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POTENTIA ABSOLUTA AND THE

CLERK'S TALE
by Robert Stepsis

It may perhaps be, as Utley suggests, a sign of some new stage
in Chaucer studies or even of a new phase in modern critical con-
sciousness that the Clerk’s Tale is receiving increasing attention as
“a great poem” rather than as a by-product of Chaucer’s unfortunate
medievalism.1 Beginning with James Sledd’s article in 1953 and con-
tinuing to the most recent studies, there has been a growing convic-
tion that the meaning of the Clerk’s Tale resides less in the psycho-
logical realism of the characters than in the anagogical, iconographic,
and allegorical quality of the tale.2 The issue of Griselda’s faulty
maternal instincts in meekly allowing her children to be butchered
by her “monstrous” husband Walter no longer exercises many critics,
for we now seem generally to accept the idea of Griselda as an
emblem of the patient human soul in its ideal response to the adver-
sities visited on it by God or as a figure of the Virgin, Job, or
Abraham in their obedience to the apparently arbitrary demands of
the Lord.3 Yet in the midst of this growing appreciation of Chaucer’s
methods and skill in setting out for us, through the Clerk, an aspect of
the relation of human things to divine things, an aura of disquietude
and an area of awkwardness still remain in reading the tale. It is an
awkwardness that, I assume, at least partially motivated earlier critics
in their negative attitudes toward the poem and that still causes some
hesitation in us, as teachers and critics, when we confidently assert the
figural and allegorical reading of the Clerk’s Tale. What are we to do
with Walter on this level of anagogical interpretation?

The problem, as I see it, is really two-dimensional. Any reading of
the poem that has Griselda as a figure of the Virgin, Job, and Abra-
ham or as an allegorical representative of patience or obedience
logically necessitates that Walter be the figure of God. And this is the
first difficulty. How can anyone who appears so cruel, vain, capricious,
and unfeeling on the narrative level of the tale possibly be a figure
of the divine on the anagogical level? In fact, Walter’s actions be-
come so extreme that the Clerk, as narrator, rebukes him several times
during the course of the tale.# The other facet of the problem is: to
what extent do we have to follow the logical necessity of the alle-
gory? How consistent must the Clerk or Chaucer be in presenting us
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with this fictionalized representation of the human soul’s relationship

with GodP Walter is, after all, referred to as a mortal man at the con-
clusion of the tale:

For, sith a womman was so pacient

Unto a mortal man, wel moore us oghte

Receyven al in gree that God us sent. . . .
(E 1149-51)

Ought we not simply accept the anagogical quality of Griselda and
not ask too many questions of the literal level of the story? This aspect
of the problem includes also the Envoy to the tale in which the Clerk

tells wives not to behave as Griselda did when tested by their hus-
bands:

O noble wyves, ful of heigh prudence,

Lat noon humylitee youre tonge naille,

Ne lat no clerk have cause or diligence

To write of yow a storie of swich mervaille
As of Grisildis pacient and kynde,

Lest Chichevache yow swelwe in hire entraille!

Folweth Ekko, that holdeth no silence,

But evere answereth at the countretaille.

Beth nat bidaffed for youre innocence,

But sharply taak on yow the governaille.

Emprenteth wel this lessoun in youre mynde,

For commune profit sith it may availle.
(1183-94)

Thus on the literal level, which for the sake of convenience we might
equate with the Clerk’s response to the Wife of Bath on the question
of marriage, we are specifically told not to make the anagogical con-
nection—as a wife is to her husband, so a soul should be to God. Or
more exactly we are told that a wife should not respond to her hus-
band as Griselda responded to Walter. Which simply brings us back
again to the question of who Walter is, now with the added problem
of what the relationship is between the literal narrative and the an-
agogical, allegorical, and moral lessons of the tale.

Once again, I trust I am not being very original in bringing up
these problems; they have been latent in the criticism of the tale at
least from the time that Leigh Hunt spoke about “this divine, cruel
story.”s The recent advances in criticism have been made either by
submerging the problem of the apparent inconsistency of Walter as a
moral referent in the story or by presenting Walter as a flawed figure
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while concentrating on Griselda’s perseverance and constancy.® John
McCall convincingly argues for the theme of obedience in the tale
in the context of the monastic and religious vow of obedience. Obe-
dience even to an unreasonable and unjust superior is proper exactly
because that superior is the representative of God.? This is certainly
an intriguing idea, but it does sidestep the problem of the Envoy and
the relationship of a wife to her husband, which, we are taught,
should be an analogous form of obedience;® but, once again, this is
precisely the analogy the Clerk denies. Both Richard Lanham and
Patrick Morrow see the inconsistencies between the literal and fig-
urative levels of the tale as pointing toward an inherent ambiguity
in the tale, which ambiguity they take to be the central meaning of
the Clerk’s performance.? This at least acknowledges the problems
and the frustrations of attempting to deal with the tale. Joseph
Grennen, in an admirable article, sees “Walter’s lordship (as) not
paradigm but parody of the divine lordship,”1? and John McNamara
carries this point to its logical conclusion by suggesting that Walter
comes perilously close to being a figure of the devil.11 Neither man
is disturbed by what this does to Griselda’s obvious reverence and
love for Walter, but it seems to me that it is a dangerous position to
take. Utley, who perhaps represents more of the critical norm, ac-
knowledges the difficulty that Walter presents to a figural interpreta-
tion of the tale, but simply urges moderation in aligning the literal
with the anagogical: “The theodicy is questionable if we push it to
extremes.”12

I do not want to give the impression that I am setting up pigeons
in this review of some recent scholarship. Each of the articles that I
have cited adds valuable insights to our conception of the tale and to
what the Clerk may be about. I merely want to establish that, while
we may proceed with some confidence in our interpretation of Gri-
selda and even of the general configuration of the tale, we cannot
have that same confidence about Walter and the related problem of
the Envoy. What I want to propose here is a possible way of reading
Walter as a figure of God that will eliminate some of the obvious
difficulties of such a reading and that will be faithful to the historical
circumstances of Chaucer’s writing. I do not intend to solve all of the
conflicting thrusts of the tale, nor do I propose that we read Chaucer
simply as a gloss on certain theological writings, no matter how help-
ful these writings may be as a means for understanding Chaucer. I am
attempting to deal with only one perspective in an extremely complex
tale.

Some recent studies have taken notice of the fact that the Clerk is
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a philosopher and that he is from Oxford.13 As a consequence, it may
be useful to investigate some of the contemporary philosophical and
theological thinking on the nature of God and of the relationship of
the divine to the human, thinking which the Clerk, as a scholar and
student, might be imagined to be familiar with.

As Gilson points out, the philosophical climate of the fourteenth
century was determined in large part by a reaction against certain
Aristotelian and Averroistic tendencies of thirteenth-century scholas-
ticism and by a response to the attack on Averroism in the Condemna-
tion of 1277 by Etienne Tempier, the Archbishop of Paris. The Paris
Condemnation was followed in a few months by a similar one by
Robert Kilwardby, Archbishop of Canterbury and former teacher of
theology at Oxford.1¢ One of the consequences of the condemnations
of Averroism was a massive attempt in the fourteenth century to
separate what was accessible to reason from what could be known
only by faith, which, in turn, in the nominalist movement meant a
severe restriction on what could be predicated about God and divine
things by the unaided, rational human mind. The emphasis came to

be placed on an ever wider scope for faith in defining the nature of
God.

The central issue of the Condemnation of 1277, and the main one
for our purposes, concerned the Averroistic notion of a necessitarian
limitation on the effects that God could produce in His creation.
Based on the principle that the First Cause, which is singular, can
only produce a single effect and must, therefore, work through a
multiple series of intermediary causes in order to produce any effect
in this world, Averroists like Siger of Brabant argued that God cannot
immediately and freely act in the human world but must, instead,
follow the rigorous necessities of rationally ordered intermediary
causes. From this it followed that the world is such as it is because
God could not produce it other than it is. Although Thomas Aquinas
specifically argued against the Averroism of Siger in his De Unitate
(c. 1270), nevertheless his conception of a rationally ordered world
and his proof for the existence of God as the First Cause of a finite
series of intermediary causes appeared to many of his immediate suc-
cessors as another attempt to limit the notion of God to a rationalistic
necessitarianism.15

In response to the condemnations of this position of limiting the
operation of God’s will to the necessities of intermediary causes, the
philosopher/theologians of the fourteenth century, despite their dif-
ferences on other issues, almost universally insist on God’s freedom
to do absolutely anything He wants to do. The emphasis is on the
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divine will, on God’s freedom to act without intermediary causes
and on His ability to produce a plurality of effects while still remain-
ing a single and final cause. As an attempt to further counteract the
necessitarianism and rationalistic thrust of thirteenth-century scholas-
ticism, thinkers such as Duns Scotus, William of Ockham, Thomas
Bradwardine, Robert Holcot, and Adam Woodham insist on the in-
finitude of God, and hence, the inability of finite human minds to
understand His ways and, as an ultimate consequence, the radical
contingency of all earthly things.18

There were, of course, many other issues among the philosophers
of the fourteenth century and other influences besides a reaction to
Averroistic necessitarianism; and Duns and Ockham, particularly, con-
tinue to depend heavily on Aristotle for some of their formulations.
Also, they often disagreed among themselves. Ockham frequently
contradicts Scotus’ conclusions, while Bradwardine writes explicitly
to attack people like Ockham and Holcot. But what unites these di-
verse thinkers, what is, in fact, a fundamental premise in each one of
them, is the concept of God’s potentia absoluta, which is based on the
notion of His infinity and from which grows the absolute freedom of
His will and the close proximity of His willing to His knowing.17
What unites them also, curiously, is the fact that these major four-
teenth-century philosophers are all English and all, except Holcot,
taught at Oxford at one time or another in their careers. There were
other thinkers, like the Frenchmen John of Mirecourt and Nicholas
of Autrecourt, who shared this emphatic insistence on God’s potentia
absoluta in the fourteenth century, and there were other centers of
similar philosophical thought—in fact Scotus did his most important
work at Paris, and Ockham was in exile in Avignon and Germany
during the latter part of his life. But it was at Oxford that these men
were trained, and it was at Oxford that the consequences of their
positions continued to be debated until Wyclif's time. It would be
appropriate for Chaucer’s fictional Oxford Clerk to incorporate in his
tale certain of the ideas of the great philosophers who had passed
through Oxford in the earlier part of the century.18

The concept of God’s absolute power was not new in the fourteenth
century; it is inherent in Jewish and Christian theology from the be-
ginning, and it had been an issue of philosophical discussion in at
least the eleventh century by Peter Damien, again in the context of
asserting God’s freedom of action.1® But not until the fourteenth
century was the idea of God’s potentia absoluta and the total freedom
of His will taken to the radical juncture of being the foundation for
assertions about the absolute contingency of this world. Nothing in
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this created world is necessary, all is merely the product of the arbi-
trary will of God and He is free to change that will at any moment.
Thus it is entirely possible that God could command his creatures not
to love Him, and it would be perfectly proper for them to do so.
While this is only the extreme theological hypothesis of the notion of
potentia absoluta, its moral concomitant is that the proper human re-
sponse to this divine power, infinitude, and incomprehensibility is
simply to be obedient to the will of God. Human freedom resides in
the ability of the creature to conform his will to the infinitely free will
of the Creator.20

Most of these ideas are developments of concepts first emphasized
by Duns Scotus. Although presumably Duns would not have acknow-
ledged some of the extreme positions to which his concepts were
extended, nevertheless we can see the starting point in his work for
many of the later elaborations. After proving the existence of God on
the principle of the univocity of being, Duns goes on to define God
as Infinite Being; but instead of positing a necessary relationship
between Infinite Being and finite creatures as had been done in the
thirteenth century, Duns argues for a radical contingency between
God and creation because there is absolutely no rational or necessary
relationship between infinity and the finite: “God is infinitely distant
from the greatest possible creature.”21 As a consequence, all creation,
everything that is, is the product of God’s supreme power, by which
the distance between the Infinite and the finite is overcome, and of
His free will, by which we have being in the first place and by which
this world is what it is, rather than something else: “Therefore,
although I believe that omnipotence, properly so called according to
the intentions of the theologians, cannot be proved by natural reason,
but is to be believed . . . , nevertheless an infinite power can be proved
naturally, which possesses in itself all causality and which could cause
an infinite number of things simultaneously, if they could exist simul-
taneously.” Also, “It behooves one to seek prime contingency in the
divine will.”22 This emphasis on the freedom of the divine will is a
result of Duns’ close equation of God’s knowledge and His will.
Although God knows everything, both that which is and that which
is not, that which is exists only because He willed its being rather
than its non-being. Thus the world-that-is is directly subject to the
divine will for its being what it is. Consequently, that which is good
is not good per se, but is good because God willed it to be good; and,
since His will is free and all-powerful, it is entirely conceivable that
He could will something else to be the good, rather than that which
is now the good: “the divine will desires the divine good. . . ; thus
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the divine will wills good contingently or the existence of another
(good) . . . because the infinite will necessarily has infinite acts with
respect to objects, because this is perfection.”28 Thus not only is the
world radically contingent with respect to its being per se, but more
importantly it is radically contingent with respect to its being what
it is at this moment.

While these speculations form only a small part of Duns’ thought,
they become central to Ockham, who, in fact, criticizes Duns for not
carrying his ideas to their logical conclusion. What Ockham objected
to was the fact that when Duns discussed God’s infinity or His
omnipotence he treated them as attributes that could be distin-
guished and analyzed. Instead Ockham argued that these are merely
verbal distinctions (his nominalism) and that the only legitimate way
to consider God was in terms of His potentia absoluta: a single being
without attributes whose only predication was the supremacy and
freedom of His will.24 The only absolutely true statements that man
can make about God is that He can do whatever He wills and He
can will anything because He knows everything. Again and again,
Ockham returns to this concept of God’s absolute power as he dis-
cusses such things as the possibility of a man being free from sin:
“God, by means of His absolute power, is able to make any child be
born without either actual or original sin.”25 This, in turn, means that
God is free to confer grace and charity on man without saving him
or to save him without grace and charity: “Neither charity nor any
other habit [of virtue] is necessary for God to give eternal life to
anyone, indeed because of God’s absolute power He is able to confer
charity on anyone and He is able to annihilate anyone.” In fact,
“God, by means of His absolute power is able to justify a sinner . .
without contrition or the remission of his sins.”26 Of course, why or
if or when God acts this way is beyond the intelligible scope of man.
It is precisely this incomprehensible and absolute freedom of God
that marks the separation of divine from human for Ockham, as the
absolute distance between infinite and finite did for Duns.

The consequence of God’s incomprehensible power and freedom
and the ontological distance between God and man is that human
acceptance of the divine becomes in itself a free act not predicated
on reason or the expectation of a reward, but simply on the submis-
sion of our will to His.27 Thus, for Ockham, not only is the world
itself radically contingent, as it was for Duns, but every human act
within the world is likewise contingent: “no act could be intrinsically
and necessarily virtuous, but only extrinsically contingent,” i. e. free.28

Thomas Bradwardine, after teaching theology at Oxford and a
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brief tenure as Archbishop of Canterbury, died in 1349 of the plague.
Ockham died about the same year, probably of the same cause. Brad-
wardine was appalled by Ockham’s ideas of salvation without grace
and by the apparent consequences of Ockham’s system in which
human action became morally neutral and liberated from a relation-
ship with the divine. To counter Ockham and his followers, Brad-
wardine insists on God’s power to control even the minutest acts
of man and to direct them, through the dispensing or the withholding
of grace, towards good or evil. While, as we will see, there is no
diminution of the absolute power of God’s will in Bradwardine’s
thinking, there is the important corollary in his writing that God acts
justly and rationally in everything He does: “It ought to be sufficient
for us that the will of God acts with reason in everything, although
we do not see why it wills. For the will of God is never irrational,
therefore reason moves the divine will and effects it to will.”29
Although in this way God’s will appears subordinate to His intellect,
for Bradwardine, as for Ockham, as far as human beings in this world
are concerned, their relationship to God is determined by the oper-
ation of His totally free will. The only real difference is that where
for Ockham God acts in the world in an unpredictable way, for Brad-
wardine the reasons for His actions are merely inaccessible to us.
Even in asserting that the divine will is subject to a rational divine
intellect, Bradwardine does not thereby contend that intellect and
will are separate attributes of God. Rather, God is prime simplicity;
all attributes are one in Him. It is not as if the divine will could desire
something only to be checked by the rational mind of God. What He
wills is rational and just; and what He wills He does.3% As a conse-
quence, the essence of the divine will is freedom: “Therefore freedom
is only fit to be placed in the will, and prime simplicity in prime
simplicity, which is God.”31 Again, as with Duns and Ockham, for
Bradwardine the ultimate source of this freedom is God’s potentia
absoluta, which Bradwardine invokes to explain the relationship be-
tween the divine and the human in regard to grace and salvation:
“God, by means of His absolute power, has sufficient power for the
salvation of all men and men have sufficient passive power by which
they are able to be saved.”32 This is in the context of Bradwardine’s
argument about future contingents, but it also applies to Ockham’s
conclusion that God’s erratic relationship to the process of salvation
makes virtue and grace irrelevant for justification. Bradwardine in-
sists, instead, that it is the pressure of God’s continuous presence,
through grace, that makes salvation possible. He adds that man’s re-
sponsive action in this process is a “passive power” by which he is
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open to and accepting of the prevailing influence that God has over
human events. But what is significant for our purposes is that these
two apparently diverse opinions as to the relationship between the
divine and the human both begin with the same fundamental premise.
Where Ockham concludes that human action is radically contingent
and therefore free, Bradwardine asserts that the valuation of human
action is contingent on God’s grace and is therefore determined by
and subject to the operation of that grace; nevertheless both men
reach these conclusions from an emphasis on the freedom of God’s
will and the operation of His potentia absoluta.

The evolution of this debate and its multiple ramifications on the
questions of merit, free will, future contingents, and predestination
continued throughout the century with increasing emphasis on the
possible manifestations of God’s potentia absoluta. Robert Holcot and
Adam Woodham, who like Ockham and Bradwardine died in the
early plague year of 1349, continue Ockham’s insistence on the con-
sequences of God’s absolute power, consequences that include the
possibility of God’s lying to and deceiving His creatures. Holcot
says: “God could lead astray and deceive, I say; not from having re-
spect for authority, but respecting the virtue of freedom, I grant that
God is able to lead astray and deceive; that is, to cause voluntarily
[deliberately?] error in the mind of man and to make him believe a
thing to be other than it is.”33 And Woodham takes the ultimate,
logical step in this argument: “and therefore God is not to be called a
liar although He could or would be able to falsely uphold what He
knows to be false . . . . (He) would be able to lie just as He would be
able to sin.”34

While these views were appropriately condemned and a contem-
porary moralist might view with a certain satisfaction the suscep-
tibility of theologians like Ockham, Holcot, and Woodham to the
plague, the issues raised did not die in 1349. Wyclif was heavily in-
fluenced by Bradwardine,35 and Chaucer at least knew something of
Bradwardine since he mentions him, along with Augustine and Bo-
ethius, in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale (B2 4431-32) as a learned man who
had discussed the problem of foreknowledge and predestination. In
fact, Chaucer’s interest in the problem of future contingents, free will,
and predestination, which is so central to Troilus as well as to the
Nun’s Priest’s Tale, can be attributed not merely to the influence of
Boethius but to his awareness, in some way, of the fourteenth-century
debates we have been alluding to. As a consequence of the emphasis
on God’s potentia absoluta and on His unrestricted will, the question
of future contingents was a very volatile issue for Ockham, Bradwar-
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dine, et al. Ockham, Holcot, and Woodham all argued for a concept of
man’s free will based on an indeterminate future, while Bradwardine
and Wyclif stressed the necessity of God’s not only knowing but pre-
determining future events: “The divine will is the cause of everything
in the future and in the past.”36

In another way Bradwardine’s influence may be implicit in Chau-
cer in the Man of Law’s Tale. The assertions there that the movement
of human events is directly controlled by God, that the rationale for
specific divine acts is incomprehensible to man, and that the proper
human response to this presence of divine grace is a passive accep-
tance of events are all ideas that are explicit in Bradwardine:

Men myghten asken why she was nat slayn
Eek at the feeste? who myghte hir body save?
And I answere to that demande agayn,

Who saved Danyel in the horrible cave

Ther every wight save he, maister and knave,
Was with the leon frete er he asterte?

No wight but God, that he bar in his herte.

God liste to shewe his wonderful myracle

In hire, for we sholde seen his myghty werkis;

Crist, which that is to every harm triacle,

By certeine meenes ofte, as knowen clerkis,

Dooth thyng for certein ende that ful derk is

To mannes wit, that for oure ignorance

Ne konne noght knowe his prudent purveiance.
(B 470-83 my emphasis)

But however these influences may have operated on Chaucer, it
seems reasonably clear that a way of accounting for the activities
of Walter in the Clerk’s Tale and for establishing the validity of the
allegorical reading of the tale, in which Walter is seen as a figure
of God, is to compare him to the figure of God established by the
theologians in Chaucer’s own century. From this perspective Walter’s
testing of Griselda is explicitly a test of her loyalty to, or faith in, him.
In general, but none the less clear, terms Griselda is being asked to
respond with faith rather than reason to the demands made on her
by Walter, and, like Job, to whom she is specifically compared, her
faith is in the unquestionable right that Walter has to do anything
that he wants to do to her.37

It has been recognized since Severs’ study that Chaucer’s changes
and additions to his sources serve to increase the moral distance be-
tween Walter and Griselda. As Walter is made “more obstinately
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wilful,” so Griselda is made more tender and more human.38 Now
there have been many explanations for this; mine is simply that Chau-
cer is emphasizing, even more than his sources, the incomprehensible
distance between the divine and human realms. Whether consciously
or not, he is working on the principle articulated by Duns that “God
is infinitely distant from a creature” and “what is infinite is greater
than every finite being.”3® This same is true of the ontological dis-
tance between Walter’s castle and Griselda’s ox stall, which Chaucer
again heightens beyond his sources. Severs’ conclusion stresses this
distancing: “[Chaucer’s] chief contribution [to the story] seems to
have been a heightening and intensification of the contrasts which it
offered: a crueler sergeant, a more unfeeling marquis, a more sub-
missive (though not less real) Griseldis; greater splendor in the equip-
age of the nobles, starker realism in the hut of Janicola.”4® But
rather than simply to make a “more arresting plot” Chaucer’s purpose
seems to have been to attempt to emphasize, in the allegory of the
story, that Griselda’s responses are appropriate precisely because she
realizes that she is dealing with a God whose radical “otherness” is
such that His purposes are incomprehensible to the human mind and
that submission to His will must replace understanding of His ways:

“My lord,” quod she, “I woot, and wiste alway,
How that bitwixen youre magnificence

And my poverte no wight kan ne may

Maken comparison; it is no nay.”

(E 814-17)

The central issue, however, is Walter’s willfulness, both as a bach-
elor and as a “testy” husband. His hunting, his desire to remain free
of marital entanglements, his insistence on finding his own bride, his
choice of what is, socially, the most unlikely bride, and his testing of
Griselda beyond the level of apparent necessity (as if the first test of
pretending to kill their daughter was not already one too many), all
these reiterate the central fact of Walter’s character: his arbitrariness,
capriciousness, and willfulness. As has been pointed out many times,
these traits make Walter an unpleasant human being; but in the con-
text of fourteenth-century theology they are appropriate fictional de-
vices to highlight the fact that on the most important level of the
tale Walter is not to be taken as a human being, but as God, a God
whose only recognizable trait is the absolute, unbounded freedom of
His will. I do not think that we need to go to the lengths of Holcot
and Woodham in their positions that God’s potentia absoluta makes
it conceivable for Him to deceive and to sin in order to understand
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how the Clerk or Chaucer could create in Walter a figure of capri-
ciousness and apparent malevolence and at the same time want us to
see in him a figure of God. But we can see that the atmosphere of
theological speculation in the fourteenth century made it possible
to conceive of God as willful and arbitrary. In fact, what we do learn
from Holcot and Woodham in this respect is that in the process of
defining God as completely transcendent and free from the limits of
human rationality, it was necessary to attribute to Him ever more
shocking capabilities. The purpose for Ockham, Holcot, and Woodham
is, of course, not blasphemy but the attempt to assert God’s absolute
power and freedom; to assert that He works in His own way, not as
human morality and rationality expect Him to work.

Actually, it turns out that Walter’s capriciousness and willfulness
are grounded in a deep-seated purpose. He does not act wildly and
irrationally, but he knows what he is doing at all times, like an in-
cipient prince Hal. He has already marked out Griselda before the
delegation of citizens comes to ask him to marry:

Upon Grisilde, this povre creature,

Ful ofte sithe this markys sette his ye

As he on huntyng rood paraventure;

And whan it fil that he myghte hire espye,
He noght with wantown lookyng of folye
His eyen caste on hire, but in sad wyse
Upon hir chiere he wolde hym ofte avyse,

Commendynge in his herte hir wommanhede,

And eek hir vertu, passynge any wight

Of so yong age, as wel in chiere as dede.

For thogh the peple have no greet insight

In vertu, he considered ful right

Hir bountee, and disposed that he wolde

Wedde hire oonly, if evere he wedde sholde.
(232-45)

Besides this, he knows the values of “true gentilesse” and recognizes
the substance of virtue rather than the accidents of noble birth:

For God it woot, that children ofte been
Unlyk hir worthy eldres hem bifore;
Bountee comth al of God, nat of the streen
Of which they been engendred and ybore.
(155-58)41
Finally, his testing of Griselda is not arbitrary and capricious, but
fully planned and calculated. In this way the picture of Walter in the
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tale partakes of the slightly more rounded conception of God and His
potentia absoluta that is found in Bradwardine, where the freedom of
His will does not contradict the rationality and justice of His intellect.

The testing itself, which is the most shocking aspect of Walter’s
character from the human perspective, is perfectly consonant with
the renewed emphasis in the fourteenth century on the traditional
Judeo-Christian concept of God as free and all-powerful. In effect, it
marks the attempt to replace the rational and necessitarian God of
Greco-Arabic philosophy with Yaweh. We have already mentioned
the comparison of Griselda with Job, who was tested precisely be-
cause he was virtuous. The comparison with Abraham, who was also
asked to sacrifice his child as a sign of obedience and submission of
his will to God, is only implicit in the tale; but the sacrifice of Isaac
is mentioned in the Epistle of St. James to which Chaucer (and he is
here following Petrarch) refers us at the end of the tale (1154).42
The allusions in the tale to Griselda as Mary, who was also asked by
God to give up her child to death, have been sufficiently worked out
to need no elaboration here.43 Walter has worthy precedents for his
severe testing of Griselda.

However, it is important to remember, despite the thrust of this
paper, that Chaucer’s tales are only incidentally vehicles for theo-
logical and philosophical speculation. They are works of art and, as
such, contain more perspectives than the single view of God that I
have been trying to outline. The Clerk’s Tale, in particular, is com-
plex in its operation, and there are many aspects of it that are not
solved by this approach to Walter as a figure of God’s potentia abso-
luta. He does remain, on some level of the story, simply the figure
of a human husband and a mortal man (1150), who is criticized by
Clerk-narrator for his excessive testing of his wife (although this also
may be part of the Clerk’s lesson—as a human being even he does
not understand why his God figure acts the way he does). The tale is
is also quite clearly a response to the Wife of Bath on the question
of the relationship of men and women in marriage, and Walter seems,
at times, to regard both marriage and lordship as conditions of servi-
tude rather than freedom:

I me rejoysed of my liberte,

That seelde tyme is founde in mariage;

Ther I was free, I moot been in servage.
(145-47)

All of this does cut against the anagogic reading of the tale which, I
have been arguing, presents Walter as a figure of a voluntaristic
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God. The question of how one resolves the obvious discrepancies in
the tale, how one coordinates a theological argument with a social
or inter-sexual one, and how one reconciles the different narrative
levels of the tale is at the heart of the complex problem that the Clerk
presents us on the relation of things divine to things human. What

answers are possible must be found in the ending of the tale and in
the Envoy.

As I stated in my earlier remarks about the end of the tale, the
Clerk first points his moral and explicitly states the analogy that he
wants to make (1149-51). He then proceeds, in the Envoy, to disso-
ciate the tale and its allegory from a further moral about how wives
should obey their husbands (1183-1212). That is, mankind should
respond to God the way Griselda responded to Walter, but wives
should not respond to husbands the way Griselda responded to
Walter. Chernis explains this dissociation in terms of a complex
theory of a “double irony.”4* His argument is interesting and en-
lightening; but if I may, for the sake of consistency, apply the prin-
ciple of Ockham’s razor here, a simpler explanation offers itself: the
Clerk means what he says. He is undoubtedly overstating the case,
for the benefit of the Wife of Bath, when he describes how wives
ought to treat their husbands; but he is serious in his attempt to
divorce the religious allegory from any social application. The prin-
ciple behind this is the same principle that has shaped the religious
level of the tale: the incomprehensible and absolute distance between
the infinite and the finite, the divine and human worlds. The narra-
tive, marital, human level of the tale, in which Walter is a mortal
husband, is not supposed to be reconciled with the moral and alle-
gorical level, in which Walter is a figure of a free and powerful God.
The Clerk is, in effect, telling two different stories which deliberately
do not coordinate, just as the incredible otherness of a voluntaristic
God, possessed of His potentia absoluta, moves in a radically different
universe of discourse from the common concerns and limitations of
His creatures. The purpose of the Envoy is to enforce this separation
of meanings in the tale.

Finally, it is impossible to prove, outside the Clerk’s Tale itself, that
Chaucer was conscious of these theological positions or that he was
aware of what was going on at Oxford, although Wyclif’s activities
certainly would have brought that institution to his attention. Also,
even though Chaucer changes the details of his story precisely in the
direction of heightening the distance between Walter and Griselda,
it is entirely probable that Petrarch would have been alive to this
same meaning in the tale and that, hence, it was implicit in the story
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as Chaucer found it. We do know that Petrarch was violently opposed
to those remnants of Latin Averroism which he encountered in his
lifetime and that he lived in Avignon as an unengaged young intel-
lectual at exactly the same time that Ockham was in Avignon to be
examined on his radical theological views.45 What we can say about
Chaucer, however, is that the prominence of these positions in the
fourteenth century on the freedom of the divine will and the absolute-
ness of God’s power makes it conceivable that, for him, there was no
inconsistency between Walter’s apparently capricious willfulness and
his being a figure of God on the allegorical level of the Clerk’s Tale;
that, as long as we recognize the necessary separation of the allegori-
cal and literal in the tale, there need be no hesitation in sustaining the
full scope of the Clerk’s moral exemplum.
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