Shakespeare's King Lear – Love, Duty, Legitimacy, and Family.
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Examine the attitudes towards legitimacy, family, love, duty, and reciprocal obligation expressed in King Lear and the issues surrounding these concepts and values.
Shakespeare's historic work has taken many writers and academics' minds and curiosity over a millennium with his intrinsic writing skills and the ability to make us connect and feel. His influence, in fact, has inspired our way of thinking about literature, and continues to ponder his politics and storytelling to this day. But nothing compares to the legacy of one of his works, King Lear. A story which delves into the concepts of family and what you would do for those you love. To further explore this, modern concepts such as the Anima Mundi (the soul of the world) in which all human beings are connected, that the world is animated by the soul much like a human body. [footnoteRef:7748] This idea stems from the world soul infusing the cosmos with life and intelligence. In other words, family duty reflects a breach in the cosmic order. And who better introduces this concept than King Lear, his daughters, Gloucester and his sons? In a sense, they mirror a template, exploring the fragility of social constructs like legitimacy and duty. And within Shakespeare's positions of love and reciprocal obligation, it does not merely infuse personal emotions, but as a foundational bedrock of political stability. In this essay, I will take these definitions of duty and legitimacy against the expressions of natural love using these tragic characters, whilst arguing that the play substitutes transactional politics for authentic human connection. [7748:  E. Riedel, ‘Anima Mundi: The Epidemic of Collective Trauma’, Psychological Perspectives, 60.2 (2017), 134–55, p. 1.] 


The Tension Between Love and Duty
The play begins with King Lear dividing his united kingdom to prevent a civil war between rival claimants. And to fully understand King Lear and his precarious position, we must investigate the opening scenes of the play, in which King Lear addresses his daughters and tests their love for him. Critics are profoundly divided on the true motivation behind his love test. Some sources argue that the ritual is fundamentally a calculated political review – a historic reading edited by Geoffrey Bullough suggests that Lear uses public flattery as a form of state currently to easily divide his kingdom, be it ready after his death and to make sure that the one daughter who loves him most will get the rest. [footnoteRef:24979] Whilst other sources such as Matthew Harkins take a psychoanalytic approach, arguing that the rest stems from Lear’s fragile ego and a regressive emotional desire for absolute validation in his old age. [footnoteRef:20569] [24979:  Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare, ed. by Geoffrey Bullough (London: Columbia University Press, 1973), p. 271.]  [20569:  Matthew Harkins, ‘The Politics of Old Age in Shakespeare’s King Lear’, Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies, 18.1 (2018), 1–28, p. 5.] 

‘The two great princes, France and Burgundy,
Great rivals in our youngest daughter’s love,
Long in our court have made their amorous sojourn
And here are to be answered. Tell me, my
daughters—
Since now we will divest us both of rule,
Interest of territory, cares of state—
Which of you shall we say doth love us most,
That we our largest bounty may extend
Where nature doth with merit challenge.’ [footnoteRef:17677] [17677:  Folger Shakespeare Library, King Lear- Entire Play, https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/king-lear/read/, [accessed 21 May, 2026] p. 11.] 

Ultimately, King Lear’s quantification of emotion to love is a mere transaction. A toxic dynamic which demonstrates his hubristic attempts to merge his public authority as a monarch with his private identity as a father. He expects his daughters, regardless of their genuine feelings, will submissively perform on demand and follow his word, offering hollow sycophancy to a father who is using the division of land as leverage. Moreover, he has mistaken the outward performance of duty for the emotional reality of love, blinded by his desperate craving for validation from his daughters.
His elder daughters, Goneril and Regan, respond in a calculated elegance that underlines their rhetorical duty. Goneril addresses her father as ‘Sir...’ proceeding to present herself as a loving daughter who shall devote herself to her role. This hyperbole is immediately rewarded with a substantial portion for the kingdom. Whilst Regan similarly weaponizes herself and her sister’s worth as a prize, professing herself as an ‘...enemy to all other joys...’. Both women portray their familial duty entirely as a theatrical performance, masking a complete lack of reciprocal moral obligation to their father in his favour. By reducing familial love to a political commodity, Shakespeare exposes the fundamental of an absolute monarch who relies on superficial compliance rather than genuine loyalty. 
Lear’s sudden, violent rejection of Cordilia and Kent demonstrates a tragic truth: tyrants frequently prefer flattering, superficial duty over challenging, authentic love. Cordelia states;
‘Good my lord,
You have begot me, bred me, loved me.
I return those duties back as are right fit:
Obey you, love you, and most honor you.
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.’
Sure I shall never marry like my sisters,
To love my father all.’ [footnoteRef:24703] [24703:  Folger Shakespeare Library, King Lear- Entire Play, p. 13] 

When Cordelia refuses to participate in the hyperbole, offering only a modest, honest statement of duty with ‘Nothing’, King Lear’s fragile ego shatters. He equates her silence with a lack of duty, proving he cannot differentiate between performance and reality. [footnoteRef:17242] ‘Here I disclaim all my paternal care / Propinquity, and property of blood, / And as a stranger to my heart and me.’  [17242:  Lehnhof, K.R. (2014) “Relation and Responsibility: A Levinasian Reading of King Lear,” Modern philology, 111(3), pp. 485–509. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1086/673478. P. 488] 

When Kent steps in to break the tyrannical spell, warning Lear to ‘See better, Lear, and let me still remain / The true blank of thine eye.’ [footnoteRef:32097], Lear banishes him. This reaction highlights the tragic irony of absolute power: the sovereign deliberately blinds himself to truth, actively punishing the only two subjects who display genuine, protective love and duty towards him.  [32097:  Et al, p 18.] 


Legitimacy within Nature: The Machiavellian Threat
In the case of Cordelia, there was talk of nature. In the old play, Lear insists on the natural duties his daughters must atone to, ‘by natures sacred law.’, and while Cordeleia asks her husband, ‘What can stop the course of natures power?’ unveiling her natural love for her unkind father. [footnoteRef:98] On the scale of natural love and duty between parent and child, Shakespeare builds a more complex association with nature; that nature is the universal order created by God and was influenced by the stars on physical and mental health. [footnoteRef:15263] [98:  Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare, p. 302.]  [15263:   Danby Cf. J. F., Shakespeare’s Doctrine of Nature: A Study of King Lear (London: Faber and Faber, 1949).] 

To counterpoint the main point, Edmund and Gloucester’s subplot introduces an ideological rebellion against traditional social and cosmic structures.
In Act 1, Scene 2, we encounter Edmund, Gloucester's illegitimate son, who plots to displace his legitimate brother, Edgar, by manipulating their father into an irrational fury. Edmund masterfully twists Gloucester's mind by forging a letter implying Edgar intends to end his life. This ruthless manipulation aligns perfectly with the Machiavellian political theory, as formulated by Niccolo Machiavelli in The Prince. [footnoteRef:25575] Edmund rejects the traditional ‘Natural Order’ or Divine Right, operating instead on a philosophical of pure political pragmatism and self-interest. He views morality not as a cosmic truth, but as a tactical weakness to be exploited for personal advancement.  [25575:  Khristina H. Haddad and Claudia Mesa Higuera, ‘Seeing What Is Said: Teaching Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince Through Its Images’, PS: Political Science & Politics, 54.4 (2021), 575–85] 

‘Thou, Nature, art my goddess. To thy law
My services are bound. Wherefore should I
Stand in the plague of custom, and permit
The curiosity of nations to deprive me
For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines
Lag of a brother? why “bastard”? Wherefore “base,”
When my dimensions are as well compact,
My mind as generous and my shape as true
As honest madam’s issue?’ [footnoteRef:13467] [13467: Et al, p. 30.] 

Edmund is seen as the bastard child – categorised as a legal non-entity and a moral mistake. Janet something believes that the absence of a maternal figure and the strictures of patrilineal inheritance shape Edmund's rage against "legitimacy." [footnoteRef:8031] To construct his own sense of agency and worth, he turns to a personalised definition of nature.  However, Irving argues that Edmund is a manifestation of raw "Nature" conceived outside of God’s harmonious order, making his rejection of family duty an inevitable consequence of his illegitimate status. [footnoteRef:22934] For Edmund, nature is his way of justifying individualism and the unbridled pursuit of self-interest. Through his opening soliloquy (‘Thou, Nature, art my goddess...’), he explicitly rejects traditional orthodox view that nature dictates a harmonious social hierarchy. In other words, it is his way of rejecting King Lear’s opinion that nature is normal, but rather a plague of customs. [footnoteRef:25244] Viewing it as a disease of arbitrary, designed to protect inherited property rather than measure a human being worth.  [8031:  F. Dunworth, review of Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to The Tempest, by Janet Adelman, Theatre Research International, 18.1 (1993), 65–66]  [22934:  I. Ribner, ‘The Gods Are Just: A Reading of King Lear’, Tulane Drama Review, 2.3 (1958), 34–54, p. 38.]  [25244:  William Shakespeare: Complete Works, ed. by Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen (Hampshire: Macmillan, 2007), p. 2005.] 

Far from accepting a base status, Edmund is keenly aware of his own individual merit, arguing that his ‘...mind as generous and my shape as true...’match or exceed those of any legitimate heir. His anger to the words ‘bastard’ and ‘base’ is his way of exposing legitimacy as an arbitrary legal fiction, designed to protect his own property rather than measure his human worth.
Through a Machiavellian lens, Edmund is portrayed at the ultimate self-serving villain who utilises deceit to achieve his political ambition. But that villainy is deeply intellectual; his philosophy on traditional duty is a chain meant only to restrict the weak, leaving his only true obligation to his own ambition. [footnoteRef:24657] For Edmund, to be seen is to be heard. The same can be said to be feared and obeyed. This cutthroat political philosophy is mirrored in King Lear’s daughters, Goneril and Regan. Their individual goals and political ambitions violently clash with the king himself because they, too, reject patriarchal duty in favour of absolute autonomy. Ultimately, Shakespeare uses there's characters to show how a purely Machiavellian pursuit of power completely dismantles both the micro-hierarchy of the family unit and the macro-hierarchy of the state.  [24657:  Et al, p. 303] 

To fully understand Edmund further, it must be compared with Gloucester’s superstitious nature. [footnoteRef:23103] Following the initial fractures in both King Lear’s and his own household, Gloucester famously blames cosmic forces. [23103:  William Shakespeare: Complete Works, p. 2005.] 

‘These late eclipses in the sun and moon
portend no good to us. Though the wisdom of
nature can reason it thus and thus, yet nature finds
itself scourged by the sequent effects. Love cools,
friendship falls off, brothers divide; in cities, mutinies;
in countries, discord; in palaces, treason; and
the bond cracked ’twixt son and father. This villain
of mine comes under the prediction: there’s son
against father. The King falls from bias of nature:
there’s father against child.’ [footnoteRef:11785] [11785: Et al, p. 35.] 

By projecting the collapse of societal and familial bonds onto the stars, Gloucester exhibits a profound moral blindness; he completely refuses to acknowledge his own hand creating the process. Specifically, he evades responsibility for the moral failure of conceiving an illegitimate son and subsequently treating him as a disposable outsider. [footnoteRef:31523] Gloucester's casual cruelty is established in the plays opening lines, where he jokes about Edmund's birth with cold malice, ‘He hath been out nine years, and away he shall again.’ this emotional exile directly fosters Edmunds resentment, yet Gloucester remains oblivious to the phycological damage he has inflicted.  [31523:  Et al, p. 2004.] 

Henceforth, for Edmund, human agency and cold calculation is his own structural inversion of power, finding its perfect distillation where he vows to usurp his father's estate, declaring -
‘...That which my father loses—no less than all.
The younger rises when the old doth fall.’ [footnoteRef:11188] [11188:  Et al, p. 135] 

Through this contrast, this demonstrates how the older generations blind resilience on outdated, providential myths directly enables the rise of a dangerous, hyper-rational new order. 
Reciprocal Obligation vs. Exploitation
In Act 1, Scene 3, Goneril expresses her intense frustration to Oswald – a character who acts as the perfect, unquestioning instrument of her political will. She complains about her father and his retinue of one hundred knights, declaring them to be an unnecessary domestic expense and a volatile political threat.  
‘By day and night he wrongs me. Every hour
He flashes into one gross crime or other
That sets us all at odds. I’ll not endure it.
His knights grow riotous, and himself upbraids us
On every trifle. When he returns from hunting,
I will not speak with him. Say I am sick.
If you come slack of former services,
You shall do well. The fault of it I’ll answer.’ [footnoteRef:24468] [24468:  Et al, p. 41.] 

To King Lear, these one hundred knights of his represent far more than his residual power over his kingdom, his sovereign identity, but also a reciprocal obligation that his daughters owe him for inheriting his kingdom. His statues are deeply tied to this symbol. And Goneril, however, views the knights through a purely transactional and bureaucratic lens. She interprets his remaining influence as an encroaching political liability and on intolerable threat to her domestic autonomy. Where Lear expects unconditional gratitude, Goneril demands economic and political efficiency.
This clash demonstrates that tragedy stems not from Lear’s financial greed, but from his profound psychological vulnerability. He strips himself of actual political authority while naively assuming the social contract of family loyalty will preserve his respect. When Goneril cuts his retine, she isn't just reducing expects but systemically dismantling his identity as a king and a father. And Lear’s rage is a desperate, failing, defence mechanism against her, culminating in his fragile retreat:
‘I prithee, daughter, do not make me mad.
I will not trouble thee, my child. Farewell.
We’ll no more meet, no more see one another.
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. Thou art a boil,
A plague-sore or embossèd carbuncle
In my corrupted blood. But I’ll not chide thee.’ [footnoteRef:16661] [16661:  Et al, p. 113.] 

And so, the gradual decline of King Lear’s knights - from one hundred to fifty, to twenty five, until Goneril sharply demands, ‘What need you five-and-twenty, ten, or five / To follow in a house where twice so many / Have a command to tend you?’ [footnoteRef:23281] is a key moment in which he is betrayed from his own two daughters. Both Goneril and Regan weaponize a cold, statistical logic to systematically strip their father of his identity reducing a king's sovereign dignity to a mere question of practical necessity.  [23281:  Et al, p. 117.] 

To add vital thematic context, the king’s Fool plays as the only figure who can speak true with the king without fear of punishment. He consistently highlights Lear’s political mistakes and reminds him of his foul judgements. The Fool especially brutally encapsulates this foolish inversion of the natural order, saying, 
‘When thou
clovest thy crown i’ th’ middle and gav’st away
both parts, thou bor’st thine ass on thy back o’er
the dirt. Thou hadst little wit in thy bald crown
when thou gav’st thy golden one away.’ [footnoteRef:22896]  [22896:  Et al, p. 52/53.] 

Henceforth, this demonstrates that no matter how brilliant or calculated your plan may be or how sweet betrayal may be, betrayal inherently breeds systematic instability. The family breaks apart; everyone has their own land and yet nothing feels accomplished. In fact, by violating their primal obligation to their father, it turns into political chaos, immediately turning on each other, a fragmentation literalised by their toxic love triangle with Edmund. [footnoteRef:9074] This trajectory proves that without a mutual obligation, society inevitably devolves into cannibalistic chaos. In Albany’s wise words,  [9074:  Kent R. Lehnhof, 'Relation and Responsibility: A Levinasian Reading of King Lear', Modern Philology, 111.3 (2014), 485–509 p. 509.] 

‘A man, a prince, by him so benefited!
If that the heavens do not their visible spirits
Send quickly down to tame these vile offenses,
It will come:
Humanity must perforce prey on itself,
Like monsters of the deep.’ [footnoteRef:1553] [1553:  Et al, p. 181.] 


Redefining Values in the Storm 
On the storm-swept heath, Lear is systematically stripped of all royal trappings, reducing him to what he calls a ...’unaccommodated man is no more but such a poor, bare, forked animal as thou art.’ A madness that is swelling within the storm. Far removed from the performative artificially of the courts, the false definitions of duty and status melt away. This existential stripping leads directly to the discovery of genuine obligation, beautifully said in Lear’s prayer for the ‘...poor naked wretches...’ in this moment of intense exposure a profound moral awakening. [footnoteRef:16611] He realises during his reign, he tragically neglected his reciprocal obligation as a king to protect his poorest, most vulnerable subjects, laminating,  [16611:  J. W. Bennett, ‘The Storm Within: The Madness of Lear’, Shakespeare Quarterly, 13.2 (1962), 137–55. p. 140.] 

‘O, I have ta’en
Too little care of this. Take physic, pomp.
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,
That thou may’st shake the superflux to them
And show the heavens more just.’
On the heath, nature acts as a harsh crucible that forces the ego to dissolve, giving rise to authentic human empathy. As this guy states, ‘...the extension of man's corruption to the world of physical nature.’ Parallel to Lear’s psychological transformation is Gloucester's journey toward spiritual sight. Following the brutal physical extraction of his eyes, Gloucester experiences an ironic epiphany, famously stating, 
‘I stumbled when I saw. Full oft ’tis seen
Our means secure us, and our mere defects
Prove our commodities. O dear son Edgar,
The food of thy abusèd father’s wrath,
Might I but live to see thee in my touch,
I’d say I had eyes again.’
Stripped by his literal vision and his reliance on superstitious determinism, he finally recognises Edgar's profound loyalty. Furthermore, he confronts his own past failure to preserve authentic filial love beneath the arbitrary societal label of ‘legitimacy.’
This reclamation is moral clarity highlighting the radical nature of piety in a collapsing world. While the Machiavellian figures demand transactional loyalty, Kent and Edgar embody an enterally unselfish devotion. [footnoteRef:14431]  Both characters deliberately assume degrading disguises – Kent as the blunt servant Caius, and Edgar as the psychotic beggar poor tom – to protect and serve their respective masters and fathers. Because they execute these acts of pure, unselfish duty without any expectation of material reward, they offer a stark, redemptive contrast to the calculated greed destroying the kingdom. Edgar asks Kent about the promised end, a question in which is answered by another question. ‘Or image of that horror?‘ it is more of an image than the end. ‘We are ruled by our passions and our bodies: we go through life performing a series of different roles of which we are no means in control.’ [footnoteRef:24841] [14431:  Et al, 2006]  [24841:  Et al, 2006.] 

‘When we are born, we cry that we are come
To this great stage of fools.’ [footnoteRef:16084] [16084:  Et al, 207.] 

In conclusion, the play ultimately demonstrates that tragedy teaches morality and educates both the audience and readers the harsh realities of life. Shakespeare explores madness and suffering through the lenses of love and legitimacy; a chaotic time state where every character suffers under the weight of their own morals and perceived by their line of duty. This burden inflicts a deep conflict upon nature, minds, deeds, and words. Through these characters, Shakespeare unveils an ulcer covered in tissue; the gruesome dissection that a doctor might attempt to patch but can never truly heal. From its mad king, the scheming sisters, the bastard son, his father and brother, and the fool, despite the grim reality, traditional definitions of legitimacy and duty ultimately dismantle any illusions of unconditional love and mutual accountability through the actions of these characters at a tragic cost – tragically, King Lear, his daughters, Gloucester and his sons only find their perfect kind of love and duty after their kingdom has been entirely destroyed. In the end, Shakespeare's ultimate message conveys that human laws are worthless facades unless anchored by an internal, unshakable sense of reciprocal human empathy. Only then can we know what true loyalty means. 
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