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Shakespeare’s King Lear

II : The Anatomy of Ideology and the Avoidance of Love
In the first lecture we explored possible reasons for the extremity of suffering in King Lear; a suffering that has been observed throughout the critical history of the work, and which might appear to be in excess of that which is necessary for the surgical opening of wounds and showing of the moral ulcers that are covered with tissue and need to be healed. If King Lear is to conform to Sidney’s prescriptive surgical theory of tragedy in the Defence of Poesy, the suffering must be necessary in order to bring about a restoration of moral, mental, social and political health. One way to approach the question of whether the play provides any kind of healing or redemption for Lear is to ask whether the dramatic action and the extremity of his suffering afford him any critical insight into the ideology which underpins Nature and the familial bonds which are natural for him, but which the dramatic action has exposed as socially constructed and in conflict with the ideology of the individual. This individualism is promulgated by Edmund and underpinned by an entirely different conception of Nature.
1.
Analysis or Anatomy of the Ideology of Legitimacy

Lear
The wren goes to’t, and the small gilded fly



Does lecher in my sight






(Act IV, Scene 6, ll. 106-107)

Gloucester’s bastard son, Edmund, is (mistakenly) acknowledged to have been ‘kinder to his father than my daughters / Got ’tween the lawful sheets’ (Act IV, Scene 6, ll. 108-110).
2.
Analysis or Anatomy of Authority and Society

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 thy ear:



handy-dandy, which is the thief, which is the justice?



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.






(Scene 20, ll. 140-53)
3.
Love and the Avoidance of Love

Gloucester                                        Do you know me?


Lear
I remember thy eyes well enough. Dost thou squiny



on me?



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



Read thou that challenge. Mark the penning of’t.






(Scene 20, ll. 130-34)

4.
Act 1, Scene 1. Lear’s question to his daughters – ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’ – appeals to their sense of familial obligation, which is an important part of Lear’s ideology of Nature. But the same question carries an inducement – a share of Lear’s kingdom – to satisfy Lear’s self-aggrandisement, since the extent of their ‘bounty’ will depend upon the ‘merit’ of their speech. Lear is in effect purchasing his daughters’ (professions of) love. This is individualistic, mercantile, and strikes a discordant note. Cordelia’s remark that she loves her father ‘According to my bond; nor more nor less’, is in strict conformity to her sense of reciprocal obligation. But Lear continues to try to conflate incompatible sets of values. Outraged at his daughter Goneril’s neglect, he appeals to Regan:





thou better knowest



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.







(Act II, Scene 4, ll. 170-74)
The form of Lear’s question – ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’ – not only asserts his paternal (patriarchal) right to judge, possess and control his daughters’ love, but also betrays an attempt to extend his control into their marriages. The contradiction is succinctly summarized by Cordelia:


Why have my sisters husbands, if they say


They love you all? Haply, when I shall wed,


That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry


Half my love with him, half my care and duty.








(Act 1, Scene 1, ll. 90-93)
5.
The family discursively produced as a healthy body is replaced by Lear’s figurative use of disease to explain Goneril’s ‘ingratitude’:


But yet thou art my flesh, my blood, my daughter,



Or rather a disease that’s in my flesh,



Which I must needs call mine.







(Act II, Scene 4, ll. 214-16)

Lear is unable to recover the ideological unity of familial reciprocity because he has nothing left with which to pay for his daughters’ love. Lear’s subsequent dissociation from his body is identified by Gloucester as Lear’s madness.
6.
The Fool

The Reality Principle? The Fool’s speeches draw attention to the contradictions in Lear’s behaviour and in his naturalized sense of the arrangement of self, sovereign and familial relations. His speeches contextualize signifiers in their discursive contexts, thereby disrupting the appearance of transparency or truth of linguistic signification, which is an effect of its naturalization by or through ideology.

7.
Edgar as ‘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 son of the Earl of Gloucester, tensions which appear to have rendered him passive.


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 therefore articulates the interdependence of feeling for self and fellow feeling, which also motivates Lear’s radical ideas for economic redistribution.
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