
the pardoners tale character analysis
the pardoners tale character analysis offers a deep exploration of one of Geoffrey Chaucer’s
most intriguing narrators in "The Canterbury Tales." This article delves into the complexities of the
Pardoner’s personality, motivations, and role within the framework of medieval literature. By
examining his traits, hypocrisy, and symbolic significance, readers gain insight into how Chaucer
critiques religious corruption and human greed. The analysis also covers the Pardoner’s narrative
style and the moral lessons embedded in his tale. Key aspects such as his manipulative tactics and
the juxtaposition of his character with his story enhance the understanding of his function within the
larger work. This comprehensive character study is essential for students, scholars, and enthusiasts of
classic literature seeking to grasp the layered meanings behind the Pardoner’s portrayal.

Overview of the Pardoner’s Character

Personality Traits and Motivations

The Pardoner’s Hypocrisy and Moral Contradictions

Symbolism and Thematic Role

The Pardoner’s Tale: Reflection of His Character

Narrative Style and Rhetorical Techniques

Overview of the Pardoner’s Character
The Pardoner is a complex figure within Geoffrey Chaucer’s "The Canterbury Tales," representing a
corrupt and morally ambiguous member of the medieval Church. He is introduced as a church official
who sells indulgences, pardons for sins, often exploiting the faithful for personal gain. His character is
marked by a blend of charm, cunning, and deceit, which he employs to manipulate his audience.
Chaucer presents the Pardoner as both a critic and embodiment of ecclesiastical corruption,
highlighting the tension between outward piety and inner vice. Understanding the Pardoner’s
character requires examining his social role, personal attributes, and the ways in which he reveals
hypocrisy and greed.

Personality Traits and Motivations
The Pardoner’s personality is multifaceted, combining several contradictory traits that define his role
in the narrative. He is outwardly persuasive and charismatic, using eloquence and theatricality to
convince others of his authority and the efficacy of his relics. Despite this, his motivations are largely
selfish, driven by greed and a desire for wealth rather than genuine religious devotion. He openly
admits to his deceitful practices, demonstrating a lack of remorse or ethical concern. This candid self-
awareness adds depth to his character, illustrating a man who thrives on manipulation but also
recognizes his own moral bankruptcy.



Key Personality Traits

Manipulative: Skilled at persuading others through rhetoric and false relics.

Greedy: Motivated primarily by the accumulation of money and power.

Charismatic: Uses charm to gain trust despite his corrupt nature.

Cynical: Displays a jaded view of religion and human gullibility.

Self-aware: Acknowledges his own deceit without guilt.

The Pardoner’s Hypocrisy and Moral Contradictions
The Pardoner epitomizes hypocrisy within the religious context of medieval society. While he
preaches against greed and sin, he personally embodies these vices, engaging in exploitative
behaviors that contradict his supposed spiritual mission. Chaucer uses this stark contrast to critique
the broader corruption in the Church, where some clergy prioritized wealth over genuine piety. The
Pardoner’s open confession of his dishonesty is particularly striking, as it reveals a moral complexity
uncommon in typical medieval characterizations. This paradox challenges readers to consider themes
of appearance versus reality and the dangers of unchecked greed.

Examples of Hypocrisy

Preaching against avarice while actively practicing it himself.1.

Using fake relics to deceive believers into buying indulgences.2.

Criticizing others’ sins despite his own corrupt behavior.3.

Claiming to possess spiritual authority without true faith.4.

Confessing dishonesty openly yet continuing unethical actions.5.

Symbolism and Thematic Role
The Pardoner functions as a symbolic figure representing broader societal and religious issues. His
character embodies the theme of corruption within the Church, illustrating how religious authority can
be exploited for personal gain. Additionally, the Pardoner symbolizes the pervasive nature of greed
and the moral decay that accompanies it. Through his tale and persona, Chaucer explores themes
such as the conflict between true faith and hypocrisy, the consequences of avarice, and the
complexity of human morality. The Pardoner’s character also serves as a vehicle for satire, exposing



the flaws of medieval religious practices and the susceptibility of people to manipulation.

Thematic Contributions

Critique of Church Corruption: Exposes greed and moral failings among clergy.

Greed and Its Consequences: Highlights how avarice leads to destruction.

Appearance vs. Reality: Contrasts outward piety with inner vice.

Human Fallibility: Emphasizes susceptibility to sin and deception.

Satire and Social Commentary: Uses humor to criticize societal norms.

The Pardoner’s Tale: Reflection of His Character
The tale told by the Pardoner mirrors his own character traits and serves as a moral lesson on the
dangers of greed. The story of three rioters who seek to kill Death and ultimately kill each other over
gold vividly illustrates how avarice corrupts and destroys. This narrative choice reinforces the
Pardoner’s message while simultaneously revealing his personal preoccupation with wealth and sin.
The irony lies in the fact that the Pardoner uses this cautionary tale to sell indulgences, profiting from
the very vice he condemns. This duality enhances the complexity of the character and deepens the
thematic resonance of the tale within "The Canterbury Tales."

Plot Elements Mirroring the Pardoner

Three men driven by greed who betray and kill one another.

The symbolic representation of Death as an unstoppable force.

The moral that greed leads to ruin and spiritual death.

The use of the tale as a tool for personal gain despite its message.

The Pardoner’s admission of his own greed in relation to the story.

Narrative Style and Rhetorical Techniques
The Pardoner’s narrative style is characterized by persuasive rhetoric and theatricality. He employs
vivid imagery, repetition, and direct address to engage his audience emotionally and intellectually.
His use of irony and blunt honesty about his own corruption creates a unique narrative voice that



blurs the line between storyteller and character. The Pardoner’s ability to manipulate language to
serve his purposes exemplifies Chaucer’s skill in crafting complex narrators who reveal as much about
themselves as their tales. His rhetorical techniques effectively highlight the themes of deceit,
morality, and human weakness.

Rhetorical Strategies Used by the Pardoner

Emotional Appeal: Uses fear of death and damnation to persuade listeners.1.

Irony: Contrasts his corrupt nature with the moral of his tale.2.

Self-Disclosure: Admits to dishonesty, adding credibility through paradox.3.

Repetition: Reinforces key messages about sin and repentance.4.

Theatrical Presentation: Employs dramatic gestures to captivate.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the Pardoner in 'The Pardoner's Tale' and what is his
role?
The Pardoner is a character in Geoffrey Chaucer's 'The Canterbury Tales.' He is a church official who
sells indulgences and pardons to people, claiming to absolve them of their sins. His role in 'The
Pardoner's Tale' is both as the narrator and as a morally corrupt figure who admits to using deceit and
manipulation for personal gain.

What are the main personality traits of the Pardoner?
The Pardoner is depicted as greedy, deceitful, and hypocritical. He openly admits to exploiting
people's fears and gullibility to make money. Despite being a religious figure, he lacks true piety and
uses his position for selfish purposes.

How does the Pardoner's character influence the message of
'The Pardoner's Tale'?
The Pardoner's corrupt nature and hypocrisy highlight the theme of greed and moral decay in the
tale. His character serves as a cautionary example, reinforcing the story's moral that greed leads to
destruction and that appearances can be deceiving.

What is the significance of the Pardoner admitting his own



faults in his prologue?
By openly confessing his own sins and manipulative tactics, the Pardoner adds a layer of irony and
complexity to the tale. This admission makes his moral lesson more impactful, as it shows he is aware
of his hypocrisy but chooses to continue his corrupt ways.

How does the Pardoner use his storytelling to manipulate his
audience?
The Pardoner uses vivid and moralistic storytelling to evoke fear and guilt in his audience, thereby
convincing them to buy his indulgences. His tale about the deadly consequences of greed serves as a
tool to exploit people's desire for salvation and security.

In what ways does the Pardoner embody the theme of
hypocrisy in 'The Canterbury Tales'?
The Pardoner embodies hypocrisy by preaching against greed while being motivated by it himself. He
condemns sin, yet he admits to committing sins and deceiving others, illustrating the conflict between
his public persona and private actions.

How does Chaucer’s portrayal of the Pardoner critique the
medieval Church?
Chaucer critiques the medieval Church through the Pardoner by exposing the corruption and
exploitation within religious institutions. The Pardoner's fraudulent selling of pardons and his moral
corruption highlight the Church's failure to uphold genuine spiritual values.

Additional Resources
1. The Pardoner’s Tale: A Study in Moral Corruption
This book delves deeply into the character of the Pardoner from Geoffrey Chaucer’s *The Canterbury
Tales*, exploring his complex nature and moral ambiguity. It examines his role as a deceitful figure
who manipulates religious authority for personal gain. The analysis highlights themes of greed,
hypocrisy, and the social critique embedded in his tale.

2. Chaucer’s Pardoner: An Examination of Hypocrisy and Redemption
Focusing on the duality of the Pardoner’s character, this text investigates how Chaucer presents both
the corrupt nature and the subtle hints of self-awareness within the Pardoner. It discusses the
Pardoner’s confession of his own sins and what this reveals about medieval concepts of redemption
and morality.

3. Greed and Deceit in The Pardoner’s Tale
This book provides a comprehensive analysis of the themes of greed and deceit as embodied by the
Pardoner and his tale. It unpacks how Chaucer uses the Pardoner as a vehicle to criticize societal
vices, especially the exploitation of religion for profit. Readers gain insight into the narrative
techniques that enhance the moral lessons.



4. The Role of the Pardoner in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales
A detailed exploration of the Pardoner’s place within the larger frame of *The Canterbury Tales*, this
book analyzes his function both as a storyteller and as a symbol of clerical corruption. It discusses
how his tale reflects the broader social and religious dynamics of the 14th century.

5. Character and Voice: The Pardoner’s Narrative Strategy
This scholarly work focuses on the Pardoner’s unique narrative voice and rhetorical style. It examines
how his persuasive and ironic storytelling techniques engage the audience while simultaneously
undermining his credibility. The study also considers the impact of his self-aware admissions on the
reader.

6. The Pardoner’s Tale: Sin, Punishment, and Moral Lessons
Examining the moral framework of the Pardoner’s Tale, this book highlights the didactic elements
embedded in the narrative. It explains how Chaucer uses the tale to warn against the deadly
consequences of sin, particularly greed, and discusses the effectiveness of the Pardoner as a moral
teacher despite his flaws.

7. Religious Satire and Social Critique in The Pardoner’s Tale
This title offers an analysis of Chaucer’s use of satire through the Pardoner’s character, emphasizing
the critique of the medieval church’s corruption. It investigates how the Pardoner’s hypocrisy serves
as a mirror to societal and ecclesiastical failings, making the tale a powerful piece of social
commentary.

8. The Psychology of the Pardoner: Motivations and Self-Perception
Focusing on the psychological dimensions of the Pardoner, this book explores his motivations for
deceit and his complex self-perception. It discusses how the Pardoner’s awareness of his own failings
affects his relationship with his audience and his role as a storyteller.

9. From Text to Performance: Interpreting the Pardoner’s Tale
This book examines various interpretations and adaptations of the Pardoner’s Tale in literature,
theater, and film. It considers how different portrayals emphasize distinct aspects of the Pardoner’s
character, from villainy to vulnerability, and how these performances shape modern understanding of
Chaucer’s work.
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