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Justice and the Law in King Lear

The English judicial landscape of Shakespeare’s time was dominated by two very different conceptions of the law.  The first, or positive law, is the work of mankind and dictates that which is socially acceptable within the context of a society.  The second is known as natural law, and defined by a sense of universality.  That is to say that an act viewed as universally wrong, regardless of cultural boundaries, is a violation of the natural law.  Just as Shakespeare lived in a world where two notions of the law exist, so too does King Lear exist within a world where justice is similarly polarized.  The play is undeniably brutal, filled with examples of human cruelty and apparently senseless calamities.  The series of trials and tribulations in the play force a singular question upon the characters: Is there any real justice in the world, or only vicious hostility?  The mounting tragedies certainly convey an image of the latter, but both viewpoints are expressed by characters within the play itself, with Edgar able to claim in the final act that “The gods are just” (V.iii.171).  In the end, there is only uncertainty in King Lear, with the conclusion marked by lingering heartache.  The wretched characters die, but paragons of virtue fall along with them.  It is impossible to say which force has triumphed, but the play comes through with one very clear meaning: justice is achieved neither through the systems of positive law, nor in the acts of revenge that attempt to restore balance in the face of natural law.

This polarization of positive and natural law is present from the very opening of King Lear.  Lear, in presenting his three daughters with his ‘love test’ is seeking to subvert a sense of positive law within his own kingdom.  In asking Goneril to speak first of her love for him, he explains his intent is “That we our largest bounty may extend / Where nature doth with merit challenge” (I.i.52-53).  Nature, in the sense that Lear ostensibly proposes here, is the established civil law of primogeniture.  Under such a system, the King would pass Britain in its entirety to Goneril, his eldest born, and her husband Albany.  Lear’s decision to divide his kingdom among his three daughters, however misguided, demands that he justify which of the three receives the largest portion to govern.  It is here that merit, or a sense of natural law and worthiness, enters into Lear’s considerations and validates his test of flattery.  We as readers are given a clear indication that King Lear favors Cordelia over his other daughters, and would choose to provide her with the largest portion of his kingdom if only given the chance.  It is in this fashion, in choosing to favor natural law over positive and test his daughters, that Lear brings heartache on himself and his kingdom.

What Lear does not realize, in choosing to give preference to natural law, is that the King is positive law within an absolutist monarchy.  In order to provide Cordelia with the largest portion of his kingdom, or indeed with all of Britain, he need only decree it to be so.  His choice to create a spectacle in which he can prove Cordelia’s worth through merit is his downfall, brought about by his youngest daughter’s honest answer.  Once the test has been declared in the presence of the court, Lear has no choice but to preserve his own honor and follow through with the banishment of his most beloved daughter.  The King had only to utilize the authority given him through positive law to avoid an uncertain outcome, and to ensure that the end of his life might be marked by happiness rather than heartbreak.

The ‘love test’ does not end with Cordelia’s honesty, however.  Instead, Lear continues with it, though the object of the trial has changed.  Having revoked Cordelia’s dowry, Lear asks Burgundy whether or not he will “cease [his] quest of love” (I.i.193).  The French Lord replies that “I crave no more than hath your Highness offer’d, / Nor will you tender less” (I.i.194-195).  In refusing to marry without the dowry promised to him, Burgundy fails in much the same way Cordelia did.  An important difference still exists, however: Burgundy’s honest account of love is tied to material wealth and the positive law of what was promised to him, whereas Cordelia’s simply seeks to be true to her father.  Beseeching her father now to consider natural law in the face of the grave injustice he is doing to her, Cordelia begs to be acquitted of any “vicious blot, murther, or foulness” (I.i.227).  In the face of Lear’s blatant need for flattery and Burgundy’s greed, only France can show Cordelia unconditional love, proclaiming that she is “most rich being poor, / Most choice forsaken, and most lov’d despis’d” (I.i.250-251).  Without the presence of France, no justice would be served in the opening scene of the play, for only through his actions is a sense of hope restored, not only for Cordelia, but for King Lear as well.  

Edmund enters thereafter, and we see throughout the play that his evil machinations bring him glory or power until such time as he is undone by the brother he sought to frame.  He is an interesting character in that he both ignores and embraces natural law.  By betraying his father to Cornwall and Regan, Edmund’s self-serving course of action abandons nature’s order and instead supports a Darwinian argument for survival of the strongest, or fittest, individual.  His ability to survive and win is not based on competitive strategies or healthy family relationships; instead, Edmund will take what he desires by deceiving those who trust and love him, as with the forged letter.   Edmund’s greed, however, favors natural law over positive law because natural law pays no heed to the fact that Edmund is illegitimate.  He claims nature as his ally, declaring, “Thou, Nature, art my goddess, to thy law / My services are bound” (I.ii.1-2).  He goes so far in his rationalization to believe that he is better than a legitimate heir, because he is a “natural” offspring conceived in passion and not in a “dull, stale, tired bed” (I.ii.13).  Positive law denies all of Edmund’s rights of inheritance, but natural law only serves Edmund as a convenient excuse for his actions.  Those same actions, against his brother and his father, are more a facet of greed than any reliance on natural law.  Real potency can exist only within the context of positive law for the play, as evidenced by the argument over the retainers in Act I, Scene iv.

Whereas Lear had difficulty exerting his strength in the positive law, it swiftly becomes evident that his daughters Goneril and Regan do not.  After dividing Britain between his two remaining daughters, Lear and his train make their way to Goneril that the aging King might spend some time with his daughter.  Upon their arrival, however, Goneril greets them coldly, demanding that Lear “disquantity [his] train” of one hundred knights (I.iv.249).  Lear has shown that he is unable to bear honesty during Cordelia’s ‘love test,’ and this outright disrespect similarly drives him into a rage.  Within the frame of a single act he has disowned two of his daughters, crying, “Degenerate bastard, I’ll not trouble thee; / Yet have I left a daughter” (I.iv.254-255).  While Goneril certainly begins to exert the power given to her by Lear, it is Regan who truly takes hold of what has been given.

Regan greets her father with gladness after his parting with Goneril, but she quickly begins to take the side of her sister, counseling Lear to ask forgiveness of his eldest daughter.  Lear responds only with curses, driving out the bitterest sentiments in Regan.  “I pray you, father,” she addresses him, “being week, seem so” (II.iv.201).  Regan sets forth the ultimatum that she will accept no more than twenty-five of Lear’s one hundred knights, further disabling what little power the King retained.  Lear, dumbfounded at this abuse of the power he provided her, responds, “I gave you all–” (II.iv.250).  Regan can only coldly reply, “And in good time you gave it” (II.iv.250).  In this fashion, Lear’s ungrateful daughters have used the positive law to the ends of injustice, serving only their own law.  Lear turns back to Goneril, planning to take up her offer of fifty knights in lieu of Regan’s twenty five, arguing then for ten or five until Regan can ask, in harshest simplicity, “What need one?” (II.iv.263).  These acts of sheer filial ingratitude lead Lear to make a strangely heroic choice: that is, to go mad.  He chooses to preserve his manliness and not weep at this betrayal, knowing that it will cost him his sanity.

It is only after Lear sinks into his madness that he begins to cry for justice.  Lear stripping off his robes on a bare, windswept heath in the midst of a storm certainly seems the height of insanity.  Well is this illustrated in the opening of the third act, as Kent asks, “Who’s there, besides the foul weather?” and the Knight replies, “One minded like the weather, most unquietly” (III.i.1-2).  We can imagine that Lear’s thoughts must be as the Knight’s, as turbulent as the winds about them.  The Knight tells us that Lear is “Contending with the fretful elements…That things might change or cease” (III.i.4-7).  Lear is attempting to vie with the forces of nature, indicating both his growing despair and his slackening grip on reality.  Both of these themes appear in Lear’s attempts to speak to the storm, in which he commands, “Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage, blow! / You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout / Till you have drenched our steeples, [drown’d] the cocks!” (III.ii.1–3).  Lear’s attempt to speak to the storm suggests that he has lost touch with the ordinary human understanding of nature, and understandably so in the face of losing all three of his daughters along with his kingdom.  The storm has become for Lear an embodiment of the divine justice that is so obviously lacking in his world.






Let the great gods,




That keep this dreadful pudder o’er our heads,




Find out their enemies now.  Tremble, thou wretch




That hast within thee undivulged crimes




Unwhipt of justice!







… I am a man




More sinn’d against than sinning.
(III.ii.49-53, 59-60)

His madness here is made evident, for it is only the characters marked by virtue that are exposed to the danger and righteous fury that the storm represents.  Those who have been marked as wicked are safely behind castle walls.

Act III, Scene vi may mark the height of that madness, as Lear arraigns two joint-stools, believing them to be his forsaken daughters Goneril and Regan.  The charges he brings against them, however, hardly seem to characterize the suffering that Lear has endured.  He accuses Goneril of having “kick’d the poor king her father,” and Regan of having “warp’d looks” that “proclaim / What store her heart is made an” (III.vi.47-48, 53-54).  Never does Lear doubt the reality of his fantasy, even going so far as to imagine Regan attempting to escape from the courtroom.  “Stop her there!” he cries.  “Arms, arms, sword, fire!  Corruption in the place! / False justicer, why hast thou let her scape?” (III.vi.54-56).  Edgar is so taken in by Lear’s portrayal of Goneril and Regan on trial that his weeping begins to hinder his ability to play along with the farce.  Meanwhile, it is important to note that even in Lear’s own imagination, justice is not served.  Goneril is not sentenced, and Regan is able to escape.  The law has passed into the hands of the corrupt, and as such, Lear’s fantasy system of fair dealing cannot operate.  Neither is there a sense of divine justice in the play, as evidenced by the torment of Lear, and more so of Gloucester.

Few things can rival the sheer injustice of Gloucester’s blinding.  It is undeniable that Gloucester has made errors in judgment, just as Lear has, but the plucking out of his eyes and having them crushed under Cornwall’s boots is undeniably in excess of whatever errors he may have made.  Adding to the sense of outrage we feel at the sheer heartlessness evident in Cornwall and Regan is the manner in which Cornwall calls for Gloucester.
 




Go seek the traitor Gloucester,




Pinion him like a thief, bring him before us.




Though well we may not pass upon his life




Without the form of justice, yet our power




Shall do a court’sy to our wrath, which men




May blame, but not control.

(III.vii.22-27)

That Cornwall could even conceive of what he plans to do as justice is a mockery.  Such hubris deserves swift retribution, and a Christian audience is left waiting for the hand of God to lay waste to Cornwall.  Such divine justice, however, never comes.  There is no God to aid these characters, despite the beliefs of Albany.  Learning of Cornwall’s death in the face of Gloucester’s blinding, he cries, “This shows you are above, / You [justicers], that these our nether crimes / So speedily can venge!” (IV.ii.78-80).  Despite his belief in an overreaching justice, this singular cry is surrounded by the loss of both Gloucester’s eyes and the death of the noble servant who tried to save his Lord.  There is no divine justice here.  Rather, there is only the seemingly boundless contempt of man for fellow man.

The play begins to conclude with one final form of trial, though its basis is contradicted in earlier scenes.  Albany arrests Regan and Edmund, formally charges each, and then announces trial by combat, allowing Edgar to appear with his sword drawn.  The villains must be met with force, killing with killing, and only by sinking to the same level with revenge can the forces of good hope to restore justice and natural law to their world.  Albany is left to declare that “This judgment of the heavens, that makes us tremble, / Touches us not with pity” (V.iii.232-233).  Trial by combat does indeed rely on a Providential view of justice, as Albany rightly notes, but that view has already been destroyed by the play, leaving us wondering – even in this moment of apparent triumph – if any real justice can ever exist.

Both Lear and Gloucester endure a great deal of suffering for their misjudgments, but are accorded one last blessing before they die.  Each is reunited with the child they earlier scorned: Lear with Cordelia, and Gloucester with Edgar.  This reunion, and the resolution of parent and child, can be seen as some small bit of justice for those who were so greatly mistreated.  It should be noted, however, that such a reunion does little to gratify the audience.  Lear soon enters with Cordelia’s body, and her death cannot be views as just in any fashion.  If anyone within the play were blameless, it was Cordelia, and she perishes for it.  The deaths of Cornwall, Regan, Goneril and Edmund may have given us hope for a restoration of order, but to allow such a faithful daughter to be added to the list of casualties eliminates all belief that a just God has presided over the events of this play.  Edgar, in his final speech, tells us that the conventional restoration of order cannot contain the grief that they all have witnessed.  The only force that lingers is that of heartbreak.


Images of justice and the law, in many various forms, characterize every aspect of King Lear.  By the play’s end, the stage is littered with bodies, some of which deserved the death they received while others are simply innocent victims of evil machinations.  Because of this neglect for virtue and goodness in those that will die, no easy answer can surface with regards to the issue of divine justice within the play.  Taking to heart Edgar’s manufactured miracle of his father’s ‘suicide’ and survival, and the proverb that ‘God helps those who help themselves’, perhaps it is best left to assume that man must simply live with the notion that divine justice exists, even if it can exist solely as a belief and not as an actual force.  In this fashion, King Lear is also unable to determine the validity of positive law over natural law, or vice versa.  It is an adherence to natural law, or Cordelia’s merit, that sets in motion the events that lead to so much death and suffering.  In the end, Albany is left as the heir to the throne of Britain, and it should be noted that had positive law prevailed the kingdom would have gone to the first-born, Goneril, and thus to Albany in the first place, sparing everyone their heartache.  However, even if that had been the case, we have seen the power that positive law has to corrupt Goneril and her sister, allowing their flattery to turn to scorn and drive their father into madness.  Lear’s tale is one of tragic suffering, and regardless of how many appeals are made to a higher power or how many attempts are made by mortals to set things right in their own world, nothing good can come of the events that are presented.  Even with Edgar poised to lead Britain at the conclusion, one can receive no satisfaction in the ending.  Neither evil nor good has triumphed, it is simply a matter of a handful of characters having managed to endure their hardships whilst others fall victim.  Despite its prevailing image in the play, there is no justice in King Lear: only doubt, heartache, and uncertainty.
