“The Wife of Bath’s Tale” Discussion Questions
(Her name is Alison, by the way. Did you catch that?) 

The Story: 

1) What crime does the knight commit? 

2) Guinevere (and several other ladies) intercede to save the knight’s life. What does this tell us about Guinevere’s relationship with the king, or the power of ladies in the court? How is Guinevere’s punishment better than Arthur’s? 

3) What question must the knight answer? Judging by his crime, how do we KNOW that he’s going to be bad at answering this question? 

4) How is the knight’s quest redemptive? That is, how does the process of going on this quest force him to correct some of his character flaws? 

5) What do you think about the answer that the knight finally finds? Do you agree? What does it tell us about the teller of the story (the Wife of Bath)? 

6) After the knight answers Guinevere’s question, has he learned his lesson? What kinds of things is he concerned with? Look at his objections to marrying the loathly lady. 

7) What arguments does the loathly lady make for poverty, low birth, old age, etc.? To what extent do you think the Wife of Bath agrees with her arguments? (Does the Wife of Bath live as if she agrees with these arguments?) What does this tell us about her intelligence? 

8) What dilemma does the loathly lady finally pose to the knight? What decision does the knight make? How does his decision provide closure to the story? 

The Wife of Bath’s Prologue: 

9) How is this story appropriate to its teller? What does this story tell us about the Wife of Bath? 

10) Why is her prologue so much longer than her actual story? (What does this tell us about her?) 

11) Tell us about the Wife of Bath’s first three (four?) husbands. How does she treat them, and why? 

12) Tell us about the Wife of Bath’s last husband, Jankin. What is different in this marriage than in her previous marriages (there are several points of difference)? How does she feel about him? 

13) The Wife of Bath accuses Oxford Clerics (Clerks) of being misogynists. Is there any validity to her argument? 

14) Characterization aside, the Wife of Bath makes several political/social statements, all on the same point. What point does she seek to prove? What arguments does she make? What concessions and rebuttals? What does this tell us about her education or intelligence? Which of her arguments do you find convincing? 
15) Any details you wanted to point out that we missed? (I particularly like the fact that she confides everything in her niece and two best friends, for instance, and that she goes on pilgrimage to…what places? What does this tell us about the possibilities for women’s autonomy in the late middle ages in England?)

16) Granted, the Wife of Bath is a quirky and extreme character. Still, how do her prologue and tale alter your impression of the role of women in the middle ages? 

