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Introduction
Humour in literature cannot be separated neatly from seriousness because comic form often exposes
desire, vanity, authority, and self-deception precisely when the subject matter is uncomfortable.
Geoffrey Chaucer’s “The Miller’s Tale,” Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress,” and James Joyce’s
“Araby” demonstrate three different comic registers. Chaucer builds bodily farce around deception,
jealousy, and social reversal; Marvell uses hyperbole and grotesque wit within a seduction argument;
Joyce uses irony and anticlimax to reveal the gap between adolescent fantasy and commercial reality.
Critchley (2002) describes humour as a way of making familiar assumptions appear strange through
incongruity, while Bakhtin (1984) emphasizes the disruptive social force of comic forms that bring
elevated ideals into contact with bodily and everyday life. These perspectives show why laughter
need not signal a light subject. Literary humour can create pleasure while also revealing unequal
power, ethical discomfort, failed self-knowledge, or the absurdity hidden inside apparently serious
claims.

Chaucer’s Fabliau and the Comedy of Social
Reversal
“The Miller’s Tale” announces its comic method before the plot begins because the drunken Miller
follows the Knight’s elevated romance with a fabliau about adultery, deception, bodily exposure, and
humiliation. The contrast between genres challenges social and literary hierarchy by replacing noble
courtship with a domestic world in which clerks, tradespeople, and sexual desire dominate the action.
Nicholas invents a flood prophecy to deceive John, Absolon performs an exaggerated version of
courtly love, and John accepts the scheme because each man sees himself through a role he wants to
inhabit. Beidler (1996) notes the tale’s dependence on fabliau conventions, while Bakhtin’s account of
carnival helps explain the comic lowering of elevated religious and social forms into bodily experience
(Bakhtin, 1984). The final sequence—mistaken identity, obscene contact, branding, cries for water,
and John’s fall—creates accelerating farce. Yet the laughter remains ethically complicated because
humiliation and injury are real within the story, showing that comic pleasure can coexist with
discomfort about who pays the price.
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Alisoun, Gender, and Comic Agency
Alisoun is more than a passive object around whom the male characters compete. She chooses
Nicholas, rejects Absolon, participates in the deception, and helps turn male confidence against itself.
Her agency gives the fabliau much of its energy because the older husband and competing clerks
repeatedly fail to control the woman they treat as a possession or prize. At the same time, Chaucer’s
descriptive language places Alisoun within a male gaze, and the plot still organizes much of her
significance around sexual competition. This double structure makes the humour historically
interesting rather than simply progressive or misogynistic by modern standards. Beidler (1996)
emphasizes the value of reading the tale within medieval literary conventions, but historical context
does not prevent readers from asking whose perspective is developed, who is humiliated, and how
gender shapes comic permission. The tale can simultaneously destabilize patriarchal authority and
rely on women’s bodies as part of its comic machinery. Humour therefore reveals social contradiction
rather than resolving it into a single moral lesson.

Marvell’s Wit, Hyperbole, and the Pressure of Time
Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” uses a different kind of humour because its comedy lies in
rhetorical extravagance rather than physical farce. The speaker begins by imagining unlimited time,
promising centuries of praise and courtship across impossible distances, only to reverse the argument
by insisting that mortality makes delay unreasonable. The enormous scale is deliberately
disproportionate to the immediate private goal of sexual persuasion. That disproportion creates wit:
the speaker performs infinite patience in order to argue that patience cannot continue. The poem’s
middle movement becomes darker when death, the grave, and bodily decay enter the persuasion,
producing grotesque images that are memorable partly because they are so excessive (Marvell, n.d.).
Critchley’s account of incongruity helps explain why the intellectual pleasure of the argument can
coexist with ethical unease (Critchley, 2002). The mistress never speaks, so readers hear mortality
filtered entirely through the speaker’s interests. Admiring the poem’s verbal ingenuity therefore does
not require accepting its persuasive pressure as an ethical model of consent.

Joyce’s Araby and the Humour of Deflation
Joyce’s “Araby” appears less overtly comic because its ending is painful, but the story is structured
through irony and anticlimax. The unnamed boy treats his attraction to Mangan’s sister as a sacred
quest, using romantic and religious language to transform ordinary adolescent desire into a drama of
devotion. The world repeatedly refuses to match that scale. His uncle arrives late, the train journey is
frustrating, the bazaar is nearly closed, and the supposedly exotic “Araby” turns out to be a
commercial space filled with ordinary conversation and sellers preparing to leave (Joyce, 1914). The
comic pattern lies in the distance between the boy’s imagined epic and the mundane obstacles that
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defeat it. Joyce does not simply mock youthful love; he allows readers to recognize the sincerity of the
feeling while seeing how inflated the boy’s self-conception has become. The ending converts
embarrassment into insight as he recognizes vanity in his own behavior. Humour here is quiet,
reflective, and inseparable from disappointment.

Three Comic Modes and Their Social Work
Chaucer, Marvell, and Joyce all use incongruity, but they position readers differently. Chaucer
produces communal laughter through bodily reversal and competing schemes; Marvell creates
intellectual amusement by making a private seduction argument operate on cosmic scales; Joyce
produces sympathetic irony by letting readers see the gap between a boy’s romantic language and
ordinary urban reality. Bakhtin (1984) helps explain Chaucer’s lowering of elevated forms, while
Critchley (2002) provides a broader language for the comic rupture that occurs when expectations
collide with circumstances. These differences show why literary history cannot be divided into a
humorous past and a morbid modern present. Modern writing contains satire, absurdism, dark
comedy, parody, and ironic realism, just as earlier literature frequently joined laughter with violence,
death, religious anxiety, and social hierarchy. Humour changes with genre, audience, and historical
context. Its serious function is often to make an assumption visible by exaggerating it, reversing it, or
allowing reality to puncture the story a character tells about himself.

Conclusion
Humour in “The Miller’s Tale,” “To His Coy Mistress,” and “Araby” operates through different forms of
deflation. Chaucer lowers courtly, religious, and masculine pretensions into physical farce; Marvell
stretches erotic persuasion into cosmic and grotesque hyperbole; Joyce lets everyday delays and
commercial reality puncture an adolescent fantasy. The works are connected not simply because
desire motivates their plots, but because male characters or speakers construct stories in which they
imagine greater control than circumstances permit. Comic form reveals that discrepancy. It also
creates ethical questions about agency, consent, humiliation, and whose suffering becomes material
for amusement. Reading these texts comparatively therefore complicates the idea that humour
belongs only to entertainment or that serious literature abandons comedy. Chaucer, Marvell, and
Joyce use laughter, wit, and irony as forms of knowledge that expose the distance between self-image
and reality. Literary humour persists across periods because human beings continue to exaggerate,
misunderstand, perform, desire, and discover that the world does not reliably cooperate with the
narratives they create about themselves.
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