
A QUEER WORLD: FEMININE SUBVERSIONS OF CHIVALRIC HOMOSOCIAL 

NORMATIVITY

by

Jessica Pitts

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of

The Dorothy F. Schmidt College of Arts and Letters

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of

Master of Arts

Florida Atlantic University

Boca Raton, Florida

August 2011



A QUEER WORLD: FEMININE SUBVERSIONS OF CHIVALRIC HOMOSOCIAL

NORMATIVITY

By

Jessica Pitts

This thesis was prepared under the direction of the candidate's thesis advisor, Dr. Daniel
Murtaugh, Department of English, and has been approved by the members of her
supervisory committee. It was submitted to the faculty of the Dorothy F. Schmidt College
of Arts and Letters and was accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
degree of Master ofArts.

Daniel Murtaugh, Ph.D.
Thesis Advisor

~h.D.
~arZ~o~s=,P-h-.D-.----

Andrew Furman, Ph.D.
Interim Chair, Department of English

Heather Coltman, D.M.A.
Interim' Dean, Dorothy F. Schmidt College ofArts and Letters

.~~T14~
Bar~osson, Ph.D.
Dean, Graduate College

11



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The author wishes to express her sincere thanks and love to her parents for their 

unwavering support, and to Jacob Henson for his encouragement throughout the writing 

of this manuscript. The author is grateful to the English department faculty, and 

especially to her committee members, for their kindness and inspiration.

iii



ABSTRACT

Author: Jessica Pitts

Title: A Queer World: Feminine Subversions of Chivalric 
Homosocial Normativity

Institution: Florida Atlantic University

Thesis Advisor: Dr. Daniel Murtaugh

Degree: Master of Arts

Year: 2011

If queer is an applicable label for that which aims to subvert or counteract 

normativity, then Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, The Wife of Bath’s Tale, and her 

Prologue are each, in their own ways, queer texts. I examine the ways in which the 

feminine presences of Morgan le Fay and the Loathly Lady influence and challenge the 

heteronormative, homosocial space of Arthur and his knights. The two knights in each 

respective tale journey away from their heteronormative spaces, in which a complex 

system of homosociality and chivalric patriarchy dominate, to a queer space where each 

must go against his societal norms and rely on feminine agency and talismans in order for 

their quests to succeed—and to ensure their survival. It is this very convergence of 

heteronormative and queer spaces that enables Morgan’s defiance of heteronormativity 

and dominance over those who enter her feminine, non-normative domain. 
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I. Introduction 

In 1953 J. R. R. Tolkien gave the W. P. Ker Memorial Lecture on Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight at the University of Glasgow, shortly after the completion of his 

translation of the poem into modern English alliterative verse. In this address, Tolkien 

shows his prowess as a medievalist and lauds the anonymous Pearl poet as a serious, 

talented poet and thinker. Here he stresses that “[b]ehind our poem stalk the figures of 

elder myth, and through the lines are heard the echoes of ancient cults, beliefs and 

symbols remote to the consciousness of an educated moralist (but also a poet) of the late 

fourteenth century. His story is not about those old things, but it receives part of its life, 

its vividness, its tension from them” (Monsters 73). Tolkien calls to attention here the 

multifaceted, dynamic, and ever-present literary palimpsest that Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight operates around, within, and from. This work is particularly resonant due in 

part to its very heritage; the invocation of textual authority implies not only the poem's 

powerful impact through its (assumed) oral retellings and written form, but a need to tell 

this tale for the current cultural and historical moment of which the author was a part. 

This phenomenon, however, is neither surprising nor destructive, as all texts, literary 

representations of behavior, and social strata are defined by the very cultural codes being 

called into question.

As Tolkien addresses the themes of confession in the Third Fit of Sir Gawain and 
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the Green Knighti, he also calls to attention the importance and validity of studying 

medieval texts as literature; these works are not merely historical and cultural records, but 

works of art in their own right. Since the early part of the twentieth century, the field of 

inquiry into this body of material has expanded exponentially, resulting in many fields 

and focuses when exploring medieval literature, among them, queer medievalism. 

If queer is an applicable label for that which aims to subvert or counteract 

normativity, then Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, The Wife of Bath’s Taleii, and her 

Prologue are each, in their own ways, queer texts. Each work presents a confrontation of 

an accepted paradigm; Sir Gawain and the rapist knight of the Tale are unwilling 

participants in these non-normative challenges, while the Wife of Bath seems rather 

autonomous in her queer actions. In the former two texts, the knights are expelled from 

their respective Arthurian courts—for different reasons, certainly—and must journey into 

spaces that they are not ideologically prepared to deal with. In both of these Arthurian 

romances the knight leaves his center of normativity (Camelot) and engages with women 

for the success of their quests. Both men are improved or aided by feminine knowledge, 

powers, or talismans; but particularly in a medieval context, to learn from and depend on 

a woman is embarrassing enough, without having to openly confess this actuality. A 

central tenet of the chivalric tradition was the protection and idealization of women, but 

in these two texts, this standard has shifted dramatically. Sir Bertilak’s wife and the 

Loathly Lady aid and idealize the knights who come to them, and the men rely on these 

women for their very survival; these actions and the reliance on the feminine are non-

normative, or queer, for the dominant social structure to which it was in relation.
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My primary focus in this analysis is the production of feminine space in an 

otherwise masculine, homosocial environment, and the effect queer actions have on the 

larger normative ideological structure they oppose. Arthurian romances in particular 

provide a glimpse into an idealized social system, and in certain cases, a challenge is 

posed to that idealization of hyper-masculinity. The primary texts I will be utilizing are 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Wife of Bath’s Tale. I will 

also examine the Wife of Bath’s construction of a queer space and identity in her 

Prologue, thereby concluding my analysis of feminine opposition to patriarchal norms 

and the queer spaces such actions constitute. Each text presents a unique challenge to the 

normative sexual and gender politics of the Middle Ages, and the characters each respond 

to their (self-imposed or otherwise) queer identities in their own ways. In these works 

men are forced to operate within spaces constructed by women, and particularly in the 

case of the two Arthurian tales, the male protagonists are irrevocably altered by their non-

normative reliance on the feminine will. In all three of these texts, roles are overturned, 

expectations are shattered, and the powerless woman becomes capable of shifting 

patriarchal ideologies. 

Theoretical Review

While the growing field of queer medievalism primarily concerns itself with 

questions of sexual identity and preference in medieval literature and history, sexual 

politics and the role of kinship-dominated societies are areas of exploration that may 

benefit from a more thorough analysis of how perceptions of gender and sexuality 

influenced medieval literature. The former assumes that not only was an individual’s 
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sexual orientation a deciding factor in personal identity, but it also implies that the 

description of potentially non-normative sexualities was a conscious choice in medieval 

literature. The term sexual politics, however, allows for a more open exploration of the 

role gender plays in the political and social structures of chivalric society, and the sexual 

tensions that complicate that male-dominated system. In Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight the protagonist must leave his patriarchal, normative space and venture forth into 

a realm dominated by a feminine presence, unseen yet highly influential in determining 

the course of Gawain’s journey, as Morgan le Fay influences and challenges the 

masculine, homosocial space of Arthur and Gawain. Morgan’s role as feminine 

mastermind is crucial, as she is both the instigator and controller of Gawain’s quest and 

therefore commands the plot’s development. As a woman who maintains such authority 

over her male counterparts, her immense influence is in a sense excused or explained by 

the magical powers she possesses, and this fantasy allows for a less upsetting challenge to 

the masculinity of both the subjected characters and the male audience. Morgan possesses 

powers that Sir Gawain and his fellow knights do not, and therefore these men can 

dismiss not only Gawain’s queer actions, but also his failure to uphold and follow the 

chivalric system; he was tricked, not only by a woman, but by a supernatural being. There 

is less shame in failing on account of the fantastic, as mortal men (particularly knights) 

seem to be tested by such paranormal phenomenon rather frequently in Arthurian 

romances, and despite the relative success or failure of that challenge, the knight taking 

up that journey still has a place within his heteronormative society. One can assume that 

because Gawain’s challenge occurs outside of the realm of normativity and chivalry, his 
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failings are more acceptable, because he was falsely led by this supernatural 

representation of femininity.   

The men in these two tales leave their heteronormative space (Camelot), in which 

a complex system of homosociality and chivalric patriarchy dominate, for a queer space 

where each knight must go against his societal norms and rely on the feminine will in 

order for his quest to succeed—and to ensure his survival. Michael Warner and Laura 

Berlant clarify this concept of queer space in their “Sex in Public,” discussing 

sex as it is mediated by publics. Some of these publics have an obvious relation to 

sex. […] Others are organized around sex, but not necessarily sex acts in the usual 

sense: queer zones and other worlds estranged from heterosexual culture, but also 

more tacit scenes of sexuality like official national culture, which depends on a 

notion of privacy to cloak its sexualization of national membership. (355)

This idea of a “queer space” allows for a more sophisticated understanding of queer 

theory and of applicable medieval texts such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and 

The Wife of Bath's Tale. Berlant and Warner do not argue that queer space is not 

dominated and defined by sex acts, but rather has an implicitly non-normative aspect to 

them, and these spaces are in direct (or indirect) opposition to the larger heteronormative 

culture. In these two poems, the heteronormative and queer spaces clash through the 

feminine attempt to subvert the system of the male dominated court. In order to do so, 

Morgan le Fay and the Loathly Lady must utilize their supernatural powers and the more 

natural powers of secrecy, seduction, or trickery. It is this very convergence of the 

fantastic and queer space that enables the feminine defiance of heteronormativity and 
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dominance over those who enter her non-normative domain. What I will argue is that the 

actions of these knights queer the typical gender and sexuality dynamic of medieval 

culture; the two are firmly rooted in a homosocial society in which men do not depend on 

women for their success or survival, and their reliance on the feminine throughout their 

respective journeys, not only for guidance but also for protection, is non-normative. 

One of the biggest misconceptions about queer theory is that it is solely concerned 

with homosexuality. On the contrary, queer theory is an invaluable tool for addressing the 

cultural, sexual, gender, political, and spatial issues inherent within texts such as SGGK 

and The Wife of Bath’s Tale. A critical development of the early 1990s, queer theory 

focuses on sexualities and cultural norms, and those who deviate from the established set 

of legitimized social and sexual codes. Because of this broad scope, queer theory does not 

merely seek to find those who deviate from heterosexual preferences, but rather engages 

with the social history a given text operates within and around, and looks at groups and 

individuals on the fringes, or outside, of that normative system. These theoretical 

concepts and methodologies offer the most developed set of instruments to navigate these 

very dense and complicated cultural, historical issues. Queer theory extends the tools of 

feminist criticism; it pushes the traditional concerns of gender and politics to cross with 

space and sex, negotiating and renegotiating these boundaries and their implications. This 

particular method of analysis lends a strong, discerning insight into the non-normative 

aspects of the poem, which sets it apart from the socio-political climate outside of the 

text, and also distinguishes it from its fellow idealistic Arthurian romances in subtle 

ways. As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick shows in her theoretical work Epistemology of the  
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Closet, there is a history of contradictions and volatility in gender and sexual politics. 

[B]ecause the structuring of same-sex bonds can't, in any historical situation 

marked by inequality and contest between genders, fail to be a site of intensive 

regulation that intersects virtually every issue of power and gender, lines can 

never be drawn to circumscribe within some proper domain of sexuality 

(whatever that might be) the consequences of a shift in sexual discourse. (2-3) 

Sedgwick states that whenever strong same-sex bonds—whatever they may be—are 

present, gender and sexual politics will be a heated point of contention. Because this 

“intensive regulation” of same-sex bonds affects multiple spheres of gender and sexual 

politics, it creates an influential and pervasive shift in the discourse and understanding of 

sexuality and the socio-political issues with which it is closely associated. This “shift in 

sexual discourse” influences the larger structure of heteronormativity because same-sex 

bonds challenge that system, and these non-normative groups must be regulated for the 

protection of the dominant culture. If only for this very reason, it is necessary to utilize 

queer theory as the ideal tool to discuss these issues of sex, gender, politics, and space in 

SGGK.

Another important theoretical concept that queer theory lends to this discussion is 

the shifting nature of queer space, and of the dynamics between queer and 

heteronormative. In modern and medieval cultures, social, gender, and sexual norms are 

and were constantly shifting; what may have been considered queer a few decades ago 

may now be included within the confines of normative and acceptable societal boundaries 

and the same is true for any time period, including the Middle Ages. As Gayle S. Rubin 
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shows in her influential essay, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics 

of Sexuality,” there is a critical method to thinking about sex in an accurate and 

historically sound manner, which may transcend the irrational and limiting way in which 

sexuality is generally perceived. She states: 

The realm of sexuality also has its own internal politics, inequities, and modes of 

oppression. As with other aspects of human behavior, the concrete institutional 

forms of sexuality at any given time and place are products of human activity. 

They are imbued with conflicts of interest and political maneuvering, both 

deliberate and incidental. In that sense, sex is always political. (4)

Here Rubin reiterates the point that queer theory does not merely involve those men and 

women whose sexuality is deviant in relation to the hegemonic, normative group; rather, 

sexuality  and its implications must be analyzed in order to gain a more nuanced 

perspective on the political and cultural—among many other—facets of a society's 

ontology. 

In a critical analysis such as this, where queer theory provides an analytical tool to 

decipher the cultural implications of sex, gender, and politics in the middle ages, very 

loaded terms are utilized to describe the spaces and phenomena in the poem; it is 

therefore necessary to define that terminology in such a context. In drawing from queer 

theory to examine the text, I use the term “heteronormative” to describe Gawain’s society 

at Camelot, which is the dominant social structure of the historical moment's political 

ideology. In this sense, heteronormative implies the heterosexual, homosocial aspect of 

the Arthurian court, in which men were closely connected for intellectual, social, and 
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arguably even emotional satisfaction. Heteronormativity encompasses heterosexuality, 

but it is a larger issue than simply sexual preference. The former permeates every aspect 

of social life and cultural norms. Heteronormativity is difficult to clearly define or 

analyze because it inhabits all aspects of the lives of those who participate and live within 

that sphere (Sex in Public 359). The cultural and social conventions of any given place 

and time constitute heteronormativity, and these include the sexual norms and gender 

roles that are upheld as natural and correct. In Arthur’s court these norms include fierce 

loyalties among men, especially for one’s leader; close bonds between men and women, 

particularly public interdependence, would not have been culturally normative. In this 

context I use the term “homosocial” to describe the social climate of Gawain’s normative 

space, where the chivalric system of Arthurian legend and medieval Europe represent an 

idealization of masculine prowess and the support men drew from each other; the 

chivalric code, an idealized vision of male bonding and militant success, was instituted in 

order to promote morality and peace amongst knighted men. The term “queer” also 

requires clarification, and here I mean to describe that which challenges 

heteronormativity; I do not intend to seek out aspects of homoeroticism or homosexuality 

within any of these works, although many scholars have argued for the possibility of such 

phenomenaiii. Morgan’s queer space is therefore a separate realm from that of Camelot, 

and the actions that take place there have the potential to subvert the heteronormative 

social systems that constitute the chivalric code and culture.

This conversation about these knights' journeys away from a chivalric, normative 

society and into a queer space would not have been possible without a theoretical 
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framework pioneered by queer theorists, in particular, Michel Foucault. The first volume 

of The History of Sexuality briefly touches on the Middle Ages through the exploration of 

the power structures and discourses surrounding sex and sexual identity. Foucault argues 

that the potential for power is existent everywhere; the only reason any powerful 

institution—in this case, the homosocial courtly tradition—exists is because a large 

enough population agrees to give it that power.  The desire for truth and knowledge is 

traditionally a strong drive for normative society, and that society engages in a discourse 

to disseminate what information is possible. Significantly, Foucault is the only one of the 

foundational queer theorist to discuss the Middle Ages as a sexual epoch requiring 

analysis. The medieval discourse of sex was focused on confession and penance as a 

method to control the state of knowledge and heteronormativity. 

Another pivotal text that allows for a deeper exploration of socio-political, sexual 

power and homosociality is Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial  

Desire by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. In the introduction there is a clear distinction 

between homosociality as a feminine phenomenon and as a male phenomenon. Contrary 

to homosocial women, there is a disconnect between men who love men and men with 

the interests of other men in mind. This is a way of theorizing sexual politics; she asks the 

question: “What does it mean—what difference does it make—when a social or political 

relationship is sexualized?” (Sedgwick 5). This question will form a large basis of the 

present exploration of homosocial courtly society as heteronormative. Sedgwick’s book 

focuses on locating “male homosocial desire within the structural context of triangular, 

heterosexual desire” (16). Although her theoretical analysis centers on literature from the 
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seventeenth to the nineteenth century, the critique of homosocial normativity may be 

applied to earlier literature, including that of the Middle Ages. 

Michael Warner and Lauren Berlant’s “Sex in Public” presents an analysis of 

intimacy as a private act that supports heteronormative society as a public entity. This 

argument for a queer space or world applies surprisingly well to this fourteenth century 

text, as Gawain leaves the comfort of his heterosexual, male dominated culture and enters 

into a feminized space that is comparable to Warner and Berlant’s “queer world.” Adding 

to the complexity of this queer space, the knight in The Wife of Bath's Tale operates in an 

inherently queer space, one which necessitates reliance on the feminine and supernatural 

in order to reestablish traditional societal norms. Advocating for and working within a 

queer world or space is situated in direct opposition to the normative heterosexual (in the 

case of the chivalric tradition, homosocial and heterosexual) world, operating within and 

separate from the dominant culture. In their essay, the question of what it means to be 

queer in the modern context of sexual politics and the dominant social order is addressed, 

but these concepts are applicable to society and heteronormativity as a whole. The 

pervasive nature of dominant and queer discourse allows for a critical analysis of Sir  

Gawain and the Green Knight and The Wife of Bath's Tale, among other Arthurian 

romances.  

Literature Review

Because we as modern readers are seemingly far removed from the sexual norms 

and gender politics of the late Middle Ages, I will briefly discuss the cultural significance 

of normative sexuality and homosociality in medieval England. The generally acceptable 
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sexual standard was that of heterosexual relationships for the purpose of reproduction, 

and identity was not constituted by sexual preference or acts. As Allen J. Frantzen argues 

in his book Before the Closet: Same-Sex Love from Beowulf to Angels in America, men 

and women of medieval England “were without the apparatus of identity […] that 

automatically configures our discussion of sexual relations. [… This time period] lacked 

an identity that we might think of today as the ‘sexual subject’ whose sexual practices and 

preferences inform, if they do not actually determine, both self-awareness and public 

identity” (Frantzen 4). The medieval conception of sexual normativity must be 

acknowledged, as this determines the perception modern readers have of a text. Sexual 

preferences and acts for the medieval population did not create a personal or sexual 

identity, as it does for modern Occidental society. This is not to say, however, that 

sexuality was limited to heterosexuality, and the Catholic Church played a large role in 

the privatization of these “deviant” sexual acts. Frantzen also addresses the increasingly 

ambivalent response to same-sex acts, stating that: “The point at which secrecy and 

concealment became attached to same-sex acts, also the point at which same-sex acts 

became feared as especially dangerous, is the mid-eleventh century [.…] [A]t this point 

the Church became increasingly concerned with standardizing penances for sexual sins 

and, at the same time, increasingly reluctant to describe them precisely” (5). This fear of 

deviant and same-sex acts revealed the power and attraction inherent in the sexual act, as 

it contained the potentiality for social disruption. Interestingly, this same-sex love was 

encouraged—albeit more politically idealized and less sexualized—in the form of 

chivalry. 
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The chivalric code, an idealized vision of male bonding and militant success, was 

instituted in order to promote morality and peace amongst knighted men. In his analysis 

of homoeroticism and homosociality in the late Middle Ages, Richard Zeikowitz 

addresses the social and political importance of chivalry: “While these orders were not 

necessarily founded for the purpose of promoting male-male intimacy, the success of 

their campaigns was, in part, dependent on ‘intimate personal loyalty’ between men. […] 

Thus, a knight might be less inclined to commit an illegal or immoral act because of his 

commitment to his fellow knights and the order in general” (Homoeroticism 23). These 

relationships between men were encouraged and moreover necessary for preserving a 

courtly social system dependent on the chivalric ideal. Zeikowitz details several examples 

of these homosocial activities between knights; one particularly erotic, or at the very least 

physical, encounter is that of the symbolic yet corporal ceremony: “While not necessarily 

suggesting an erotic interaction, the ritual dressing of a novice knight just prior to the 

knighting ceremony illustrates an intimate encounter between men—one of whom is 

presumably naked at the beginning” (21). This example of a ritualistic physical 

manifestation of homosociality is indicative of the relationships men fostered amongst 

each other in a courtly setting. Quoting Roberto González-Casanovas, Zeikowitz brings 

to the discussion specific terminology for approaching medieval same-sex relations: 

‘Homosociality refers to the preference in professional and recreational relations 

for members of the same-sex…. Homophilia… signifies a predilection for same-

sex friendships based on close intimacy […] Homoeroticism develops homophilia 

further by stressing “romantic love” within the same sex, which can include 
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passionate expressions and courtship rituals that lead to physical intimacy with or 

without genital behavior’. (3)

These chivalric behaviors in the idealized forms of homosociality, homophilia, and 

homoeroticism were culturally inscribed for the socioeconomic gain of the landed lords 

and knights: “The knight’s ‘loyal affection’ to his lord is thus periodically affirmed 

through actions that protect the interests of the lord. And the lord’s affection and respect 

for his knights increase as a result” (24). We see this particularly in SGGK when Sir 

Gawain comes to King Arthur’s aid and accepts the Green Knight’s challenge; here, 

Gawain’s actions are the product of a homosocial courtly norm, and the resulting 

adventure brings Gawain into conflict with the homosocial, heteronormative society he is 

not only accustomed to but champions. This homosocial courtly society is Gawain’s 

normative cultural perspective; the men still (generally) marry and procreate, but the 

emphasis is on the male-male relationship. 

There have been many critical interpretations of Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight since its rediscovery in 1829, and the literary analyses have taken dramatically 

different paths than those of forty years ago. As Donald R. Howard notes in his 1969 

critical history of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: “If one were to make a checklist of 

possible kinds of criticism and stack up Gawain studies against it, the results, I believe, 

would reveal an overriding sameness of approach” (41). Some scholars, such as Marie 

Borroff and Lauren M. Goodlad, examine the Gawain poet’s use of structure and diction 

to come to conclusions about the authorial intent or the various meanings of the poem. 

There has also been a significant amount of scholarship on the Christian and moral 
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images in the poem; Morton W. Bloomfield “allowed that the poem is ‘fairly and 

squarely Christian’; he added that the extent to which it is so leads into the question of 

the poet’s primary intention […]” (34). Subsequent critics, such as Hans Schnyder, 

tackled the influence Christianity and morality held over the text, and strove to find 

exegetical symbols (Howard 34). Despite its serious and moralistic overtones, some 

critics have explored the poem’s element of humor and playfulness. R. H. Bowers “called 

attention away from high seriousness to the poem’s value as a sophisticated 

entertainment, a fiction, a conventional but unusually successful romance which achieves 

the effect of high comedy and is itself full of good-natured laughter” (Howard 37). 

Since the late sixties, Gawain criticism has taken a turn from formalist, Christian, 

and New Criticism approaches. In more recent years, a large number of scholars have 

turned their attentions to feminist, queer, and postcolonial interpretations, among many 

others. The former two are more relevant starting points for this project. Sheila Fisher’s 

article "Taken Men and Token Women in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight" approaches 

this issue of marginalization of the feminized space and the agency involved with Morgan 

le Fay. Upon entering this world of women Gawain is disarmed and dressed in new, 

luxurious clothing. By setting aside his weapons and the signifiers of his heteronormative 

homosocial identity, he divests himself of the power and strength associated with the 

accoutrements of a chivalrous knight. Fisher claims that: “The threatened loss of chivalric 

identity for Gawain is figured initially as an implied loss of masculinity” (77). Fisher is 

one of the few critics who examine the parallel between the homosocial and the feminine 

realm, although she stays within the confines of feminist theory and the subversion of 
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patriarchal chivalrous norms. While queer and feminist theories are closely associated, 

feminist criticism (in a very basic sense) deals more with gender divides and overcoming 

sexism in literature. My focus is more on the normative culture of Camelot and the way 

that non-normative (or queer) gender and sexuality roles play a part in subverting the 

larger, normative society.

Many Queer Medievalists attach a physically erotic relationship to the homosocial 

element in SGGK. David Lorenzo Boyd addresses the social function of homosexuality 

within a heteronormative culture and argues that Gawain’s 

(hetero)sexual role with a woman would also necessitate a possible (homo)sexual 

one with a man, and the explicitly heterosexual act would necessarily (always 

already) carry a homosexual valence. His heterosexual desires are thus positioned 

to be intimately bound up with potential homosexual activity—the homosexual 

here being directly connected to his homosocial and chivalric relationship and 

oath to Bercilak. (13)

Boyd’s analysis of Sir Gawain’s reciprocation of the lady’s physical affections to her 

husband as a way to honor his oath leads him to claim that Gawain’s heterosexual 

interactions are inherently homosexually charged. Boyd argues here that because he is 

sexually physical with Bertilak’s wife, he must submit sexually to Bertilak to fulfill the 

contract they agreed upon—each man must submit his day’s winnings to the other, and in 

Gawain’s case, he “won” the lady of the castle. While I agree with Boyd’s point that 

sexual desire influenced the social norms of the day and the deviations from those norms, 

my own analysis is not focused on proving or disproving medieval homosexuality. 
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However, Boyd’s argument is a very applicable one since Gawain’s path to non-

normative actions is forged by these games he plays once outside of Camelot.

Most of the critics working on SGGK and utilizing queer theory explore the ways 

in which homosexuality and desire challenge the heteronormative, homosocial gender 

and sexual dynamic. Carolyn Dinshaw approaches the text in terms of the homo- versus 

heterosexual sexual identities (which she sees as influential upon a person’s sexual 

identity, unlike Frantzen) and analyzes the ways in which the narrative problematizes the 

normative masculine society in which it apparently participates. Along with other critics 

and Boyd in particular, Dinshaw shares the view that “governed by heterosexuality’s 

power of normativity […] the poem both produces the possibility of homosexual relations 

and renders them unintelligible” (206). In the views proposed by these two critics in 

particular, and other queer medievalists in general, the perceived homoerotic moments 

simultaneously allow for and conceal the possibility of non-normative behavior in the 

form of homosexuality.

In addition to his book on homoeroticism, Richard Zeikowitz’s article on queer 

pedagogy for teaching medieval literature offers a rich criticism of SGGK which may 

extend the arguments of the previously mentioned scholars. He argues that the Green 

Knight is homoeroticized through Gawain’s gaze and the depictions of his body; for 

Zeikowitz, the Green Knight in non-normative: “He illustrates how the queer intrigues 

yet threatens, attracts but repels homosocial normativity” (Befriending 73). Zeikowitz 

addresses the Green Knight’s dual properties of repulsion and attraction, but does not cite 

the treatment of his “double-exposure” as explored by Larry Benson in his book Art and 
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Tradition in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.  While the Green Knight can certainly be 

seen as a queer figure, the author does not address the extent to which the Green Knight 

and Bertilak exist in an inherently queer, feminine-driven realm, a non-normative 

atmosphere that Gawain himself enters and participates in. Because of this queer space 

and attempts to subvert the homosocial, heteronormative society at Camelot, Gawain’s 

reliance on the feminine—and his subsequent choice to go against his chivalric code—

effectively queers the protagonist. 

What these critics discuss is pertinent and valid in the context of my examination, 

although both the feminist and queer interpretations leave out a critical point: the realms 

of Arthur and Morgan are constitutively separate entities, representing normative and 

non-normative spaces. In the context of SGGK the queer space Gawain enters to fulfill 

his quest alters him, making intelligible an unusual heterosociality that he must rely upon 

for his survival and ultimate success. His interactions within this space call Gawain's 

attention to his own chivalric and moral principles, and subsequently, the Christian moral 

concerns are deemed more important that the knightly virtues of honor. There may very 

well be elements of homoeroticism or homosexuality within the work, although the 

question of sexual identity and desire is not the focus of this analysis. Although that 

direction may be enlightening, I want to avoid an analysis that reads through the text, 

applying a modern concept of “queerness” to a text in a superficial way; rather, I 

endeavor to analyze this theme of homosociality as opposed to non-normative power 

structures and the feminine spaces that constitute queerness in this context. 

As shown above, some of the critics have noted Gawain’s homosocial 
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environment, but no one has fully addressed his reliance on feminine agency and 

talismans once he is away from Arthur’s court, effectively to save his life. The 

homosocial courtly code of Arthurian legend had become an idealized paradigm of male-

dominated discourse for contemporary European political and economic systems. 

Therefore, this feminine agency would have been unusual, if not potentially subversive. 

My first chapter will concern this opposition to the normative social system, and explore 

the ways in which SGGK as a popular text allows for the queering of Gawain through the 

exertion of feminine upon the masculine knights.  

Implications

Much as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is developed from an earlier story, one 

with more focus on the fantastic and fairies, Geoffrey Chaucer's tale told by the Wife of 

Bath, taken from The Canterbury Tales, also references earlier sources. As Peter Beidler 

shows in his introduction to The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale, Chaucer retells and 

reconfigures older works, including Le Roman de la Rose, Against Jovinianus, The Tale  

of Florent, and interestingly, a source shared with the later Wedding of Sir Gawain and 

Dame Ragnell (Wife of Bath 25). While the Wife of Bath also deals with themes of 

chivalry and non-normative behavior, her construction of queer space is more all-

inclusive, and is evident from the beginning of the tale. Part of what makes the Wife and 

her tale so different is not only the fact that she is a woman, but also that she plays with 

common conceptions of normativity. Chaucer allows his Wife of Bath to explore 

deviations from the norms of chivalric society, while striving toward a more idealized 

vision of traditional normativity. In her tale, the Wife shows how the use of the queer 

19



actually brings about a strengthened heteronormative structure through the inclusion and 

assimilation of those very views which oppose homosocial, patriarchal normativity. In 

fact, as Warner and Berlant show, heteronormativity operates in a cyclical fashion and 

constantly shifts as it comes to terms with and consumes that which is previously 

unintelligble. Through her use of the nameless knight and his gradual acceptance of the 

Loathly Lady’s queerness, the Wife of Bath's tale illustrates this cycle wonderfully.

As a continuation of my analysis of these Middle English chivalric romances, I 

will explore the ways in which The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale assert this inherently 

queer space in order to ultimately reassert her contemporary society's normative gender 

relationships and values. I have chosen to examine these texts in tandem with Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight in order to more fully explore the dynamics between queer and 

normative, masculine and feminine, and author and narrator, as they appear in different 

forms. It is significant to note that Chaucer's work will have a different perspective, as he 

writes a woman's authority to speak into the text, and also gives her a tale that deals with 

non-normative behavior and the return to traditional values. SGGK, however, is 

(presumably) written by a man, with a man as a protagonist who comes into direct 

confrontation with the feminine, and must admit to his court that he has gone against their 

chivalric norms and values. These queer journeys, the subsequent trials, and the ultimate 

return to heteronormativity give us clear insights into what fourteenth century values and 

sexual politics were, as represented in these Arthurian romances. 

Ideally, this critical conversation takes place within an exploration of new 

configurations of the concept of patriarchal n0.79"orms in medieval culture and literature. 
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Application of queer theory can explicate societal and sexual interactions between 

normative and non-normative factions; this can give a modern audience a point of 

reference in approaching Middle English poetry, and Arthurian romances in particular. As 

is evidenced by the expanding field of queer theory and political activism on behalf of the 

many diverse queer communities, in today’s Western society, sexual politics and queer 

relations are dynamic interests that require analysis. While any queer reading of a Middle 

English poem may potentially have a modern bias, there is an excess of evidence that 

these women—Morgan and the Wife of Bath—construct non-normative spaces, which 

are in direct opposition to the normative, patriarchal society of Camelot. Because Gawain 

operates within this constructed world during his journey to complete the oath sworn to 

the Green Knight, he is forced to play a role in a queer space. The reliance on and close 

interactions with the feminine lead to Gawain’s queering, and Morgan’s subsequent 

subversion of homosocial norms from within and outside of Arthur’s court. As a parallel 

to this concept, the Wife of Bath's Arthurian knight must rely on feminine wisdom, and 

by promising to marry the magical old woman, his life is saved. In the Wife's created 

queer world, the judgment and political sovereignty rest in the hands of women.  Sir  

Gawain and the Green Knight and the Wife of Bath's tale and prologue represent texts 

ripe for theoretical analysis, and the agency associated with the unintelligible Other 

provides a dense field of inquiry into the potentiality for queer politics in medieval 

England.
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II. Chapter 1:

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

Although close interactions between the sexes is seen as normative behavior 

today, the modern Western perception of heterosociality as heteronormative is notably 

absent in the medieval chivalric context. As shown above, the society of Sir Gawain is 

overwhelmingly homosocial, a historical detail made self-evident by the conspicuous 

lack of substantial interactions between the sexes in Arthur’s court. The women are fair 

and courteous, but there are no descriptions of them, and they do not have a voice or 

agency of their own. Within the masculine society, close, substantial social relationships 

with members of the opposite sex are not encouraged, and indeed there seems to be a fear 

of the woman, leading to an inherent heterophobia, or fear of interactions between the 

sexes.

The gender roles and sexual politics evoked in SGGK lead modern readers in 

particular toward a definition of what constituted “normative” for the contemporary 

author and readership, in contrast to a twenty-first century understanding of cultural, 

sexual, and gender norms. Gayle S. Rubin gives a historically flexible examination of 

what she calls “the sexual hierarchy,” which is characterized by

the need to draw and maintain an imaginary line between good and bad sex. Most 

of the discourses on sex, be they religious, psychiatric, popular, or political, 

delimit a very small portion of human sexual capacity as sanctifiable, safe, 
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healthy, mature, legal, or politically correct. The “line” distinguishes these from 

all other erotic behaviors, which are understood to be the work of the devil, 

dangerous, psychopathical, infantile, or politically reprehensible. Arguments are 

then conducted over “where to draw the line,” and to determine what other 

activities, if any, may be permitted to cross over into acceptability. (Rubin 14)

It should be clear in this case that these distinctions are not merely based on sexual acts 

and preferences, but on the perceived “rightness” or “wrongness” of such actions and 

relations according to societal, religious, and political ideologies—to name only a few—

at the time.  Common conceptions of masculine attributes, specifically a tendency 

towards logic, aggressiveness, and violence, are deemed “right” in the chivalric context, 

whereas sensitivity, non-violent diplomacy, and philanthropy are deemed “wrong” for a 

knight. The perception of a knight's duty and innate tendency to solve conflicts violently 

hints at a larger concept of sexual politics inherent in both chivalry and courtly love. 

Traditionally, men (and knights in particular) are expected to conform to these behavioral 

tendencies, and women (their aristocratic consorts) are perceived as softer, emotional, 

objects of desire to be idealized and dominated. When these expectations are unrealized, 

dominant heteronormative society may relegate those who do not conform to the outskirts 

of normativity.  Rubin’s argument emphasizes this perception of an act or behavior, and 

what constitutes “rightness” or “wrongness” in the form of normative and non-normative, 

rather than focusing on the sex acts and the sexual deviants themselves. She illustrates 

her sexual hierarchy with a series of walls, which construct the delineation from best to 

worst forms of sexual relations; at one end of the spectrum lies the wall of “good” sex 
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(which is limited to sex which is sanctioned or politically correct) and at the other end 

lies the wall of “bad” sex (which includes any array of sexual actions that are 

unintelligible and/or subversive to the heteronormative power structure). In between, 

there is a space she calls the “major area of contest,” and therein lies that which is either 

“moving in the direction of respectability” or inherently not as repulsive as the worst of 

sexual acts (14-15). These walls are in a constant state of potential fluidity as the cultural 

norms and boundaries are shifting, dynamic things and what may be queer in one century 

could potentially become absorbed by the realm of good sex in another. 

Outside of and even within Arthur’s male dominated court, Morgan enacts her 

own sexual politics over the knights. Interestingly, she uses the very system of chivalry to 

subvert the masculine chivalric ideology: by sending her male emissary, Bertilak in the 

form of the Green Knight, to confront Arthur and his homosocial court, she is invoking 

the chivalric code of the challenge and the oath. When he initially proposes the game of 

mutual beheading, none of the knights leap to the bait. In an effort to entice Arthur to 

agree to the game, he taunts the entire court and questions their chivalric validity: 

What, is this Arthures hous […] 

That al the rous rennes of thurgh ryalmes so mony? 

Where now is your sourquydrye, and your conquestes, 

Your gryndellayk and greme and your grete wordes? 

Now are the revel and the renoun of the Rounde Table 

Overwalt wyth a worde of on wyghes speche, 

For al dares for drede withoute dynt schewed! (SGGK 309-315)
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Such a blow to the credibility of this hyper-masculine court provokes Arthur to walk into 

the Green Knight’s (and ultimately Morgan’s) trap. Sir Gawain breaks the silence and 

steps forward to take Arthur’s place, whereas the many other men present do not rise in 

their king’s defense. It is this act of self-sacrifice that leads Gawain on his journey to 

fulfill his side of the oath and sate the Green Knight’s desire for blood. The violent 

contest instigated by the Green Knight and Gawain’s willingness to play this game—the 

rules of which he only partly knows—structures the relationship between Sir Gawain and 

the non-normative group he is about to enter.

This willingness to put his lord’s safety before his own for the sake of honor is a 

hallmark of medieval chivalry and homosociality. Men have the interests of other men in 

mind, and this dynamic in large part constitutes the relationship between liege lord and 

vassals.  When the Green Knight cries: “What, is this Arthures hous / That al the rous 

rennes of thrugh ryalmes so mony?” (309-10) he is directly challenging Arthur's court, 

and therefore openly attacking Arthur himself. Gawain rises to that challenge, defending 

his uncle's reputation through violence. This aggressive move to protect Arthur's interests 

reflects the innate homosociality of chivalric knighthood. As Sedgwick states in Between 

Men:

The apparent simplicity—the unity—of the continuum between “women loving 

women” and “women promoting the interests of women,” extending over the 

erotic, social, familial, economic, and political realms, would not be so striking if 

it were not in strong contrast to the arrangement among males. […] Clearly, 

however convenient it might be to group together all the bonds that link males to 
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males, and by which males enhance the status of males—usefully symmetrical as 

it would be, that grouping meets with a prohibitive structural obstacle. […] [I]t 

has apparently been impossible to imagine a form of patriarchy that was not 

homophobic. (Sedgwick 3)

This viewpoint that there is a continuum in which women who love women and women 

with the interests of other women in mind work together and form a cohesive bond 

presents a stark contrast to the patriarchal power structures. In the case of males, men 

who love men and men with the interests of men in mind are not intricately linked, but 

instead imply a mutually exclusive relationship: there is an innate homophobia within the 

masculine order that does not exist in the feminine continuum. One critic, Victoria Weiss, 

makes note of the irrationality of Gawain's decision to chop off the Green Knight's head, 

and attributes this excessively violent action to his status as a young chivalric knight. 

“Arthur's marked concern for valor is picked up by Gawain, the knightly exemplar of the 

court. […] It is quite possible that it is the Green Knight's attacks on the knightly prowess 

of Arthur's men that prompt Gawain to chop off the Green Knight's head” (Weiss 363). 

Although the rules of the Green Knight’s game are not stipulated, Gawain automatically 

assumes that the exchange of blows is intended to be deadly. Weiss’s explanation for 

Gawain taking the Green Knight’s challenge to a new, gory level illustrates his excessive 

prescription to the homosocial norms embodied by the chivalric court. 

Taking Sedgwick’s hypothesis of male homosociality into consideration, the 

above scene from Arthur’s round table gains a new and enlightening theoretical 

perspective. These men, while they have been fostered in an atmosphere of chivalric love 
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for their fellow men, are still operating within a patriarchal system that promotes the 

intimate personal loyalty of the knights and their lord. In this context, Gawain is therefore 

the most chivalrous and homosocial of his peers; this attribute is precisely what leads to 

his queering by the game and the journey. The threat of death for a challenge of 

masculinity is only an appealing option if the knight dies in the process of protecting his 

sovereign or the validity of the chivalrous structure. Gawain’s willingness to take 

Arthur’s place displays a state of hyper-homosociality, which in and of itself makes him 

the ideal candidate for Morgan’s game, and therefore the inevitable object of the queering 

by the feminine.  

According to Warner and Berlant, because what is queer exists in relation to the 

heteronormative status quo, queer functions as a liminal state, reflecting the changes of 

the dominant society and challenging the norms propagated by one space. They posit 

that: “Queer social practices like sex and theory try to unsettle the garbled but powerful 

norms supporting that privilege—including the project of normalization that has made 

heterosexuality hegemonic—as well as those material practices that, though not explicitly 

sexual, are implicated in the hierarchies of properties that we will describe as 

heteronormative” (Sex in Public 548). In this theoretical approach to what is queer, 

Warner and Berlant position the non-normative against the normative societal sexual 

politics. In Gawain’s medieval culture, the chivalrous society promoting male-male 

intimacy and patriarchal dominance was in a privileged position in relation to the 

heterosocial world in which women potentially have agency and power. Once he has left 

this homosocial courtly world, he enters into a queer world, one dominated by the 
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heterosocial and the feminine power dynamics. This aspect of sexual politics is queer or 

non-normative because it strives to oppose the dominant sexual and political culture. 

“Queer and other insurgents have long striven, often dangerously or scandalously, to 

cultivate what good folks used to call criminal intimacies. We have developed relations 

and narratives that are only recognized as intimate in queer culture” (Sex in Public 558). 

These “criminal” intimate relations are not explicitly sexual, but as we see in Gawain’s 

normative cultural perception, the heterosocial, feminized relations and power dynamics 

give rise to unconventional or queer relations.

For the homosocial world of Camelot, the Virgin Mary is an acceptable deity 

because of her status as an idealized, saintly, and non-threatening woman. As Fisher 

states: “In the poem as in Christian orthodoxy, she is defined solely through relationship 

with the male” (Fisher 76).  As an initial good luck charm Gawain relies on the image of 

Mary on the inside of his shield so “that quen he blusched therto his belde never payred” 

(SGGK 650). Ironically, “one of his few prayers to Mary ([lines] 736-39) brings him to 

the castle in which he will be tested by the Lady and by Morgan la Faye” (Fisher 77). 

Interestingly, this spiritual reliance on Mary is exhibited on the hidden interior of his 

shield, where only he can see the tangible reminder of his trust in a female supernatural 

force. The visible exterior of his shield is dominated by a gold pentangle, a five-pointed 

star, enclosed in a circle. In the lengthy description of the knight’s costume, the pentangle 

receives special attention: “Hit is a syngne that Salamon set sumquyle / In bytoknyng of 

trawthe, bi tytle that his habbes” (SGGK 625-6). The emphasis placed on the patriarchal 

symbol of Truth is rather ironic, because of the fabrication of the game by a woman and 
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the journey to supposedly certain death. The chivalric knight puts his faith in a feminine 

figure (Mary) that he associates with Truth and protection, even as he enters into the 

realm of another feminine figure (Morgan). Rather than Truth and honor, Gawain plays a 

game constructed by woman in order to facilitate his betrayal of the chivalric system he 

loves. 

This reminder of feminine protection also provides a curious parallel to the Lady’s 

girdle: one image of womanly power is acceptable by homosocial perceptions, and one is 

not. As Fisher acknowledged, Mary is defined solely by her relationship to God, a 

masculine force on all accounts. However Morgan, the single character with the most 

agency, offers a token of protection through Bertilak’s wife that enhances Gawain’s queer 

position in the text precisely because she is not limited by the masculine; on the contrary, 

she is a feminine force limiting the masculine. Therefore, Gawain’s actions play into her 

feminine power structures, which are unintelligible to the homosocial courtly realm of 

Camelot. According to Foucault, power is “the moving substrate of force relations which, 

by virtue of their inequality, constantly engender states of power, but the latter are always 

local and unstable […] [I]t is the name that one attributes to a complex strategical 

situation in a particular society” (93). In the case of the medieval world outside of 

Arthur’s court, Morgan has a certain amount of power that Gawain is therefore subjected 

to. Her “substrate of force relations” is not equal to that of masculine chivalry, yet the 

complicated interplay of the two is the space in which Gawain is forced to occupy during 

the course of the poem. Two influential forces are working upon him: that of the 

feminine, non-normative, and that of the masculine, normative chivalric social order. 
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Because he chooses to accept the supernatural, feminine methods of protection 

(specifically in the form of the girdle and Mary’s image) he goes against the 

contemporary social and gender norms of relying on the masculine in times of need.

Gawain’s devotion to Mary is suitable to his heteronormative Christian society, 

while he must be secretive about his acceptance of non-Christian feminine aid. After the 

Lady has convinced Gawain to take the belt, she leaves and he furtively hides the belt 

away out of shame and fear. He 

[l]ays up the luf-lace the lady hym right, 

Hid hit ful holdely, ther he hit eft fonde. 

Sythen chevely to the chapel choses he the waye, 

Prevély approched to a prest, and prayed hym there 

That he wolde lyfte his lyf and lern hym better 

How his sale schulde be saved when he schuld seye hethen. (SGGK 1874-9)

This fear of punishment for taking the belt and violating the chivalric norms of oath and 

honesty leads Gawain to seek consolation and absolution from the Church. Unlike his 

other feminine talisman, the image of Mary, the Lady’s belt signifies Gawain’s 

acceptance of the non-normative or queer in the hopes that it will save him from his 

promised beheading.   

The reality constructed by Morgan for Gawain is a queer space that challenges the 

heteronormative homosocial environment of Camelot. In this context, queer in fact comes 

to mean the feminine, or heterosocial; Gawain’s dominant masculine culture was neither 

comfortable with strong female characters nor with intimate social interactions between 
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the sexes. Despite this cognitive dissonance, Gawain continues with his private contact 

with the Lady, and even goes so far as to accept a supernatural object that will supposedly 

protect him from any harm. This depth of communication between men and women was 

non-normative, as was the taking of a token that would allow him to save his life when 

the Green Knight is prepared to take his revenge. 

It is evident that Gawain does not feel weighed down with repressed sins at the 

conclusion of his confession, as the narrator informs us that he is able to participate in the 

festivities with the rest of Bertilak’s court; he feels justified in keeping the girdle because 

his confessor did not admonish the knight to return this symbol of secrecy; however, this 

is an arguably false assumption, because this branch of the ecclesiastical institution is 

situated in Morgan's non-normative space, where nothing is quite as it seems. Gawain's 

decision to accept the belt and his subsequent acknowledgment that this action goes 

against his chivalric norms are validated by the confessional acceptance. By accepting the 

girdle, “Gawain in his last perilous extremity was obliged to tear his 'code' in two, and 

distinguish its components of good manners and good morals. [...] We have in fact 

reached the point of intersection of two different planes: of a real and permanent, and an 

unreal and passing world of values: morals on the one hand, and on the other a code of  

honour, or a game with rules” (Monsters 88-9). Tolkien makes a very important 

distinction here: Gawain was forced to choose between the moral implications of chivalry 

and the institution's enforcement of the code of honor, choosing to forgo the latter in 

favor of possibly saving his own life. Here, the queering of Sir Gawain has effectively 

been accomplished, as he makes a break with the chivalric traditions of respecting the 
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rules of conduct as situated by reigning values and views of normativity. Gawain commits 

his final, most egregious sin in the course of his alteration by abandoning the chivalric 

code of honor and thoughtless aggression for a more “logical” (albeit supernatural) view. 

As Weiss notes, Gawain's first failure, unnecessarily beheading the Green Knight, was a 

product of aggressive youth, the pressures of upholding a strict homosocial paradigm, and 

a lack of concern for human life. 

It is in Gawain's second failure that, ironically, a concern for human life takes 

precedence over other considerations. Confronted with the temptation to save his 

own life and still retain his reputation as a knight, Gawain commits his greatest 

sin by accepting the green girdle and failing to give it to Bertilak. The intervening 

year, the deprivations suffered in the forest of Wirral, and the menacing approach 

of the time when Gawain must receive the blow which presumes will be his death, 

have given him a new sense of the value of life—his own. (365)

Throughout his journey he gradually moves toward a more logical, measured, and 

benevolent mindset due to his interactions with women and Morgan's feminine space. 

Gawain's first and second misdeeds present strong representations of his two opposing 

positions in relation to the homosocial continuum: at one end of the spectrum this young 

knight demonstrates the impulsiveness and aggression that accompany the chivalric code, 

and at the other, he has learned the value of human life, restraint and premeditated action. 

The success of Morgan's plot to queer Sir Gawain is that his transition —or 

transformation—is an interior one. Bertilak, the Lady, and Morgan herself have been 

manipulating him, certainly, but Gawain comes to this break with chivalric and 
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homosocial norms of his own accord, as a measure of self-preservation. Through the 

trials Morgan has placed in Gawain's way, he has adapted to this new situation and this 

leads him to an opposition of the normative. This move towards introspection is 

exemplified by Gawain's choice to forsake traditional homosocial norms of chivalry and 

keep a promise to Bertilak's wife and break his oath to the host.

Thenne he thulged with hir threpe and tholed hir to speke.

And ho bere on hym the belt and bede hit hym swythe

(And he granted and hym gafe with a goud wylle)

And bisoght hym for hir sake discever hit never

Bot to lelly layne fro hir lorde; the leude hym acordes

That never wye schulde hit wyt, iwysse, bot thay twayne, 

For noghte. (SGGK 1859-65)

At this point in Gawain's journey, he has come to the conclusion that chivalric norms will 

not save him from the certainty of death, but that this supernatural girdle may very well 

be the protective talisman he lacks. In making the choice to not only take the belt, but to 

deliberately keep it a secret from his host, Gawain has crossed the threshold from 

valorous knight, upholder of homosocial and chivalric norms to outsider, subverter of 

those very norms he once upheld with no concern for life or consequence. Because 

Gawain makes this choice, this interior move, without forceful impetus from anyone but 

himself, he has come to his new queer position of his own accord. While it is true that he 

is manipulated by Morgan and by proxy Bertilak and his wife, Gawain is the only one 

capable of making the active choice to spare his life and sacrifice his chivalric values. If 
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he had maintained his ethical and moral code by refusing to keep the belt in secret, 

preferring instead to choose certain death over chivalric dishonor, he would have avoided 

Morgan's trap and non-normative sexual politics. This transformation from normative to 

queer may only take place if he actively chooses to take that path, regardless of 

motivation or influence.

At first Gawain denies the Lady’s tokens of love, but when he is tempted with a 

way to complete his oath and survive, he agrees to take the proffered girdle. Bertilak’s 

wife claims that the inconspicuous girdle she is offering Gawain contains powers that will 

be invaluable for his upcoming trials. 

Bot who-so knew the costes that knit ar therinne, 

He wolde hit prayse at more prys, paraventure; 

For qual gome so is gorde with the grene lace, 

While he hit hade hemely halched aboute, 

There is no hathel under heven tohewe hym that might, 

For he might not be slayn for slyght upon erthe. (SGGK 1849-54)

Not surprisingly, Gawain reconsiders this belt as his only alternative to death. Although 

this is not dissimilar to a courtly knight accepting a lady’s token as a good luck charm or 

reminder of a waiting lover, this girdle represents Gawain’s desertion of chivalric 

homosocial ideology in favor of the feminine supernatural talisman. Even though it 

violates the chivalric homosocial code, Gawain agrees to take the lady’s belt in the hopes 

that it will save his life. When his host returns, Gawain kisses him thrice with all of the 

intensity and enthusiasm of the Lady; however Gawain breaks his oath to Bertilak by 
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withholding the magic girdle. Out of desperation and guilt, Gawain goes to confession 

and makes his deeds known to the higher power he and his homosocial culture view as 

legitimate. Knowing that he is violating his social norms by breaking two oaths and 

accepting a feminine charm, he must turn to the Church to reaffirm his heteronormativity 

because his actions have been queer in that perspective. In effect, the poet takes the 

tradition of token-giving and lends it a queer element: Gawain’s actions are non-

normative because he plays into Morgan’s sexual politics (through the Lady) and accepts 

the feminine talisman which is promised to protect him from the Green Knight’s axe.  

There are also competing conventions of intimacy at work in the poem. For the 

normative society at Camelot, intimacy and sexuality are separated from the public, 

political, and occupational spheres. For heteronormative culture, “[i]ntimate life is the 

endlessly cited elsewhere of political discourse, a promised haven that distracts citizens 

from the unequal conditions of their political and economic lives, consoles them for the 

damaged humanity of mass society, and shames them for any divergence between their 

lives and the intimate sphere that is alleged to be simple personhood” (Sex in Public 358-

9). As this statement suggests, heteronormative, heterosexual society firmly believes that 

this separation of intimate and public life is not only a cultural necessity, but is also 

indicative of heteronormativity as a societal regulator. The poet portrays only the public 

sphere while at Arthur’s court; Gawain’s center of cultural reference, Camelot, is 

representative of chivalric and heteronormative society. Sexual dynamics are demure and 

seemingly non-existent. This is largely because the plot does not delve into the characters' 

intimacies and personal lives on a (hetero)sexual level. Once in Bertilak's castle, 
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sexualities arise to the reader's attention and play a role in the plot of the poem. Gawain is 

placed in uncomfortable situations with the lady of the castle and her husband. This is not 

solely due to the setting within a “private” room, and it should not be reduced to such; to 

do so would be to over-simplify the cultural, sociopolitical and perhaps even theoretical 

complications inherent in such an interesting moment. 

We see these sexual drives (and more importantly, interactions between men and 

women on an intimate level) because once away from Camelot Gawain has unwittingly 

been removed from the heteronormative confines he carries within himself as an emissary 

of homosocial normativity. However, he does not have the immediate capacity to 

recognize that he is indeed in a non-normative environment and must in fact sacrifice his 

own normative boundaries, understandings, and prejudices in order to succeed in his 

quest. What he does not understand—until he realizes he has been manipulated by the 

lady, Bertilak/the Green Knight, and by Morgan—is that he was always enacting his own 

societal norms, but adapting the concepts of queerness to his own heteronormative 

cultural mindset, while still participating in a queer space and non-normative activities. 

Throughout the poem Gawain does not know that Morgan has constructed these 

games, or that he is being subjected to a feminine will. In fact, Morgan is only mentioned 

toward the end of the poem, and then Gawain does not speak of her again once he returns 

to Camelot. At the unveiling of the Green Knight’s identity, Bertilak reveals that Morgan 

not only guided him to Arthur’s court but also disguised him in order to test Arthur’s 

nerve. Since his departure to find the Green Knight, all of his actions have been as a 

movable pawn in Morgan’s queer space. Bertilak is also under her control, as he openly 
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acknowledges. Interestingly, the Gawain poet fashions Morgan le Fay as a silent 

character, yet she maintains complete control over Gawain during his foray into her queer

—non-normative—space. The supernatural woman shows her presence through her 

power over others, rather than as a vocal player in the game she creates. In this instance, 

the female’s invisibility actually allows her to pull the strings behind the scene; if she 

were more tangible, the control mechanism would not have the same effect.  

In order to reenter the heteronormative Arthurian court, Gawain must confess his 

failure and cowardice and do penance for his sins. In large part, this confession and 

penance is a direct result of his status as queer from a masculine homosocial perspective. 

In a theoretical treatment of power, the subject, and the ritual of confession, Foucault 

postulates that:

The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also the 

subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, 

for one does not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner 

who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority; […] and finally, a ritual in 

which the expression alone, independently of its external consequences, 

exonerates […] and promises him salvation. (Foucault 61-2)

Here the power lies in the disseminating of truth through discourse, and submitting 

oneself to a higher power, whether that is the Church or heteronormativity (or perhaps 

both). In the context of medieval England and SGGK, the confession was an authoritative 

way to maintain sexual politics and power relations, both politically and socially. 

Significantly, the first time Gawain enters a confessional is only once he is away from 
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Camelot, marking him as subjected to the power dynamics of Morgan’s realm. Although 

he attends mass prior to leaving Camelot, and then again for “Krystmasse Even” (SGGK 

734), Gawain only enters a confessional after he has been approached in his private 

chambers by the hostess. This is notable because, apparently, Gawain has heretofore done 

nothing worthy of confessing; only after his discreet meetings with the lady does he feel 

the urge to confess his sins, and accepting her magical girdle amplifies the need for 

absolution even more. Even as he moves farther away from the normative center—as his 

interactions with the lady and the subsequent acceptance of the girdle represent—Gawain 

attempts to validate his actions through the institution of the medieval Church. Morgan 

constructs all of the events and actions in Bertilak’s castle, and therefore each of 

Gawain’s temptations are both created by and confessed within a power relationship that 

is dominated by the feminine. 

Gawain breaks oaths and relies on talismans given to him by women; these also 

operate within a feminine sphere, and therefore he must confess to the very power that is 

leading him away from the normative masculine functions of chivalric society. The very 

institution of the church in this queer setting does not function as a refuge for the erring 

homosocial knight, but as an extension of Morgan’s agency. After accepting the belt, 

Gawain seeks solace from the normative institution of the church, and confesses all of his 

sins. 

There he schrof hym schyrly and schewed his mysdedes,

Of the more and the mynne, and merci beseches,

And of absolucioun he on the segge calles;
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And he asoyled hym surely and sette hym so clene

As domesday schulde haf ben dight on the morn.

And sythen he mace hym as mery among the fre ladyes, 

With comlych caroles and alle kynnes joye, 

As never he did bot that daye, to the derk nyght,

With blys. (1880-8)

As Gawain confronts his misdeeds and presents himself to the church for absolution, he 

abandons his hysteria in lieu of false confidence and courage, celebrating and effectively 

ignoring the consequences for his queer actions. He eagerly makes “mery among the fre 

ladyes”,  another non-normative action that distances him from the homosocial society at 

Camelot. The priest himself is an active participant within Morgan's feminine power 

dynamics, as are all other members of this community. Because Gawain confesses to a 

possible agent of Morgan's feminine subversive potential, the trick is all-encompassing. 

 His comprehension once the Green Knight tells him that his entire quest was a 

product of Morgan's plan, and that what he thought was private was in fact very public, 

leads him to a pyscho-social, ideological breakdown. Gawain comes to understand in that 

moment that he has been fooled—and made a fool of—and furthermore, that his 

heteronormative cultural codes have been violated while he unwittingly played Morgan's 

game, participating without hesitation. This act of deception was in effect the only 

method through which Gawain would have been able to have this journey and the 

subsequent experience. At this unveiling, Gawain becomes infuriated, and his 

controversial anti-feminist rant ensues.
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Whereas in modern, particularly Western cultures, close relations and 

interdependence on members of the opposite sex is uniformly normative, in fourteenth 

century chivalric society such relationships, especially outside of marriage, would have 

been non-normative to the homosocial, male-dominated knightly culture of Arthurian 

legend. Such behavior might not be as far from the heternormative realm of intelligibility 

as, for example, pedophilia, but it nevertheless would have occupied a place outside of 

the confines of normative gender relations and sexual politics. When the Green Knight 

reveals himself to be Gawain's host and the husband of the lady who seduced Gawain, the 

traveling knight realizes that he has been tricked in a way that was not only devious, but 

damaging to his character and chivalric image. He erupts into a rage when he realizes that 

he has been caught in cheating on two different challenges with Bertilak- not only has he 

taken the belt and refused to exchange it for his host's prize, but he has also brought a 

talisman intended to subvert the rules of their contract they made in Camelot a year's time 

past. The first words Gawain was able to formulate were cries of anguish and regret:

“Corsed worth cowarddyse and covetyse bothe! 

In yow is vylany and vyse that vertue disstryes.”

Thenne he kaght to the knot, and the kest lawses, 

Brayde brothely the belt to the burne selven: 

“Lo! Ther the falssyng, foule mot hit falle!

For care of thy knokke cowardyse me taght

To acorde me with covetyse, my kynde to forsake […].” (SGGK 2374-80)

Gawain realizes here that his actions and the lady's influences have led him to willingly 
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go against those virtues that a knight so strongly idealizes, choosing life and morality 

over manners and the fulfillment of contracts. As shown above, he is aware that taking 

the belt deviates from the chivalric he strives to uphold, but he soothes himself with 

Christian absolution. However, this absolution is never fully realized; not only does 

Gawain secretly keep the offending girdle, but the confession was falsified from the start. 

Gawain's confession to the priest within Morgan's realm serves as a further motivator for 

him to progress along his current (non-normative) trajectory, and it is within her best 

interest to keep him moving in a direction, one at odds with the homosocial, knightly 

tradition. This transgression of utilizing a feminine and supernatural talisman to ward off 

a deserved, expected, and ultimately honorable death subverts the chivalric code of 

honor, bravery, and selflessness. Interestingly, Gawain's rage has a strong element of 

defensiveness to it; he verbally attacks the Green Knight, and attempts to remove guilt 

from himself, claiming that his nature led him to seek protection, although cowardice and 

covetousness are unworthy behaviors. This overly defensive gesture shows the level of 

anger and distress Gawain feels when he realizes that he has been caught cheating by 

bringing a forbidden item, given to him by a woman, to a duel in which he was supposed 

to face his death. Such a visceral response indicates that such an action (or series of 

actions) not only exposes Gawain as a coward, but as a deserter of his Chivalric tradition; 

he acknowledges his inherent guilt as he tries and fails to defend his normative honor. He 

willingly ignores the knightly virtues of honesty and homosociality in order to save 

himself from the Green Knight's axe; the chivalric institution confronts Gawain’s fear for 

his own mortality, finding Gawain's motivations to be insufficient.
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Sir Gawain confesses his offenses to Bertilak, but only after the Green Knight 

proclaims that he is already aware of them. In response, Arthur’s knight simultaneously 

acknowledges his guilt and his innocence through the feminine coercion he was subjected 

to.  In fact, Gawain effectively excuses this queerness by placing the blame on women: 

“And comaundes me to that cortays, your comlych fere, / Bothe that on and that other, 

myn honoured ladyes, / That thus hor knight with hor kest han koyntly bigyled” (SGGK 

2411-13). His verbal diatribe on the destructive power of women shifts responsibility for 

his actions and the queering of his homosocial norms from the subject to the object. No 

longer does he attribute his fall from heteronormativity to solely his own misdeeds, but 

more so to the wiles and agency of women and the queer space he has become a part of, 

therefore giving the feminine  even more power, rather than taking it away. 

Once he returns to Camelot, Gawain must yet again confess his sins, but this time 

to the chivalric society he left behind. Here he is not admitting to sexual misconduct or to 

a broken oath so much as to the actions that have rendered him queer in the perception of 

his homosocial court. Upon his return, the court eagerly awaits his tale of adventure and 

triumph, and he divulges the trials and tribulations of the journey.

The nirt in the nek he naked hem schewed 

That he light for his unleuté at the leudes hondes for blame. 

He tened quen he schulde telle, 

He groned for gref and grame; 

The blod in his face con melle, 

When he hit schulde schewe, for schame. (SGGK 2498-505)
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In order to regain his status as a member of the heteronormative social system he must 

confess his deeds and his new, admittedly reluctant, identity within the social and sexual 

politics as queer.  Significantly, the other knights of the Round Table join him in his 

shame and the blame for one man's fall is collectively assumed.  The adoption by the men 

of Camelot of Gawain's dishonor is indeed a very symbolic move in the assertion of 

heteronormativity as a flexible but dominant social structure. This phenomenon  may be 

elucidated by Warner and Berlant. They postulate that “[h]egemonies are nothing if not 

elastic alliances, involving dispersed and contradictory strategies for self-maintenance 

and reproduction” (Sex in Public 358). The dominant heteronormative, heterosexual 

culture shifts and appropriates whatever is necessary for its survival and continued 

dominance. This is not, according to Warner and Berlant, a conscious phenomenon. 

Rather, the dominant social structure—of any age—creates its own means of 

perseverance. 

When Gawain returns to Camelot the homosocial chivalric court morphs to 

encompass and explain his experiences; they adopt Bertilak's wife's belt as a symbol of 

their collective foolishness and as a gesture to expand their heteronormative social 

structure to include Gawain. The Arthurian knights remove the power of the queer by 

refusing to acknowledge its subversive power, effectively eliminating the queerness of 

the adventure in their minds. The heteronormative society effectively removes the threat, 

thereby further strengthening itself, not by accepting, but rather by consuming those 

queer ideological symbols that threaten their very dominance. This function of 

heteronormativity as an all-encompassing society regulator is precisely what allows for 
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the poem's action and meaning to occur; heteronormativity allows Gawain and his fellow 

knights of Camelot to maintain the mindset of cultural dominance—an ideology so 

ingrained in their societal consciousness that it is invisibly and inextricably present. Such 

a strong, shared, and pervasive belief code ensures the “rightness” of heteronormativity 

and the inconceivability of queerness; it is unintelligible to these men because it violates 

the perceived natural law. Conversely, Morgan—as a cultural outsider—recognizes this 

blind spot and is fully enabled to trick the chivalric knights because of their firm belief 

system. She lures Gawain away from his court, recognizing that the strict cultural code of 

chivalry and homosociality dictates their behavior to a large degree, and that their 

sureness in heteronormativity would lead them confidently directly to Morgan's realm of 

influence, the stronghold of queerness. Heteronormativity was the blind spot that 

propelled the plot and gave Morgan the opportunity to lead Gawain into this queer space, 

queer him, and then send him back to the heteronormative, homosocial Camelot with this 

queer “malady.” Interestingly, the dominant social structure will quickly assimilate 

Gawain's experiences with the unintelligible into its fantasy of understanding in order to 

preserve the full delusion of knowledge.
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II. Chapter Two:

The Wife of Bath's Tale

While both Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and The Wife of Bath’s Tale have the 

potential to subvert a social or sexual norm, there are notable deviations in their queer 

acts. Remarkably, the latter provides a unique opportunity to explore the tale's action and 

development with a clear narrator and her (fictional) authorial intent. Although this 

analysis will not necessarily focus on the Wife of Bath, her position as the narrator lends 

her an important role in the exploration of the tale's subversive nature and the queer acts 

and characters with which it grapples. To this end, I will analyze the Wife of Bath as a 

(fictional) narrator rather than as an independent character, and therefore the prologue 

will be considered only as it affects the tale. In this chapter I will be focusing on the 

Wife's construction of a queer space through the figure of the Loathly Lady and the 

sexual politics of Camelot.

Naturally, the Wife of Bath has only the illusion of agency. When I say that she 

“constructs a world,” I mean that Alisoun is a producer of sorts but not independently of 

Chaucer. However, Chaucer has gone to great lengths to provide his literary creation with 

a curious position as storyteller: the Wife neither creates nor retells, but rather she 

appropriates a classically patriarchal discourse of sovereignty and subverts her audience's 

expectations of chivalry and sexual politics at the same time. Chaucer bestows a certain 

amount of “agency” to Alisoun by the very genre of the tale he gives her. Tison Pugh's 
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book Queering Medieval Genres gives some insight into the choices made by both 

Chaucer as author and Alisoun as “author.” “To vocalize her views on sex and love, 

Alisoun exploits the possible freedoms of fabliau, a genre that offers female characters 

greater room to move than do the restrictions of romance. […] As Angela Weisl notes, the 

masculine bias of romance limits the potential of woman” (Pugh 121). According to Pugh 

and Weisl, the choice of fabliau over romance allows for the Wife to bypass some of 

these restrictions placed on women, and she takes full advantage of this with her non-

normative tale. She is able to assert a measure of control (even if that control is bestowed 

upon her by a male author) through “constructing” a world where women can have true 

sovereignty. The implications of gender here are also inescapable, for even though 

Alisoun creates this world where women have the potential to rival men's power, she 

herself is merely a figment of a man's imagination, saying his words. Therefore, this 

perceived agency is an extension of Chaucer's agency. Yet even still, Chaucer's creation 

seems to have a mind of its own, and as such she has captivated audiences since her 

debut. Because Chaucer has endowed Alisoun with such a unique intellect that her tale 

seems to be purely hers, Alisoun's artificial agency passes as true agency; and so here I 

nod to that fluidity by discussing her creations as belonging to her.

The range of perceptions revolving around the Wife of Bath is indicative of her 

volatile role in the pilgrimage to Canterbury and within the canon of English poetry. 

Alisoun creates a world where a fantastic figure, that of the Loathly Lady, holds the 

typically masculine powers of logical reasoning and the knowledge needed to save a 

man's life. The Wife of Bath turns the examination of the idealistic chivalric tradition 
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inward, addressing and revealing the constructed relationships between men and women, 

normative and non-normative, theory and reality. For this reason an analysis of the 

Loathly Lady and her potential to subvert the patriarchal chivalric system is necessary to 

understand the Wife of Bath's—and arguably Chaucer's—intention's in utilizing the 

medieval literary device of the Loathly Lady for the tale. Extending this understanding 

further, the tale will allow for a more thorough examination of non-normative interactions 

between the sexes, as Chaucer’s Wife of Bath utilizes feminine agents of change in her 

construction of non-normative sexual politics in an idealized Camelot. This imagined 

Camelot is an inherently queer space, as it challenges the heteronormative social and 

sexual expectations of medieval society. Not only is this queer space due to the presence 

of feminine figures who dominate and prove more logical than men, it is queer because of 

the Wife of Bath herself. Alisoun creates this space, in a fictive sense, not for the 

entertainment of her immediate audience of Canterbury pilgrims, but to show an 

idealized fiction of the views she advocates in her long-winded prologue. Even the genre 

she chooses—the romance—is unusual in the context of The Canterbury Tales. Based on 

her characterization, Alisoun may be expected to tell a bawdy tale, full of sex and mind 

games; however, her tale is a knightly romance, in a similar (yet divergent) vein as the 

Knight's tale. Chaucer could have had her tell a very different tale, one that would seem 

to suit her nature more, but that is not the case—why? She wishes to change the 

patriarchal boundaries of sex and gender from within, from one of heteronormativity's 

strongest citadels: Camelot. 

Alisoun's vision of Camelot disrupts the normative structure of chivalric 
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homosociality from the beginning of her tale; from our first encounters with the knight 

and Arthur, from the first exercise of chivalric justice, the Wife of Bath alters the 

paradigm of men with the interest of other men in mind, and upsets the normative 

hierarchy of sexual and gender dynamics of the traditional Camelot and her contemporary 

England. This queer romance allows for feminine agency and interdependence of the 

sexes, creating from the old a new chivalric system that includes the interests of women 

and offers a more balanced social structure based on Alisoun's advocacy of sovereynetee 

in masculine and feminine relations.

The  queer space the Wife of Bath creates is therefore a separate realm from that 

of the canonical Camelot, and the actions that take place there have the potential to 

subvert the heteronormative social systems that constitute the chivalric code and culture. 

This version of Arthur, Guinevere, and Camelot is not that of the Gawain Poet—it is a 

rhetorical construct, a reproduction that would be puzzling to those familiar with typical 

accounts of the knights of the Round Table. This is due to the fact that the Wife of Bath's 

Camelot begins as a queer space; Alisoun's vision of it has already allowed the balance 

between men and women to be upset from her contemporary standpoint. Unlike the Pearl 

Poet's Sir Gawain, Alisoun's knight has committed a sexually deviant crime—one 

deemed queer by heteronormativity and the Wife of Bath—in raping a maiden. With this 

as the beginning of the tale's action Alisoun's constructed world is an inherently separate 

space, and it is in stark contrast (although not necessarily in blatant opposition) to her 

own normative world.

Some of the modern critics working on Chaucer's texts, particularly in the case of 
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the Wife of Bath's prologue and psuedo-historical tale, focus on the gender roles and 

assumptions the texts call into question (or reinforce). Pugh addresses the Wife of Bath's 

tale in relation to her socioeconomic standing and character, analyzing the genre-bending 

of the prologue and tale. He articulates “the ways that Alisoun constructs the genres of 

fabliau and romance in a manner to suit her own purposes in undermining patriarchal 

privilege. […] In her newly constructed genres, male narratival and rhetorical authority is 

queered so that masculinity itself no longer accords one immediate ideological privilege” 

(65). While Pugh analyzes Alisoun's subversive use of genre, manipulating the male-

dominated literary system of her time to produce a non-normative manifesto of sorts, he 

also addresses the shift in “ideological privilege” that accompanies her tale. Pugh uses of 

the term queer to denote an opposition to the heteronormative social structures of the 

Wife of Bath's  time.

In an excellent critique utilizing queer theory and New Historicist approaches, 

Barrie Ruth Straus constructs an analysis of the Wife of Bath's discourse and the ways in 

which it changes perceptions and has the potential to alter the normative social system. 

Her concern in “The Subversive Discourse of the Wife of Bath” is “in part to show the 

way the Wife articulates and provides a critique of the construction of woman or the 

feminine in phallocentric discourse” (528). Another interesting issue she tackles in this 

article is the construction and placement of “feminine voice” and its social, sexual, and 

literary implications. These concerns play a large role in the sexual politics of the Wife of 

Bath's contemporary literary and social structures, and Straus presents these queer 

components to Alisoun's prologue and tale in a compelling and thorough way.
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The Wife of Bath constructs a space where women are the only logical beings 

portrayed and the men are dominated by sexual urges and emotional responses. At the 

beginning of the tale the nameless knight is struck by lust and rapes a lone maiden: “He 

saugh a maide walkinge him biforn, / Of whiche maide anon, maugree her hed, / By 

verray force he rafte her maidenhed” (Chaucer 886-8). In response to this sexual assault, 

there is a public outcry and King Arthur condemns the knight to death without mention of 

a trial or evidence; Queen Guinevere and other ladies beseech the king to put the young 

man's punishment in their hands, which he quickly does. The king's anger is mollified by 

his wife's request, and he trusts her judgment enough to acquiesce (a model of marital 

excellence through granting the woman maistrie). The knight is once again saved by a 

woman when he meets the Loathly Lady at the edge of a forest, for she has the key to his 

quest, the answer to Guinevere's question: “What thing is it that wommen moost 

desiren”? (905).  The knight is striving to ensure his survival at this point, rather than 

embarking on a noble quest for honor or goodness, and this affects his response to the old 

woman's stipulation that he must swear to do whatever she asks him. Logically, one 

might get more information before agreeing to such a vague request, but because the 

knight is presented as a figure of impulse rather than one of reason, he agrees without 

hesitation. This distinction between those who are dominated by reason or emotion 

counteracts the typical gender perceptions of Chaucer's time, by which men 

stereotypically rule through logic and women are ruled by emotion. The tale makes an 

intentionally unconventional use of the well known folktale motif of “the rash promise.” 

This motif is not usually used, as it is here, to qualify the distinction between rational and 
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emotional thinking.

The motivation for Arthur's yielding of maistrie to Guinevere is certainly debated, 

but the result is still the same. In particular, Bernard S. Levy presents a strong analysis of 

the New Law of Love, chivalry, and King Arthur's response to his wife's request in his 

article “The Wife of Bath's Queynte Fantasye.”  Levy begins his analysis with a brief 

meditation on the New Law of Love as opposed to the Old Law: 

When the knight of the Tale has raped a maiden and should, according to the 

demands of the strict justice of the law of the land, be condemned to die […] the 

king surrenders the knight to the queen and the other ladies of the court. 

Apparently he does this so that they can show mercy, since they “So longe 

preyeden the kyng of grace /Til he his lyf hym graunted in the place” (895-96)--a 

clear indication of the justice tempered by mercy of the New Law of Love. (Levy 

106)

Levy projects an interesting assumption onto King Arthur in his article: Arthur assumed 

that the queen and other ladies begged for mercy on behalf of the knight, and was 

therefore unprepared for their stipulation. However, with the Wife of Bath's prologue as 

the immediate predecessor to the tale, I am not convinced that this move on Arthur's part 

was due to the New Law of Love. When considered in connection to the prologue it 

seems logical that the Wife of Bath constructs her idealized Camelot with her goal of 

sovereynetee in mind, and the king and queen rule so successfully because the husband is 

willing to yield  maistrie to his wife. Arthur does not challenge his wife's decree, and 

ultimately he has no power over the subsequent hearing upon the knight's return. In 
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effect, the Wife of Bath alters the power structures associated with gender and sex in this 

manner. Because of this role reversal, the Wife of Bath creates an imaginary space 

separated from heteronormativity by gender norms and the possible roles men and 

women may have.

When the Queen and other ladies of Camelot intervene on behalf of the knight's 

life, they beg Arthur for a woman's justice; the king grants them this “[a]nd yaf him to the 

queene, all at her wille, / To chese wheither she wolde him save or spille” (WOB 897-8).  

The king sets the theme of sovereignty in motion as he concedes judgment to his wife, 

realizing that she will be able to deliver her own form of justice. In essence, the women 

are given the chance to deal out their own form of punishment for two reasons: the crime 

committed was against a woman, and these women have the interests of  femininity in 

mind; this is made possible because the Wife of Bath's concept of sovereynetee has been 

accepted by King Arthur. In this non-normative space the punishment for this “queer” 

crime is a dramatic one indeed, even for her contemporary cultural perceptions of legality 

and masculinity. The fictional space the Wife of Bath constructs allows the feminine 

community of Camelot to punish a queer act with queer consequences, thus creating a 

world in which women have the power and right to gain sovereignty.  

bib Guinevere is aware that this man, as brutish as he may seem, can potentially be 

taught to value a woman's thoughts and will. She is confident that the rapist will either 

learn this lesson, or he will be put to death for his failures; the knight will either become 

an ideal husband, one who will concede some of his power to his wife, or he will die as a 

punishment for his violence and ignorance. Arthur's recognition of his wife's intelligence 
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and potential for dealing with the knight in an adequate manner is a construct of the 

Wife's imagination; in her world, this concept that men—kings, even—could willingly 

give their wife authority and benefit in return is a non-normative, and in the theoretical 

sense of the word, queer action. In her contemporary, patriarchal reality, a woman's 

advice was not deemed worthy of accepting, and the man who accepted it would be 

deemed a fool. By subverting the gender politics in this way, the Wife of Bath envisions a 

possible reality, showing by example of Arthur and Guinevere that acquiescing some 

degree of authority to women will benefit both male and female parties. “Wommen desire 

to have sovereynetee,” and men desire a faithful and submissive wife (WOB 1038). In the 

Wife of Bath's tale, both parties are capable of gaining what they desire in a marriage, 

whereas in her contemporary society these are deemed mutually exclusive.

In order to situate the Wife of Bath's tale more concretely as a text in opposition to 

the contemporary views of normativity—a position exemplified by the dramatic response 

to rape—a discussion of  the legal system and its treatment of sexual assault in the 

Middle Ages is necessary. Alisoun positions her tale within an idealized past and then 

distorts the historical and contemporary realities that maintained the patriarchal paradigm 

concerning this crime in particular. There are strangely conflicting conceptions of 

Medieval justice and punishments at play in the the Wife of Bath's tale; the modern 

reader may simultaneously imagine a sense of barbarism and brutality associated with 

what some still call “the Dark Ages,” as well as a romanticized vision of chivalric love 

and honor above all things. This somewhat fictionalized representation of medieval 

society is epitomized in the case of sexual assault. The laws and ideological governance 
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regarding rape in medieval England were harsh for men who sexually assaulted women, 

particularly if  that woman was robbed of her maidenhead. In theory, rape was considered 

a “queer” act—one that was non-normative and highly unintelligible to the chivalric and 

medieval society. However, the actual punishments for this crime were relatively mild, 

due to the legal realities and gender relations of the Middle Ages. In theory the laws and 

government had a strict moral stance against rape; however, in practice this was not 

exactly the case. 

While the chivalric culture of Arthurian legend is a romanticized version of an 

idealistic social system, the realities of the era were less than romantic in the case of 

sexual assault and its punishment. According to the “Leis Willelme” collection of Anglo-

Norman laws, there were severe punishments for rape and attempted rape. These laws 

state that “[h]e who assaults the wife of another man shall forfeit his wergeld to his lord,” 

and “If anyone assaults a woman he shall suffer castration as a penalty” (Saunders 49). In 

theory the English law very strictly upheld the concept that women were to be protected, 

especially from rape, and that those men who violated a woman would be punished with 

the ultimate threat to one's masculinity: castration. Not only was there a financial aspect 

to the conviction of rape, but the possible consequences of sexually violating a woman 

would have been a very daunting one indeed. The intensity of these punishments imply 

that the value placed upon protecting feminine innocence and honor was very high—this 

in and of itself is not surprising, but what is shocking is the lack of prosecutions to the 

full extent of the law, even in the face of overwhelming evidence that a particular man 

has raped a woman. By contrast the Wife of Bath's rapist knight is threatened with 
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immediate decapitation, taking the legal philosophy to its extreme and presenting the 

punishment in all its potential intensity. 

In the Middle Ages a woman who has been sexually assaulted would need to go 

through a lengthy and potentially humiliating process in order to bring charges against 

her attacker. The burden of proof lies upon the victim in this case, and that proof does not 

necessarily secure a conviction. Patricia Orr analyzes the English rape prosecutions 

during a given time frame (1194-1222), as indicative of a larger legal issue. As she shows 

in a collection of historical data compiled from the Curia Regis Rolls: “Of the 202 

women who brought appeals of rape in the rolls, fully 129, like Goda daughter of Hugh, 

failed to prosecute them. […] [T]hus 141 cases, some 70 percent, were not prosecuted 

because of the default of the complainant or the death of one of the parties. […] There 

was no case, however, in which a woman prosecuted her case against a defendant who 

was present in court until a punishment was assessed” (Orr 125-6). As Orr's research 

shows, not one of the 202 cases of rape in the given time frame was able to yield an 

actual punishment for the crime committed against a woman. This historical background 

shows that the philosophy of protection for women and justice against those who violate 

them is little more than romantic ideology; medieval England was very much dominated 

by men with the interests of other men in mind. The Wife of Bath sees the idealized 

image of justice present in medieval legal system and its inherent impotency to effect 

action against rapists, and imagines a space free of this romanticized product of chivalry.

The issue of rape, in history and in Alisoun's tale, is indicative of a larger issue. In 

presenting an initial threat of punishment more closely resembling the Anglo-Norman 
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“Leis Willelme” than the contemporary lack of rape convictions, the Wife of Bath's 

narrative unveils the one-sided nature of the normative social system. This problematic 

social and legal discrepancy regarding rape is largely based on gender and power 

binaries. A woman in the medieval era is not perceived as an individual with her own 

agency, but rather as an appendage of her husband in the bond of matrimony (or of her 

father in the familial bond). To this extent, women raising charges of rape against an 

alleged rapist could depend on little promise of justice: 

Women who complained of rape in an English judicial system still heavily 

marked by feudalism found their position to be paradoxical; the position of 

women in feudalism, the bond of mutual loyalty between fighting men, was at 

best anomalous. […] However, as complainants in a crime in which accusers were 

invariably women and defendants always men, they would have been at a distinct 

disadvantage in a legal system administered exclusively by men. (Orr 121)

The medieval legal theory allowed for and even stressed the pact men as a general group 

had supposedly made to protect their women, but unfortunately for the women who were 

actually victims of sexual assault, this theory was not practical for a culture that 

encouraged men to maintain loyalty to each other. While women were idealized as 

objects of courtly love and affection, they were not granted the legitimacy to speak and 

succeed against their male attackers—even though they were granted the right to raise 

claims against rapists. 

The Wife of Bath's tale shows a dramatic departure from this legal and social 

reality, and it is no accident on Chaucer's part that a woman tells the tale. Alisoun and the 
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women she conjures up are given their own agency (even if this is mediated by fiction), 

and these imagined feminine figures are capable of enacting change in their environment. 

There was such a public outcry against this act “[t]hat dampned was this knight for to be 

deed, / By cours of law, and sholde han lost his heed” (WOB 891-2). When the rapist-

knight assaults the anonymous virgin, the chivalric society at Camelot rises up against 

him, and Arthur is ready to deliver swift justice.

The Wife allows for this apparently random rape to occur without physical or 

legal punishment for the very reason that this man will become a husband who is willing 

to give his wife sovereignty; in essence, the tale is structured so that this man can learn to 

yield at times and allow women to follow their own judgment and have the capability to 

voice their agency. For Alisoun, this is indicative of a shortcoming of her own patriarchal 

society—if men would only allow women to do what they wished, these women would 

gladly serve them and remain faithful to them. As Corinne Saunders suggests: 

The tale engages with the law of rape and with the legal notions of trial and 

punishment, but rewrites these in terms of women’s judgment and women’s 

desires. At the same time, the tale displaces women: it is finally the knight-rapist 

who gains a beautiful, young wife, while the victim of the rape, mentioned only in 

one line, is dismissed, and the teachings regarding female sovereignté absorbed 

into a patriarchal structure where the rapist is rewarded. (301)

As Saunders argues, the tale takes a more radical stance on feminine desires and 

judgment, thus creating an environment where women are conceded agency and a certain 

amount of power. However, this becomes problematized when women are taken 
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advantage of or give up their new-found position. A particularly striking example of the 

discrepancy Saunders describes is the rape victim, who is anonymous and largely absent 

because, in effect, she serves no other purpose but to instigate the action of the tale. 

Without the brutality she experienced, the equally anonymous knight would not have 

been given the chance to redeem himself through his “punishment.” While this may 

sound dismissive, the victimized woman is a figure the Wife of Bath uses to shock the 

reader/listener, showing how a world that considers the agency of and validates women to 

some degree could provide for a more “just” reaction to the crime committed. More so, 

the  rape becomes the catalyst for women's justice to be served; if not for such a heinous 

act, the tale may not have had the same effect on the reader. The rape allows for the 

action to begin, but it is a queer act in a non-normative space, and it provides a striking 

contrast to the teller's normative world. 

Significantly, Alisoun's Arthurian romance presents a member of the homosocial 

chivalric society as helpless without a woman's knowledge. This is partially due to the 

nature of Guinevere's task, but it more importantly sets up a non-normative sexual 

politics, fostering a necessity for inter-sex reliance. In the Wife of Bath's tale men rely 

heavily and apparently solely on women, as there are no depictions of men relying on 

other men. Women are seen to rely on other women, and they do not explicitly rely on 

men. The old woman calls upon Guinevere to keep the knight to his word:

“Mercy,” quod she, “My sovereyn lady queene!

Er that your court departe, do me right.

I taughte this answere unto this knight,
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For which he plighte me his trouthe there:

The firste thing I wolde him requere

He wolde it do, if it lay in his might. 

Before the court thanne preye I thee, sir knight,”

Quod she, “that thou me take unto they wif,

For well thou woost that I have kept thy lif.” (Chaucer 1048-1056)

The old woman calls upon the code of honor the knight must recognize in order to gain 

what she wants: the knight as her husband. Interestingly, this code of honor is upheld 

through the feminine, a subtle subversion of the chivalric code: women have the power of 

life and death over a male figure who has wronged a woman in this constructed space, 

and the Loathly Lady knows it. Not only is the knight's success and subsequent survival 

tied up with feminine agency, his honor is now mediated through that feminine agency. 

Women do not rule in this Camelot; on the contrary, women merely exert their rights to 

justice or action when their interests are involved. 

The Wife of Bath structures her world in opposition to the patriarchal realities of 

the medieval world as illustrated through the dissemination of knowledge. Here women 

are ruled by logic and rhetoric, while men are subject to instinct, emotion, and impulse. 

The women, and the Loathly Lady in particular, are the characters who teach their male 

counterparts about restraint,  logic, and justice, whereas the men respond to emotional or 

physical stimuli rashly. Unlike the Wife of Bath herself, the Loathly Lady does not rely 

on her personal experience as a means to mediate her wisdom. Her knowledge is solely 

rhetorical, building upon and borrowing from the male authorities that came before her, 
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rather than declaring herself an expert because of lived experience as Alisoun does.  The 

old woman does not, in fact, tell the knight how exactly she gained this knowledge of 

what women most desire, so one can only assume that it indirectly comes from her 

lengthy lifespan and lived experience, but she does not make that known. Furthermore, 

when she must convince her new husband that her poverty, age, and ugliness are of no 

consequence, she does not advocate herself as a “catch”—she uses rhetoric to convince 

him of her worthiness. The old woman launches into what is more or less a lecture on 

honor and goodness in order to improve the knight's impression of her. “'Now, sire,' quod 

she, 'I koude amende all this, / If that me liste, er it were dayes three, / So well ye mighte 

bere you unto me'” (1106-8). The newly married old woman is confident that if her 

husband will listen to her speech, he will gladly accept their marital status and cease to 

“walwe and winde” (1102). Part of this confidence is due to the fact that she is utilizing 

traditional patriarchal rhetorical approaches to convince the young knight. She draws not 

only upon the Bible and Christian doctrine, but also on Dante, Valerius Maximus, Tullius 

Hostillius, Seneca, and Boethius, among other masculine, established, and therefore 

authoritative sources. The Loathly Lady largely utilizes the rhetorical appeal to logos 

through her constant use of reason over emotion and she is also able to establish her ethos 

through credible auctors.. By speaking “like a man” she gains the authority of compilator 

(not that of auctor) and the exertion of this authority proves convincing. The Wife of 

Bath cannot be considered an auctor or compilator because of her professed reliance on 

personal experience, whereas her literary creation does not explicitly rely on such 

experiences to convince the knight. In contrast, the Loathly Lady relies on reason and the 
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power her knowledge of feminine desire gives her over the knight. She is able to 

convince him (and the reader) by demonstrating her rhetorical capabilities and leaving 

her personal experience unspoken.

The Loathly Lady's lecture is instigated by the knight's revulsion at his new wife's 

poverty, ugliness, and advanced age; when she approaches him with tender professions of 

love he cries: “'My love?' quod he, 'nay, my dampnacioun! / Allas, that any of my nacioun 

/ Sholde evere so foule disparaged be'” (1067-69). In response to his discomfort, the old 

woman begins her rhetorical questioning, drawing on the literary and philosophical 

authorities to prove to her husband that his unrest and disdain for her is unjustified. To 

that end, the Loathly Lady draws on the masculine authoritas to strengthen her 

distinction between true and false gentillesse, showing that the latter is nothing but 

arrogance, and indeed goes against traditional Christian doctrine. She reminds the knight 

that Christ is the root of gentility because of his purity and good heartedness, and 

therefore one's materially rich ancestors offer little to promote nobility. She advocates for 

the view that:

[…] “gentillesse” nis but renomee 

Of thine auncestres for hir hye bountee, 

Which is a strange thing for thy persone.

Thy gentillesse cometh fro God allone.

Thanne comth oure verray gentillesse of grace. (1159-63)

In this speech the old woman is adopting a typically patriarchal voice, one that bases its 

validity on reason rather than emotion, textual authority rather than lived experience. In 
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effect, the Wife of Bath's “creation” is successful in convincing her audience where the 

Wife is less convincing, due in large part to the difference in appeals. Because the reader 

is immersed in this world, the old woman has even more rhetorical strength. Any 

participant in the tale, male or female, character or reader, is impacted by the Loathly 

Lady and her rhetoric—masculine readers will be submerged in a feminine world where 

the misconceptions of  gentillesse and sovereynetee are deconstructed and reconstituted 

for a more complex understanding of the dynamics between logic, emotion, men, and 

women. In that sense, the tale is a queer one, as it has the capacity to subvert the ideals 

and expectations inherent in the mindsets of not only the fictional characters, but also the 

readers and their paradigms.

The use of linguistic flexibility as rhetoric in the tale shows the Loathly Lady's 

prowess in another way: manipulation of and through language. By twisting the 

conventional uses of the second person pronoun, the old woman is able to not only utilize 

masculine rhetoric, but she  is also able to convince her hesitant husband that she can be 

his you, respected, rather than earning his disdain as thou. This linguistic hint provides 

evidence of the knight's conversion to Alisoun's idea of marital perfection, as he comes to 

respect his wife and gives her  sovereynetee. The use of shifting pronouns here is a subtle 

but telling indicator of the knight's conviction—one can verbally agree to anything, but 

the pronoun shift is systematic of a more forceful change. 

The knight initially addresses his new wife as thou, the second person subject 

pronoun that would have been a sign of familiarity, intimacy, or disrespect—and in the 

case of the pillow speech, thou most certainly indicates a profound disrespect for the old 
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woman. In response to the old woman the knight tells her:

Thou art so loothly, and so oold also, 

And therto comen of so logh a kinde, 

That litel wonder is thogh I walwe and winde.

So wolde God mine herte wolde breste. (1100-3 my emphasis)

He spares no love or tenderness for the woman who saved his life, but rather shamelessly 

admits that she is revolting. She then asks him: “Is this […] the cause of your unreste?” 

(1104 my emphasis). The your here represents another, more formal and respectful use of 

the second person pronoun; the you form of the second person pronoun was used to 

address a person's equal or superior. In effect, the old woman is using the you form of the 

pronoun to set the tone for her speech: she addresses her husband with respect rather than 

contempt in order to strengthen her chances for success with the callous and stubborn 

knight. Using the second person thou would most likely have infuriated the knight, either 

because the pronoun is potentially disrespectful, or because it is potentially too familiar.

Interestingly, once the old woman begins her speech she shifts to the the first 

person plural pronoun we, marking an attempt to help the knight see that this issue of 

gentility as God-given or hereditary is one that effects all men and women, not just those 

who are materially wealthy. This emphasis on the universality of the Christian doctrine is 

another rhetorical move that the knight's wife makes in order to convince him of her 

point: that  gentillesse only comes from living “vertuously and weyve sinne,” not from 

having worldly goods (1176). This use of we allows the speaker to fully imbue her 

listener with the solidarity and desire for goodness that would bring him to her reasonable 
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conclusion. 

After a brief note on old age and ugliness, the olde wif tells her knight that he may 

choose whether to have her as a young, beautiful, and potentially unfaithful wife, or keep 

her as the old, ugly, but loyal wife he already possesses. The knight considers what his 

wife has said, and  relents. “My lady, and my love, and wif so deere, / I put me in your 

wise governaunce” (1230-1 my emphasis). The knight now uses the second person 

pronoun your to designate his new-found  respect for his wife, while giving her the thing 

women want most: which is the ability to choose as they like. “'Kys me,' quod she. 'We 

be no lenger wrothe, / For, by my trouthe, I wol be to you bothe, / That is to sayn, ye, 

both fair and good” (1239-41, my emphasis). With this conclusion to the tale, the second 

person pronoun has shifted again, but this change from thou to you reflects the shift in 

perception and intimacy; she has won his heart with her rhetoric, and now she is assured 

of keeping it with her new beautiful form. 

Why is this an indicator of “queerness”? Men offering respect (rather than 

complete idealization) to women in the Middle Ages was less than likely, as evidenced by 

the Wife of Bath's own prologue and other tales from the road to Canterbury. The Loathly 

Lady earns her respect and maistrie through words and logic, and the only game she 

plays is one with words, not with cruelty or emotion. This represents another change in 

the use of a common medieval theme; overwhelmingly, when a character uses rhetoric 

and convinces a wayward figure, the logical, rhetorically savvy one is masculine. Here, 

Chaucer—and through him the Wife of Bath—shifts the gender stereotype to reconfigure 

this theme as a feminine victory.
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The old woman can be seen as a feminine figure for change, as she alters the 

typical marital dynamic between wife-as-object and husband-as-subject. Before the 

marriage is consummated the Loathly Lady figuratively and literally transforms herself: 

in order to convince her husband of the error of his prejudices she becomes a rhetorician, 

taking “by verray force” the position of linguistic master that men stereotypically hold. 

Once her husband has yielded  sovereynetee to her, she transforms physically into a 

young and beautiful woman who will also remain faithful; she is the epitome of both the 

idealized masculine and feminine figures, as she displays a powerful capacity for reason 

as well as the promise of a “good wife”--one who will remain loyal in love while 

possessing beauty. This transformation is a curious phenomenon for modern readers, as it 

seems to reinforce the very problematic role women were often placed in (ideologically 

or actually), that of the subservient wife. Once she has assured herself maistrie in their 

marriage, she retracts her newly won “independence” and gives her husband leave to 

“[d]o with my lyf and deth right as you lest” (1248) and promises him that she will 

“[obey] him in every thing /That might doon him plesance or liking” (1255-6). Tison 

Pugh remarks upon this contradiction in his chapter “The Subversion of Romance and the 

Triumph of Fabliau: Alisoun's Queering Genres” : “After constricting and queering male 

agency as punishment for rape to the point that he cedes patriarchal privilege to his new 

wife, the woman's decision to cede her authority back to him is, at the very least, 

disappointing to anyone wary of rapists wielding the ideological power of 

heteronormative privilege” (75). This observation marks a certain anticlimactic ending to 

the tale for those readers who rejoiced at the knight's reformation and the wife's success, 
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but certainly the Wife of Bath has an intended purpose for such a conclusion.

In the tale the Loathly Lady clearly possesses the potential to subvert the chivalric 

heteronormative society the knight operates within, so why would the narrative take such 

a surprising turn? Perhaps this is because Alisoun has no intention of fully subverting the 

normative patriarchal structure of her tale or of her contemporary world, but rather aims 

at creating a space for women within that anti-feminine system. A slight shift in a cultural 

paradigm does not necessarily make for a sexual revolution, and Alisoun's conclusion 

makes it clear to her male audience (and readers) that acquiescing control in marital 

affairs will further solidify the man's comfort in the relationship. Once the old woman 

wins the battle of wills and gains  sovereynetee, she happily serves her husband and 

makes a commitment to please him. This seemingly contradictory position could in fact 

be another rhetorical strategy to convince a hesitant male audience to do exactly what 

“wommen moost desiren.”

The Wife of Bath's apparent rejection of the non-normative system she has created 

could stem from an inherent fear of that which goes against the heteronormative, 

potentially opening the rhetorical and literary discussion up to a volley of attacks. There 

have been plenty of critics who see the Wife of Bath as a problematic character in that 

she creates an imaginary world and then seemingly tears it down at the end of her tale. 

This rejection of the queer is not necessarily a problematic occurrence in and of itself, but 

the fact that it is so blatant snags a reader's attention and calls for a solution. 

This function of heteronormativity as an all-encompassing society regulator is 

precisely what allows for the poem's action and meaning to occur; heteronormativity 
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allows the masculine presence in the tale, particularly in the case of the rapist knight, to 

maintain the mindset of cultural dominance—an ideology so ingrained in their societal 

consciousness that it is invisibly and inextricably present. Such a strong, shared, and 

pervasive belief code ensures the “rightness” of heteronormativity and the 

inconceivability of queerness; it is unintelligible to these men because it violates the 

perceived natural law. The Loathly Lady—as a cultural outsider turned normative darling

—recognizes this blind spot and is fully prepared to embrace the patriarchal system that 

now accepts her through her transformation.

Although this depiction of Camelot could be seen as a “space of her own,” it is 

important to note that Alisoun invites—some would say “forces”--her audience to enter 

this non-normative space with her. This is not a feminist manifesto, and it is meant to 

affect audiences within the system of normativity. Although the Wife of Bath is a queer 

figure, advocating for a shift in her patriarchal paradigm and displaying non-normative 

aspirations towards feminine sovereignty, she does not intend to subvert and destroy the 

sexual-political system of her time. Rather, she hopes to alter it, creating more “equality” 

for women and giving women a place beside, not behind, their husbands in that system. 

While she seems to advocate for a radical cultural change, she is in fact maintaining a 

parallel of sorts with the established legal system and its way of addressing sexual 

assault. The traditional laws regarding rape were less about actual corporal or financial 

punishment, and more directed at evoking the chivalric code of masculine honor. The 

Wife's goal is queer, but not terribly far from the patriarchal structures she hopes to alter

—her vision of sovereignty still allows for male dominance.
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III. Conclusion

In his 1936 book The Allegory of Love C. S. Lewis reminds modern readers why 

we love and study literature of years, even centuries past: “Humanity does not pass 

through phases as a train passes through stations: being alive, it has the privilege of 

always moving yet never leaving anything behind. Whatever we have been, in some sort 

we are still. Neither the form nor the sentiment of this old poetry has passed away 

without leaving indelible traces on our minds” (1). Lewis asserts that humanity and 

literature are a sort of palimpsest resulting in a society upon which permanent marks have 

been made by, in this case, medieval love poetry. He argues that we, modern society, can 

understand our present and possibly even our future through an understanding of this 

medieval state of mind, which expressed itself much through allegorical love poetry and 

has been long lost from our modern, collective consciousness. Although it seems far 

removed from our modern time and space, medieval romances have a startling effect on 

our (admittedly Western) conceptions of who we are as a people, one with a literary 

heritage that continues to fascinate and amaze audiences. We still fantasize about 

chivalry, Love, and Truth, and in many ways these are still very much a part of our 

contemporary cultures. Because of this collective consciousness, reaching even into the 

depths of the “Dark Ages,” we are compelled to consider the literatures that move us and 

make us want to place ourselves in that time period, experiencing the work and our 

connection to works past with a knowledge of how it affects our present.
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The challenge queer spaces and characters present to dominant heteronormative 

discourse is one of ideological positionality; in order for heteronormativity—in this case 

homosociality and chivalric patriarchy—to reassert its power, the new threat must be 

neutralized. The dominant discourse must take in and thereby immunize itself against the 

challenge. The heteronormative shifts to encompass what it deems threatening in order to 

negate the queer attempt at subversion. While the boundaries between heteronormative 

and queer shift frequently, the dominant discourse remains the ruling ideological position. 

This cycle—recognizing queer as subversive, incorporating it, and nullifying the queer 

menace—dominates the response of the homosocial chivalric court to the queering of one 

of its own. This is most strikingly represented in Sir Gawain, as the men of Camelot 

appropriate Gawain's shame in succumbing to the queer as their own. In doing so, the 

court in a sense excuses the scandal and renders Morgan's intended consequence void. 

The representations of non-normative relations between men and women, as 

portrayed in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and The Wife of Bath's Tale, seem to 

suggest a recommendation to the chivalric court—and the reader—for what we now call 

“companionate marriage,” where wife and husband acknowledge each other's 

sovereynetee, and depend on each other as autonomous agents. This marital state of 

equivalence seems natural and obvious to modern, Western readers; however, for the 

contemporary gender politics and discourse of marriage, this goal would seem 

unconventional, if not radical. The question is, what typified contemporary discourse to 

position this goal as queer? One major reason for this is the pervasive Jerome tradition 

with its extreme asceticism and related anti-feminism. 
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St. Jerome, a 4th century Catholic priest and translator of the Latin Vulgate Bible, 

wrote extensively on the evils of women and the moral trials of marriage in Against  

Jovinianus. This text and Jerome's anti-feminist position became a pervasive rhetorical 

tool for justifying the treatment of women based on their inherent wickedness. In The 

Wife of Bath's Prologue Alisoun recounts her husband's preoccupation with his “book of 

wikked wives,” which has a rhetorical goal similar to St. Jerome's. Alisoun claims that:

He knew of hem mo legendes and lives 

Than been of goode wives in the Bible. 

For trusteth well, it is an impossible

That any clerk wol speke good of wives,

But if it be of hooly seintes lives,

Ne of noon oother womman never the mo.” (686-91)

According to the Wife of Bath, clerks are overwhelmingly anti-feminist, and Jankyn's 

biased view that all women (with the exception of Mary) are wicked is a product of the 

discourse of his time. Rhetoricians such as Jerome were able to influence the masculine 

perception of women, and thus the normative sexual politics. The anti-feminist tradition 

was part of the dominant ecclesiastical discourse, but as with certain aspects of 

heteronormativity that do not fit within the ever-shifting models of societal correctness, 

eventually this tradition would be rendered obsolete and intolerable. 

The disruption of gender binaries and normative sexual politics is not only 

apparent in chivalric romances; rather, this was a common preoccupation of medieval 

literature. Chaucer in particular dealt with this idea in several tales from the road to 
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Canterbury, specifically in the marriage group. The Tale of Melibee is a wonderful 

counterpoint to the chivalric concepts of homosociality and gender relations portrayed in 

the Arthurian romances Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and The Wife of Bath's Tale. 

Melibee is another depiction of the relationship between husband and wife, and on a 

larger scale, between men and women. The tale raises questions of the connection 

between the Wife of Bath and Prudence, Melibee's wife. Both women make a focused 

attempt to persuade their masculine counterparts to submit to their respective viewpoints. 

Both Alisoun and Prudence attempt to gain and exercise a certain degree of power and 

influence—even if that power is only temporary—and both succeed.  Alisoun attempts to 

exert agency and influence through the figure of the Loathly Lady, while Prudence relies 

on the social expectations of feminine behavior to ease her transition to an influential, 

logical speaker. Although the two women use different tactics, both gain their rhetorical 

dominance by utilizing the make up of their moral character. They both create the belief 

within their listeners that they are speakers worthy of attention, that each is a reliable, 

moral character.

In many ways Melibee is a misogynist figure in much the same vein as Jankyn, 

due to his preoccupation with the evils of women and his belief that any knowledge they 

may have is not only misleading but harmful (at least socially). To a lesser degree this 

misogyny is reflected in the rhetoric of the Arthurian court, particularly in Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight. Although this anti-feminist tradition is not explicit throughout the 

poem, when he discovers that he was a pawn who played directly into Morgan's hands, 

Gawain makes the same claim as Jankyn and Melibee: women are evil and destroy men. 
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Due to the Prudence's wisdom and Alisoun's cunning, their men learn to accept their 

knowledge as valid. Gawain, however, clings to the idea that the conniving nature of 

women led him astray rather than choose to accept their intellectual worth.

Ideally, this critical conversation takes place within an exploration of new 

configurations of the concept of patriarchal norms in medieval culture and literature. 

Application of Queer theory can explicate societal and sexual interactions between 

normative and non-normative factions; this can give a modern audience a point of 

reference in approaching Middle English poetry. As is evidenced by the expanding field 

of Queer Theory and political activism on behalf of the many diverse queer communities, 

in today’s Western society, sexual politics and queer  relations are dynamic interests that 

require analysis. 

While any queer reading of a Middle English poem may potentially have a 

modern bias, there is an abundance of evidence that the women of these two works 

construct their own non-normative spaces, which is in direct opposition to the normative, 

patriarchal society of Camelot or the contemporary society the teller inhabits. Because 

Gawain operates within this constructed world during his journey to complete the oath 

swore to the Green Knight, he is forced to play a role in a queer space. The reliance on 

and close interactions with the feminine lead to Gawain’s queering, and Morgan’s 

subsequent subversion of homosocial norms from within and outside of Arthur’s court. 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight represents a text ripe for theoretical analysis, and the 

agency associated with the unintelligible Other provides a dense field of inquiry into the 

potentiality for queer politics in medieval England.
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Likewise, the Wife of Bath creates her own space, but one that defines its gender 

roles and sexual politics in a much different way. The “feminine space” is an all-

encompassing one in which men and cooperate and rely on each other in non-normative 

ways. In this Camelot, there is no unintelligible Other, although one could argue that the 

rapist knight fits this category. The entire tale represents a space that is remarkable in its 

deviation from the contemporary ideas of normativity, although it is also striking in its 

position as a parallel to the normative Camelot, a possible reality that is not yet realized.

This thesis aims at uncovering the cultural assumptions and realities of the Middle 

Ages as they relate to Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and The Wife of Bath's tale as 

non-normative texts and as Arthurian romances. I have attempted to avoid anachronistic 

hypotheses or an exegetical reading, and what remains is an analysis of spaces and 

characters existing as separate from—and at times in opposition to—the status quo of the 

authors' respective communities. Queer theory in particular provides a rich medium for 

this discussion, for as we have seen above, the meaning of the terminology does not 

merely refer to deviant sexualities, but to deviance from social norms in a larger context. 

 Both romances deal with controversial issues of gender, society, and 

collaboration—and both end with a return to what is deemed heteronormative. Despite all 

of Morgan's scheming and 

Sir Gawain's subsequent fall, Gawain returns to his homosocial environment at Camelot 

and his fellow knights take collective responsibility for his shame; the men accept the 

queer journey and each takes part in the marking of their shame by wearing green girdles 

as a reminder. If one member of this tightly knit homosocial group falls, every member 
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falls with him; collectively they rise out of this disgrace, and collectively they ignore the 

implications of Morgan's queer space and actions. Similarly, the Loathly Lady gains 

respect and autonomy, only to relinquish it as soon as it is offered. She puts herself in her 

husband's service, but now as a beautiful young lady, one who fits the rapist knight's 

misogynistic view of femininity and wifely perfection. 

Is this nullification of the non-normative agenda simply a move on the part of an author 

steeped in the normative relations of his (or her, if you count the Wife of Bath as an 

“author”) contemporary culture? In any case, the works still stand in a position of 

deviance, whether or not their subversions are successful. Dominant or normative 

discourse is, by definition, intrinsically separate from queer discourse. However, what 

can and does happen in the works I discussed is the queer viewpoint, working from 

outside of the normative sphere of influence, can make the normative viewpoint grow and 

adapt to include aspects of the queer. As artists, the Gawain Poet and Chaucer can be a 

member of heteronormative society with the potential to bring these two worlds closer. 

By using the queer viewpoint as entertainment, these artists facilitate the shift from non-

normative to normative while remaining firmly placed in heteronormative discourse.
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Endnotes

i For Sir Gawain and the Green Knight I am following the text of R. A. Waldron 

(Evanston, IL, 1970) throughout.

ii  For The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale I am following the text of Peter G. Beidler 

(Boston, MA, 1996) throughout.

iii See pages 16-19 for more details on the most pertinent of these scholars to my analysis. 
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