Bodily Distempers and Passions of the Mind: Shakespeare and Donne

Shakespeare’s King Lear
Choler, Madness, and Tragedy as Surgery or the Anatomical Dissection of Ideology
☼
Distempers of the familial body 

Nature and the ideological construction of kingship, family, and society
The last seminar discussed the idea that if the play King Lear is to conform to Sidney’s surgical theory of tragedy in the Defence of Poesy, the suffering in the play must be necessary in order to bring about a restoration of moral, mental, social and/or political health. One way to approach the question of whether the play provides any kind of healing or redemption is to ask whether the dramatic action and the extremity of Lear’s suffering afford him any critical insight into the ideology which underpins Nature and the familial bonds which are natural for him. The dramatic action has exposed these as socially constructed and in conflict with the ideology of individualism, which is promulgated by Edmund and underpinned by an entirely different conception of Nature. But the recovery of Lear’s mind is not the only possible way in which the play could be said to restore health, for a legitimate question might be, whose health needs to be restored? That of Lear? Other characters? Or that of the audience? 
In this lecture, we shall also consider the Fool’s speeches as offering Lear, in the first instance, but perhaps also the audience, some kind of insight or even a resolution to the dramatic action of the play. Another possibility is that the insight and the resolution belong to Edgar, who more than any other character tries to gain some distance on suffering by making it fit a pattern. He gives voice to the need for love and compassion, or fellow-feeling, in response to the extreme suffering he witnesses.

It is argued by Kavanagh, in ‘Shakespeare in Ideology’, that Shakespeare was writing in a ‘field of ideological practice’, forging ‘a language and a means of representation that would satisfy a heterogeneous audience’, including the interests of the tradition nobility of landed estates, represented by the likes of Gloucester, and the rising bourgeoisie of the towns, represented by Edmund. In order to satisfy this heterogeneous audience, Kavanagh says (drawing on the work of Terry Eagleton), the text of the play ‘is a certain production of ideology, for which the analogy of a dramatic production is in some ways appropriate’.
 
Faced with his daughters’ demand to reduce his retinue of ‘an hundred knights’, Lear appeals to a universal and fundamental condition, that it is ‘just structural to the human animal that demand should outstrip exact need, that culture should be of its nature’.


Lear
O, reason not the need! Our basest beggars



Are in the poorest thing superfluous.



Allow not nature more than nature needs,



Man’s life is cheap as beast’s.






(The Tragedy of King Lear, II.2.438-41)
As Kavanagh points out, ‘[t]he “basest beggars’” “need” for more than bread becomes an image of, and thus a discursive “production” of, Lear’s “need” to retain his royal prerequisites’.
 Lear’s eradication of specific class differences universalizes the rhetoric’s appeal, and constitutes Lear as the “fictive consciousness” in the text with which the socially heterogeneous audience may identify.
 Yet while Lear’s discourse contends that superfluity is generally applicable to all humankind, it maintains that the degree of excess corresponds to the relative privilege of social class. The two incompatible, contradictory concepts are made imaginarily compatible in ideology.
Later in the play, in his madness, Lear attempts a more plausible reconciliation with the underprivileged of society and his vision involves a radical redistribution of wealth. Lear is led to this by his capacity for fellow feeling:


Lear
                                          O, I have ta’en



Too little care of this. Take physic, pomp,



Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,



That thou mayst shake the superflux to them



And show the heavens more just.






(The Tragedy of King Lear, III.4.32-36)

The Tragedy of King Lear presents us with what might fairly be called an anatomy of ideology. In his madness, Lear experiences sharp, albeit fleeting, insights and reveals in his speeches the social reality hitherto concealed from him by his ideology of social obligation and hierarchy. 
In Act IV, Scene 5, of The Tragedy, this scrutiny and analysis extends first to the ideology of kingship and then to the ideology of legitimacy:

Lear
They flattered me like a dog, and told me I had the white hairs in my beard 


ere the black ones were there. To say ‘ay’ and ‘no’ to everything that I said 


‘ay’ and ‘no’ to was no good divinity. When the rain came to wet me once, 


and the wind to make me chatter; when the thunder would not peace at my 


bidding, there I found ’em, there I smelt ’em out. Go to, they are not men o’ 


their words. They told me I was everything; ’tis a lie, I am not ague-proof.








(The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.96-105)

Gloucester and his legitimate son, disguised as Poor Tom the Bedlam Beggar, are within hearing distance of Lear, Gloucester having attempted to commit suicide by throwing himself off Dover cliff, and Poor Tom having tricked him out of doing so. Gloucester says, ‘The trick of that voice I do well remember. / Is’t not the King?’ Lear replies, ‘Ay, every inch a king’, but without acknowledging that he knows who Gloucester is, who kneels before him:


Lear
When I do stare, see how the subject quakes!



I pardon that man’s life. What was thy cause?



Adultery? Thou shalt not die. Die for adultery!



No, the wren goes to’t, and the small gilded fly



Does lecher in my sight. Let copulation thrive,


For Gloucester’s bastard son



Was kinder to his father than my daughters



Got ’tween the lawful sheets.






(The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.108-15)

The irony of course is that he wasn’t, as Gloucester by this time recognises. 

As madman and blind man converse together, still without Lear acknowledging that he knows who Gloucester is, the anatomy or analysis extends to political and legal authority in the state:

Lear
                                                    No eyes in your head,



nor no money in your purse? Your eyes are in a heavy



case, your purse in a light; yet you see how this world



goes.


Gloucester
I see it feelingly.


Lear
What, art mad? A man may see how the world



goes with no eyes; look with thy ears. See how yon



justice rails upon yon simple thief. Hark in thine ear:



change places, and handy-dandy, which is the justice,



which is the thief? Thou hast seen a farmer’s dog bark 


at a beggar?


Gloucester
Ay, sir.


Lear
An the creature run from the cur, there thou



mightst behold the great image of authority. A dog’s



obeyed in office.






(The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.141-55)

This radical analysis is qualified by the context in which it is produced. As Lear is speaking he is refusing to recognize Gloucester and hence to acknowledge the very same fellow feeling that has apparently led him to pity the suffering of beggars and simple thieves at the hands of the authorities. In fact Lear does not only avoid acknowledging love or compassion, but acts cruelly in professing only to remember Gloucester’s eyes (which by this time he lacks), and he professes baldly to be avoiding an acknowledgement of Gloucester and therefore of the bond (of love) that has existed between them:

Gloucester                                        Dost you know me?


Lear
I remember thy eyes well enough. Dost thou 


squiny at me?



No, do thy worst, blind Cupid, I’ll not love.



Read thou this challenge. Mark but the penning of it.






(The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.131-35)

One is reminded of course of Lear’s question to his daughters in Act I Scene 1 – ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’ – and perhaps we begin to recognize the significance of the theme of love in this play, particularly love as fellow-feeling, pity or compassion, but also acknowledgement of a relationship or recognition of the significance of others in one’s life.

Lear’s question to his daughters in Act 1 Scene 1 appeals to their sense of familial obligation, but at the same time the question carries an inducement – a share of Lear’s kingdom of as yet undetermined size is up for grabs – and it appeals to Lear’s self-aggrandisement as king, not only because it is a vain question but since the extent of his daughters’ ‘bounty’ will depend upon the ‘merit’ of their speech, and he will be the judge of who speaks best: ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’ The anxiety that prompts Lear’s question is ‘partly an attempt to repair the damage of our […] first recognition of the separation of self and other that makes us so frighteningly aware of our dependence on everything that is outside of ourselves, everything we find that we cannot control’.
 In a futile attempt to control his daughters’ love, Lear is refusing to acknowledge his increasing dependence on them, yet he intends to be sustained by them. If he appears to have purchased their love with the power and dominion he gives them over the parts of his kingdom, perhaps he may assume that he has a right to possess their love. But this strikes a discordant note for it reveals not only Lear’s anxiety; it smacks of the shabbiness of mercantile bourgeois individualism and has no rightful place among the aristocratic values of filial obligation and reciprocity between family members. Cordelia’s remark that she loves her father ‘According to my bond; nor more nor less’, is in strict conformity with her sense of reciprocal obligation and it shames and angers Lear the more because he has transgressed from that set of values.
Auctioning the parcels of his kingdom has fatally compromised Lear’s position. His daughters may assert their right to rule because they can be said to have bought his kingdom from him with their protestations of love. For his part, Lear, outraged at his daughter Goneril’s neglect, is forced to appeal to Regan’s sense not only of filial piety but of the bargain:





Thou better know’st



The offices of nature, bond of childhood,



Effects of courtesy, dues of gratitude,



Thy half o’ the kingdom hast thou not forgot,



Wherein I thee endowed.







(The Tragedy of King Lear, II.2.350-54)
Lear is unable to recover the ideological unity of familial reciprocity, represented by the image concept of the body, because he has nothing left with which to pay for his daughters’ love. Lear’s subsequent madness is described by Gloucester as characterized by mental dissociation from his griefs that had taken from his sense all other feeling except the sense of ‘Filial ingratitude’. Realising that his elder daughters’ speeches of ‘love beyond words’ were an empty show, Lear remembers Cordelia’s ‘small fault’,


Which, like an engine, wrenched my frame of nature



From the fixed place, drew from my heart all love,



And added to the gall!







(The Tragedy of King Lear, 1.4.245-49)

Eventually, in Act V, Lear recovers his sanity, feels painfully his guilt, and accepts Cordelia’s love and forgiveness. Thereafter the two of them are captured, whereupon Lear seeks retirement with his daughter apart from others, a retirement in which he imagines she will repeatedly ask her father’s blessing and he will ask of her forgiveness (The Tragedy of King Lear, V.3.8-11): a timeless image of the restoration of reciprocal obligation. The image is naturalized – they will ‘sing like birds i’th’ cage’, and all is approved of the gods who are imagined as throwing incense in blessing. Lear’s ‘whole being [is] launched toward another’, Cordelia, yet worryingly this is because of a desire for the permanence of the old values over change. Imagining at the moment of his death that Cordelia still lives, as he does in the First Folio reading (see the previous seminar document), is a cruel delusion indeed and a tragic end to a life of delusions. 

To some extent Lear’s delusions about himself are rooted in an attempt to control signifying practice. He insists that he shall remain every inch a king despite giving his power away because he imagines that he is entirely signified by the signifier ‘king’ and that this could not signify anyone but him in his realm, as though his body itself were literally the body of the state. By renouncing the ‘power of majesty’ while retaining the ‘name’ only, he is actually trying to empty the signifier ‘king’ of meaning, of the substance of rule. But the meaning of ‘king’ is not something he can retain once he has renounced its effective relation to other parts of the body-politic. To some extent the identity of an individual within society, especially in the medieval and early modern period, is conceived along the same lines as the structural theory of linguistics conceives of signification within a language system. In other words, identity is an effect of the difference between positions in the societal system. These differences are between, for example, occupations, familial relations, sexual relations, classes or relations of service, employment, ownership, deference, and so on. By renouncing the relation of effectual rule, responsibility, and obligation, between king and subject, Lear effectively renounces his identity as king.
The problem for Lear is not his retirement from his position in the social body, but his delusion. The root of this is that he has identified too firmly with the signifier ‘king’. This is the work of ideology, an ideology of kingship, the effect of which is to encourage identification with one’s place in the societal structures. But if ideology is a set of thoughts and representations that conceal the subject’s alienation from the products of her/his labour in a context in which the capitalist class owns the means of production; if it is a set of representations which encourages the subject to accept the material conditions of her/his existence and the class structure as ‘natural’ or inevitable, then identification with one’s place in societal structures must by implication be contested. Arguably this is true for the sovereign as well as the subject.
So how does ideology effect firm identification? The role of ideology is to conceal the contradictions in the signifying systems and discursive practices of a culture in order to preserve the economic base and hierarchical structure of society, and to offer the subject an imaginary, compelling sense of reality in which crucial contradictions of self and social order appear resolved. Ideology in this sense is a lived relation to the real but it is also imaginary. There is a sense in which ideology is both a real and an imaginary relation to the world - real in that it is the way in which people really live their relationship to the social relations which govern their conditions of existence (a materialist view), but imaginary in that it discourages a full understanding of these conditions of existence and the ways in which people are socially constituted within them (a cognitive view). 
Lear is deluded into imagining that the body of his state (the realm) is actually his natural body, and therefore the privileges of the position this affords him cannot be removed from him any more than his natural body can be removed from him. But of course his firm identification with his sovereignty conceals the difference between bodies, as well as the inherent (potential) contradictoriness of the ‘two bodies’ model of kingship. There is a contradiction between Lear’s conscious self, the sovereign self which appears in his own discourse, and the self which is only partly represented there, the self which speaks, the self who wishes to withdraw from royal responsibilities. ‘The unconscious comes into being in the gap which is formed by this division.’
 The Unconscious ‘constantly reveals the “failure” of identity’, not as a passing blip in the process of socialisation, but rather as ‘something endlessly repeated and relived moment by moment throughout our individual histories’.
 Of this Lear, initially, is wholly unaware and his lack of awareness leads to the foolish error of relinquishing the power of his kingdom to his daughters.
Of course the Fool realizes this and says: ‘Now thou art an O without a figure. I am better than thou art, now. I am a fool; thou art nothing.’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, 1.4.174-76) At least the Fool has identity or social meaning, because he has a particular role or function in social relations. The Fool not only tries to draw Lear’s attention to what is real though not apparent to him, he also disrupts the appearance of the transparency of linguistic signification. This appearance is an effect of the naturalization of constructed concepts and identities by or through ideology. The Fool does this by contextualizing signifiers in their discursive or linguistic context revealing their meanings, or signifieds, as dependent upon that context rather than meaning what they mean absolutely and devoid of context. For example, punning playfully, he contextualizes the polysemous signifier ‘crown’ (of obvious relevance to Lear), producing a plurality of signifieds: the half of a broken egg shell; the ‘bald crown’ of the head; the king’s ‘golden’ crown; and metonymically his realm: ‘When thou clovest thy crown i’th’ middle and gave away both parts’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, I.4.142-46). In each case the meaning is derived from the context or frame of the literal sentence. Not dissimilarly the meaning of kingship derives from social context in which it is effectual, not from its identity with the natural body of a person.
One view of the philosophy of fools is that they reveal contradictions inherent in what seems to have been proved by visual experience; they hold up to ridicule what seems obvious to common sense. The Fool persistently, and occasionally to Lear’s annoyance, draws his attention to the falsity of the image concept of himself and of his family that led him to give his kingdom to his daughters. He tries to persuade Lear that although he finds his daughters’ ingratitude unnatural, there are natural analogies: ‘The hedge-sparrow fed the cuckoo so long, / That it’s had it head bit off by it young’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, 1.4.198-99). In nature the hedge sparrow fails to recognize that the cuckoo egg smuggled into its nest by the mother cuckoo is not its own likeness. 
Genuine self-knowledge and understanding of what is real would no doubt help Lear, but the Fool mysteriously disappears from the play. The National Theatre production directed by Sam Mendes in 2014 had Simon Russell Beale as Lear bludgeon his Fool to death. It is not at all clear that the Fool’s riddling discourse offers any kind of resolution to the dramatic action or the extreme suffering of the play, at least, that is, as far as Lear himself is concerned. The Fool disappears from the play soon after Lear’s little party of followers has been joined by Edgar in the guise of Poor Tom, the Bedlam Beggar. Through self-abasement and self-inflicted suffering Edgar arguably comes to realize the tensions and anxieties underlying the ideological representations of his position as legitimate eldest son of the Earl of Gloucester, tensions which appear to have rendered him passive in response to his mistreatment at the hands of his brother Edmund. 
Edgar also tries more insistently than any other character to gain some distance on suffering, and relief from it, by making it conform to a comprehensible pattern (e.g. one in which it is necessary for redemption). Edgar does not so much look for redemption from suffering in the form of release from personal suffering through the dramatic outcome of the play, rather he seeks a kind of redemption in responding to the suffering that actually exists outside of himself in the world. He articulates the interdependence of feeling for self and fellow feeling, an interdependence which arguably motivates Lear’s radical ideas for economic redistribution. Does the play, then, offer a resolution to suffering through the character of Edgar? It has been argued by some critics of the play that we are driven to seek the meaning of our human fate not in what becomes of us, what happens to us, in what may be an imbecile or absurd universe without meaning, but rather in what we become as a result of and in response to what happens to us. Accordingly some critics have focused on how the play represents the human spirit’s capacity for love, devotion and joy, courage and compassion, or fellow-feeling, in the face of unimaginable terror.
In what is perhaps the most eloquent of his attempts to articulate his compassionate philosophy, Edgar claims that his deprived and abject condition, disguised as Poor Tom, has altered his identity into ‘A most poor man, made tame to fortune’s blows; / Who, by the art of known and feeling sorrows, / Am pregnant to good pity’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.6.210-12) If we consider this within the context in which it is uttered, however, we realize that Edgar is avoiding his father’s recognition, for it is Edgar’s answer to Gloucester’s question, ‘Now good sir, what are you?’ Therefore we have the same situation as we had with Lear, for whatever resolution Edgar’s compassionate philosophy might have offered to the audience is compromised by the context in which it is uttered.
One way in which the play addresses the problem of suffering, however, is to expose its own theatrical production as in some ways analogous to the production of ideology, and it is Edgar’s role to do this most effectively on Dover Cliff in Act IV, Scene 5. This is done by enlisting the audience’s belief in the dramatic situation presented on the stage and then obliging the audience to question it. In this way the play also asks the audience to question the role of ideology in making one’s beliefs and values seem natural even though they may be merely the product of upbringing and social class. In the Elizabethan theatre the discrepancy between the verbally produced scene and the evidence of the senses, which see a bare stage, is overridden by the audience’s complicity. But the scene of Gloucester’s attempted suicide puts severe pressure on this. Accustomed to complying with verbal descriptions of scene, the audience is discouraged from doing so by Gloucester’s suspicion that Edgar is lying:

Gloucester 
Methinks the ground is even.


Edgar





Horrible steep.








(The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.3-4) 

However the audience may be encouraged once again to comply with convention when Gloucester admits the probability that his ‘other senses grow imperfect / By [his] eyes’ anguish’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.5-6). But then Edgar reveals the reason for his verbal trickery – ‘to cure’ his father’s suicidal despair. Even as the audience then realizes the cliff does not exist in a theatrical sense, prior ‘uncertainty about the reality of the cliff is exchanged for uncertainty about its imaginative force’, its capacity for producing a ‘sense of reality’, when Gloucester appears to have died despite falling from no greater height than his own.
 For Edgar says, ‘I know not how conceit [imagination] may rob / The treasury of life, when life itself / Yields to the theft’ (IV.5.42-44). In this scene the production of a theatrical ‘sense of reality’, which relies upon the audience’s complicity, is exposed as analogous to the production of ideology by society and language, which also provides for each subject a sense of his or her own identity and reality.
The dramatic action of King Lear opposes ideologies of individualism and reciprocal obligation and is itself productive of ideology through speeches that attempt to conceal the contradictions between these sets of values, such as Lear’s speech about the universality of the human need to have more than one actually needs. In his madness Lear experiences a crisis in naturalized discourse and achieves insight into ideologies of sovereign selfhood, family, and social justice. But his refusal to acknowledge love provides a context out of which his insights emerge compromised, and when he has recovered, he seeks retirement unthreatened by ideological and social change. In the First Folio he dies deluded again, this time believing that Cordelia may still be alive. It is in the context of avoiding love and knowledge that Edgar provides the play’s most convincing, and yet thereby arguably undermined, answer to suffering in the interdependence of feeling for self and fellow feeling. The Fool’s riddling speeches reveal how meanings of words actually depend upon their discursive context and therefore no sign or subject is entirely self-identical. But the Fool’s wisdom appears to be lost on the king and the Fool disappears from the play. This notwithstanding, the scene at Dover Cliff similarly exposes the process whereby not only theatre but all social discourse elicits complicity whereby a sense of reality is produced along with a sense of the naturalness of the values that reside in that reality – even where those values may perpetuate injustice. The tragedy of King Lear anatomically exposes this ideological process by exposing its own theatrical processes and therein perhaps offers to its audience a kind of redemption or healing by critical insight and fellow-feeling.
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