experienced by the knight as an acute powerlessness over his body
and the sense of “losing face”—of losing his very identity through the totalizing
shame of violation. The knight’s education, therefore, brings him from rapist
to potential rape victim, and it parallels the Wife of Bath’s own progress from
manipulative scold to victim of the male tyranny she had previously used to her
own advantage.

But the tables turn yet again: as with the prologue, the tale does not end with
an easy poetic justice that delivers the punishment to fit the crime. The scene
has been set for the old woman’s “quiting” of the rapist-knight. They are lying
“abedde,” and the old woman teases her young husband with a coyness intended
to evoke both comedy and queasiness: “Is this the lawe of kyng Arthures hous?
/ Is every knight of his thus daungerous?”s* But then, instead of mimesis or reci-
procity in satisfaction—of female sexual desire, but also of the marriage debt and
the debt that “al the mark of Adam” cannot redress—the old woman begins to
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talk, and she talks not of what is owed to her, but of the emptiness of possession,
and the dead end of covetousness. In other words, she talks about the futility of
desiring what others have—that is, the futility of acquisitive mimesis:

Heere may ye se wel how that genterye

Is nat annexed to possessioun,

He that coveiteth is a povre wight,
For he wolde han that is nat in his myght.®

Her speech, as many have noted, draws on Dante, Boethius, and the Stoics, and
it expresses several medieval commonplaces: true gentilesse derives not from
birth or material wealth but from virtue and inner merit, and the proper way
to respond to poverty and adversity is with patience, in the medieval sense
of peaceful acceptance of one’s lot. But that her insights are indeed conven-
tional does nothing to mitigate the dramatic effect they have at this point in
the narrative, for it is by means of the old woman’s speech that the question of
sovereignty becomes, as Minnis observes, “desexualized.””® In her speech, the
old woman says, in effect, “do not look at me (and by implication, women in
general) as an object that either succeeds or fails to meet your desire for beauty
and status; rather, look at me as a model of virtue and true gentility” The knight’s
assumption that nobility derives from external sources—things that can be
won or lost—is sheer “arrogance,” she tells him: “Thanne am I gentil, whan
that I bigynne / To lyven virtuously, and weyve synne.”” The wyf’s discourse
on gentilesse thus changes the terms of the competition, from those of sexual
and material possession and power over another’s body to those of moral and
spiritual superiority, defined in medieval Christian terms, and guidance. And
by phrasing the knight’s choice in terms that emphasize the difference between
superficial value and inner worth, the wyf sets herself up neither as object nor as
rival but as a new, nonacquisitive model for the knight to imitate.

The knight is finally brought to reason, first, through a complete humili-
ation and, second, through the edifying discourse that flows from the female
voice of authority that has vanquished him. But when the wyf asks, “Thanne
have I gete of yow the maistrie?” she is no longer speaking of maistrie in terms
of physical or sexual power, and thus, as a kind of commodity that fuels the
reciprocal strikes of mimetic rivalry, just as, at this point in the narrative, sover-
eignty refers not to sexual possession but to moral exemplarity”> On the other
hand, the point is less about the old woman gaining power and more about the
knight’s utter lack thereof. Before the knight is able to understand the “meaning”
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of his quest, his own pride and sense of entitlement—his own blindness to the
dead end of mimetic desire—must be thoroughly undermined. In this sense,
his trial and quest are not exactly red herrings, but they are devices that put him
in the way of the old woman and allow her to exact the promise from him that
puts him under her control; the quest itself, in terms of the overall narrative
structure, seems intended not to teach him what he needs to know but simply to
place him in a position of subordination—to put him literally in the place of the
victim so that he is able to identify with the victim of violence. Alternately, we
can consider the challenge to find out what women desire as a cognitive exer-
cise, a challenge to discover a certain idea, when what the knight really needs
is a fundamental reordering of his ethical orientation, to move from treating
women as means to the fulfillment of his own self-interest to the ability to relate
to women as ends in themselves. And only when he has been divested of his
power and his honor, only once his family name has been sullied in marriage to
a poor and ugly woman, is he finally able to pass the test.

Moreover, the purpose of asking him whether he would prefer a wife who
is ugly but true or beautiful but possibly unfaithful is not to see if he has learned
the lesson of inner merit per se, but to see if he has learned the humility to know
that it is not his place to decide what “woman” is and how she should be for his
sake. The (trick) question itself assumes a thoroughly male perspective, in that
it considers marriage solely in the terms supplied by the anti-feminist discourse
against which the Wife rails in her prologue. The old woman reiterates—mir-
rors—this male perspective in her consolation to the knight, that her ugliness
will be a guard against infidelity, and, more pointedly, when she asks him what
kind of woman is of greater benefit to her husband—or rather, which is the
lesser of two evils—but the knight’s answer turns this perspective on its head.
We must keep in mind that his wife is still the “loathly lady” whose appearance
and poverty has driven him to despair when he answers thus:

My lady and my love, and wyf so deere,

I put me in youre wise governance.

Cheseth yourself which may be moost plesance,
And moost honour to yow and me also.

I do no fors the wheither of the two,

For as yow liketh, it suffiseth me.”

We might say that he has been defeated, as Thomas argues, that there is less
understanding and more baffled resignation in his “Ye, certes, wyf”;”s but, if so,
it is a defeat both necessary and humane (the knight’s alternative to defeat by
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the old woman is to lose his head), and one that evinces psychological real-
ism instead of glib optimism. In answer to the question of how the violence
of mimetic desire can be subverted—and converted—into mimetic, recipro-
cal love, both the Wife of Bath’s Prologue and Tale represent the possibility of
forgoing resentment in response to insult and injury, not out of superhuman
magnanimity but in a moment of total powerlessness and humiliation.

In the Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale, therefore, even as the aggressors are
brought to their knees in shame, they are presented with the possibility, both
unexpected and somewhat mysterious, of grace. And it is a kind of grace that
depends upon mimetic appropriation for its fulfillment: out of remorse for his
own violent act, Jankyn relents, which, in turn, provokes Alisoun to relent; in
response to the knight’s newfound generosity to her, the old woman generously
becomes both beautiful and true. In this way, the prologue and the tale chal-
lenge the idea that human beings are somehow fated to competitive struggle and
violent retaliation, even as they recognize—and anatomize in some detail—the
human propensity for violence and selfishness.

That the Wife’s vision of reconciliation is idealistic is indisputable: her tale
is literally a fairy tale, a genre elegantly defined by Jill Mann as “the imagina-
tive embodiment of aspirations towards a transfigured reality, a vision of the
way things might be”—and therefore precisely not the way things actually are.”s
Nonetheless, Chaucer’s representation of mimetic desire unsettles the idea of
object-directed desire and, at the same time, severs the essential links between
objecthood and femaleness, desiring subjecthood and maleness. Moreover,
the fact that Chaucer yokes the question of violence and reconciliation to
the question of women’s nature shows remarkable insight into constructions
of gender and suggests a corrective to Girard’s near-exclusive focus on male
rivalry. Indeed, we may well ask Girard a version of the question that Guinevere
poses to the knight: does the mimetic theory also tell us what, or how, women
desire?”7 Chaucer’s Wife cannot answer this question directly, but she does
draw out some of the intriguing, perhaps even disturbing, implications of what
it means to say that women too desire mimetically—that they desire what men
desire, and vice versa. As Chaucer becomes the Wife, the Wife becomes her
husbands, the knight becomes the maiden, and all are epitomized in the shape-
shifting figure of the old woman, who is both powerless and all-powerful, we are
given a picture of gender and of power that is not so much fluid as it is utterly
insubstantial. In this picture, power inheres neither in one’s sex nor in one’s role
but appears only fleetingly; and in the model of desire the wyf would have us
imitate, there is truly neither male nor female.

Equally indisputable is the fact that, in the final eight lines of her tale, the



60 Anne McTaggart

Wife gears up to begin once more the cycle of reciprocal strikes: again, Chaucer
favors psychological realism over glib optimism. The possibility of forgoing
resentment in the tale is glimpsed, briefly, and then we return to the dynamics
of the Canterbury pilgrimage, which is, of course, a competition among rivals.
Indeed, the Canterbury Tales abound with examples of mimetic or triadic desire,
as well as the sacrificial violence that such desire creates. In the Knight's Tale,
Palamon and Arcite are rivals who are also virtually indistinguishable from one
another in their mimesis; they evoke the Girardian “monstrous double,” as their
competitive desire for Emelye threatens, and eventually succeeds in undermin-
ing, the tenuous order of chivalry imposed by Theseus.”® The Miller’s Tale paro-
dies the triangular desire of epic heroes and heroine, but the rivalry between
Nicholas and Absolon is complicated by another, the triangular desire most
common to the fabliau: the wife, the cuckold, and the suitor. On the level of the
narrative frame, the Miller’s ribald “quiting” of the Knight establishes a compe-
tition between the pilgrims characterized not by the civility befitting “pleye”
but, rather, by an undercurrent of violence and violent reciprocity: the Miller
tells a story mocking a carpenter, the Reeve tells a story designed to humiliate
the Miller, and the Friar and Summoner soon follow suit. The mimesis of desire
and one-upmanship continues throughout the pilgrimage and culminates with
the Manciple, who tells a tale about a crow who imitates human speech and a
cuckolded god who kills his wife and makes of his crow a scapegoat. Moreover,
the Manciple concludes his tale about violent jealousy sparked by triadic desire
with an injunction against all speech and storytelling and, in doing so, threatens
to undermine the tenuous order imposed by the Host.”

For both Chaucer and Girard, then, violence is a dangerous effect of
mimetic rivalry, but it is also a means of organizing the social order and purg-
ing the community of destructive, internal conflict: violence is controlled and
cast out by violence. Again, the Knight's Tale records the way in which Theseus
attempts to control violence by means of the institution and ritual of the tour-
nament, as the arbitrary death of one (Arcite) allows the rest of the community
to unite in grief. In the narrative frame, the violence is figurative, in the form
of rhetorical “quiting,” but the dynamics of the Girardian scapegoat are no less
crucial to the smooth progress of the pilgrims on the road to Canterbury. One
of the most arresting moments in the entire collection comes in the final lines of
the Pardoner’s Tale, when Harry Bailly responds with angry, biting contempt to
the Pardoner’s invitation to kiss his fake relics. Until this moment, the Pardoner
held court with an impressive display of penitential double-speak, preaching to
the pilgrims a compelling yet twisted message about the wages of sin. But the
Host’s reaction subverts the entire balance of power held precariously through
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the Pardoner’s self-vaunting: in one sudden and swift moment, the Pardoner
turns from victimizer to shamed victim, the despised outsider. The Pardoner
had boasted of his ability to “win,” to convince his unwitting audiences to give
him their money, but, through the Host’s violent rejection, the laughter of “the
peple,” and the Knight’s dismissal, he is effectively cast out of the communal
circle;* “I wol ne lenger pleye / With thee.”® All of the Pardoner’s clever irony,
the richly symbolic texture of his tale, and his own self-revelations dissolve into
silence (“This Pardoner answerde nat a word; / So wrooth he was, no word ne
wolde he seye”),* into moral and spiritual nothingness, as the Knight simply
changes the subject and the pilgrims “riden forth hir weye.” Indeed, for the
Canterbury pilgrims, whose mode of rivalry is tale-telling, silence is violence—
the act of silencing in shame is analogous to the act of sacrifice—for it is silence
that constitutes a sacrificial interruption in the exchange of aggression, and thus
it is silence, at the expense of the one silenced, that saves the group from its
own, mimetically proliferating conflict.
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