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The Medieval Discourse of Labor and (Noble) Idleness
in The Canterbury Tales

Alireza Mahdipour!, Hossein Pirnajmuddin?

Abstract

Introduction: The discourse of labor (and idleness) 1s theorized in ancient classical
tmes by Hesiod who regarded labor as an affliction, and the anstocratic Plato-
Axistotelian circle of thought who ignored its value since they attributed it to the
slaves, celebrating 1nstead the man’s “Noble Tdleness . The theory of Yabor devel-
oped in the medieval period by the ambivalent Church fathers who related it to
the Fall of man, and the consequent strife as penance. In the late medieval, how-
ever, the attitude 1o labor changed dramatically, as 1s manifested in the thoughts
of late medieval Church fathers such as Thomas Aquinas, who valued labor as a
virtue, forestalling the more secularized Renaissance, which is anticipated in Chaw-
cer’s Canterbury Tales.

Background of the Study: With the advent of Clhristianity, the decline of the
ancient slavery system and the rise of the feudalist system in Europe, attitudes to
\abor and wealth were modified. Christianity broke radically with the previous
view of labor, yet labor was still seen as a punishment for the Fall of Man. How-
ever, in the late fourteenth century England the estate of the clergy encountered
a paradoxical attitude towards labor. On the one hand, according to the Biblical
nstructions, labor 1s necessary and virtuous, and dleness or sloth 1s a deadly sin,
on the other hand, this praiseworthy labor 1s allotted to the peasant estate, \eaving
the role of the dlergy sull uncertain. The clergy are mostly consumers rather than

producers.

1. Lecturer: English Department, of Letters, Urmia University, Urmia, Iran.(Cor-
responding author)

2. Associate professor: English Department, Faculty of Foreign Languages, Uni-
versity of Isfahan, Iran
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Methodology: \n \ate medieval England, the development of the middle class
and the rise of mercantilism on the one hand, and the long futile wars, famine,
and death tolls caused by the plagues on the other hand secularized Europe and
ighlighted the value of laboring bodies. Attitudes 1o labor changed, especially
\abor for food production. The attitude of the dergy, however, was paradoxical
towards labor. According 1o the Christian doctrine and ethics, work was a virtue,
but practically in the feudal system of the medieval period manual work was al-
\otted 1o the peasants. To cope with this 1declogical flaw, the clergy triumphed
1 their (non-productive) clerical labor and services 1n their meditative and as-
cetic \ives. Fatlure 1n achieving these 1deals 1s satirized by the pilgrim-Chaucer's
ghlighting the significance of food and food-makers. Accordingly, labor and the
1mages of labor are praised in the “General Prologue” as useful in contrast with
the 1dleness or uneconomic labors of the clergy. The praise 1s often applied o
those pilgrims who are involved in productive labor, or more specifically, in food
production, namely, the Plowman, the Miller, and the Cook. In connection with
food production, the motifs of eating, consumption, and gluttony are also related,
1o the medieval mores.

Conclusion: Chancer constructs binaries in the “General Prologue”, such as the
Parson-Plowman / the Summoner-Pardoner binary that distinguishes between
the two groups of 1deal bodies and the idle ones. The pious ParsonPlowman
brotherhood, their economic function and practice, and their relation 1o soci-
ety and nature are 1n contrast with the Summoner-Pardoner connection, with
their unnatural fellowship and chrematstic approach to society. The distinction
1s epitomic of the other occupations in the “General Prologue”, in which they are
contrasted in their economic versus chremaustic attitudes 1o Iife and sociery. That
13, their productive properties are useful and economic for both the agent and the
society versus non-productive, exploitative, chrematistic, defunct, or unnecessary

occupations, without any service for the welfare of the society.

Critical Language & Literary Studies Vol.20, NO. 31, Autum and Winter 2024 -



coegd sl g 098 9 (Lad) el 8 g (Lile ) cicio (jlaiss

Key Words: The Canterbury Tales, the General Prologue, Labor, 1dleness, the
Medieval

Referrences.

Aristotle. The Politics. Trans. T. A. Sinclair, revised and re-presented by
Trevor J.

Saunders, Penguin Books, 1992.

Bailey, Mark. “The Ploughman.” Historians on Chaucer: The ‘General Pro-
logue’ to the Canterbury Tales. Ed. Stephen H. Rigby. UK: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2014. pp. 352-367.

Bakhtin, Mikhail. Rabelais and His World. Trans. H. Iswolsky. Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1984.

Benson, Larry D. ed. The Riverside Chaucer. Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1987.

Blamires, Alcuin. Chaucer, Ethics, and Gender. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2008.

Coss, Peter. “The Franklin.” Historians on Chaucer: The ‘General Pro-
logue’ to the Canterbury Tales. Ed. Stephen H. Rigby. UK: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2014. pp. 227-246.

Dyer, Christopher. An Age of Transition? Economy and Society in England
in the Later Middle Ages. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005.

Forgeng, Jeffrey L. and Will McLean. Daily Life in Chaucer’s England. 2%
ed. Westport & London: Greenwood Press, 2009.

Gurevich, A. J. Categories of Medieval Culture. G. L. Campbell. Trans.
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985.

Hesiod. Theogony & Works and Days. Trans. C. Schlegel and H. Weinfield.
USA: The University of Michigan Press, 2006.

Hole, Jennifer. Economic Ethics in Late Medieval England. Switzerland:

VT Gl g Sl T oy led e 093 PPN EENCH PR )| EUR U



The Medieval Discourse of Labor and (Noble) Idleness in. . .

Palgrave, 2016.

- The Holy Bible. Nashville: Gideons Inter-national, 1961.

- Landreth, Harry and David C. Colander. History of Economic Thought.
4 ed. Boston & Toronto: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2001.

- Le Goff, Jacques. Time, Work, and Culture in the Middle Ages. Trans. Ar-
thur Goldhammer. Chicago & London: The University of Chicago Press,
1977.

- Mann, Jill, Chaucer and Medieval Estates Satire: The Literature of Social
Classes and the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008.

- Morrison, Susan Signe. Excrement in the Late Middle Ages: Sacred Filth
and Chaucer’s Fecopoetics. US: Palgrave MacMillan, 2008.

- Plato. The Republic of Plato. Trans. F. M. Cornford. London: Oxford
University Press, 1973.

- Robertson, Kellie. “Authorial Work.” Middle English. Ed. Paul Strohm.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, pp 441-458.

- Rossignol, Rosalyn. Critical Companion to Chaucer: A Literary Reference
to His Life and Work. New York: Facts On File, 2007.

- Woolgar, Christopher M. “The Cook.” Historians on Chaucer: The ‘Gen-
eral Prologue’ to the Canterbury Tales. Ed. Stephen H. Rigby. UK: Oxford
University Press, 2014. pp. 262-276.

- Wright, David. “Explanatory Notes” in David Wright trans. Geoffrey
Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales. New York: Oxford University Press,
1991, pp. 465-82.

Critical Language & Literary Studies Vol.20, NO. 31, Autum and Winter 2024 -



