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LittÃ© Moral and political issues in King Lear

Thus at the beginning of the drama Lear appears to the audience as an all- powerful judge imbued with his authority, who cannot conceive that he as committed. 
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M o ra l a n d p o lit ic a l is s u e s in K in g Le ar 1/ Litté



Source: Première leçon sur: The Tragedy of King Lear, Henri Suhamy, Ellipses.



! Moral theme in KL = simple: the play represents a battlefield in which Good and Evil wage their eternal war agst each other. ! Yet if on the whole it is easy for the audience to recognize which are the champions in each of the 2 armies, the notions of good and evil are not so easy to define and situate. ! The 2 plots are founded on a conflict btw Authority and Rebellion. ! Lear does not feel that he is taking revenge on C, or that he indulges in giving free rein to a fit of choleric and tyrannical passion. He believes that he is acting righteously and fulfilling a duty. ! Thus at the beginning of the drama Lear appears to the audience as an allpowerful judge imbued with his authority, who cannot conceive that he as committed a moral fault or an act of injustice. ! He commits on moral grounds an action that the author makes appear immoral to the public. ! Lear is led to a tragic error by the very system which he embodies at the highest degree. Thus his fatal delusion gives him the prominence of a tragic hero. ! The real plane of KL is more ethical than psychological. ! The pb with Lear is that he takes himself for a god. Later on in the play, by slow degrees, he understands that he is only a man, that the veneration he received from the court in the time of his power was founded on fear and interest, not on love and piety. ! He also understands that what is called the Establishment (= a gp in a sty exercizing power and influence over matters of policy) does not embody the moral values.



! Lear understands that the laws of sty (ideology) are only at the service of the vilest instincts of mankind, especially selfishness, cupidity and concupiscence, morality being synonymous with hypocrisy. ! Is evil associated with authority, and good with rebellion? No, since Edmund is a rebel and a villain (C a rebel and a saint). At the end he is a victim of poetic justice, i.e. the type of ccl ensuring the punishments of cillains and the happinessever-after of good people. ! Poetic justice does not extend to C. KL being a tragedy there is no happy ending. ! By renouncing his power L has committed: o



A psychological error: he believed that authority, a spiritual power, cd exist without the material prop of political, financial and military power. He also deludes himself into thinking that royal authority is indelibly attached to his person as an individual man, not to his function in sty. He has lost his ID, he is reduced to a shadow.



o



An ethical error: because eby shaking off the responsibility that was entrusted to him by providence he has unleashed the forces of disunion and disorder.



! Does the lesson from the play consist in yoking together the notions of Good and Order, and conversely of Evil and Disorder? The laws of sty are morally justified by the imperfections of human nature (man tempted by the animal in him ==> passion & greed must be controlled). ! Does social order incarnate justice? The play shows ex of social order going side by side with moral disorder: o



The traditional roder rpsted by G & KL means well, but it idolizes itself and becomes tyranny.



! The lesson brought home is that moral goodness exists in itself, and for itself. The quantity of love which is contained in mere obedience is summed up by C in one word: Nothing. And what she expects as a reward for her uncompromising integrity is expressed by the same word, nothing. The only reward for virtue is virtue itself.
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