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Abstract: Background

Shakespeare’s King Lear is frequently analyzed for its profound exploration of justice, suffering, and familial
collapse. While critical discourse has explored the play's political dimensions, it often focuses on the overt villainy
of its antagonists. The influence and application of Niccolo Machiavelli's political philosophy in Renaissance drama
provides a crucial, yet often narrowly applied, framework for understanding the brutal pragmatism that
permeates the play's world.

Purpose

This article aims to demonstrate that Machiavellian tactics in King Lear are not confined to the villains but
constitute a pervasive ethos of "mutual cunning" adopted by nearly all characters as a necessary tool for survival.
We argue that the play presents a political landscape so thoroughly corrupted that even virtuous characters like
Edgar and Kent are compelled to employ deception and strategic manipulation, thereby blurring the moral lines
between hero and antagonist.

Methodology

Through a close reading of the Arden editions of King Lear [59, 60], this study applies a theoretical framework
derived from Machiavelli's primary texts, The Prince [33] and The Discourses [32], along with contemporary
scholarship on Machiavellianism in the Renaissance [47, 52]. The analysis focuses on the political strategies,
rhetoric, and disguised actions of key characters, including Edmund, Goneril, Regan, Kent, and Edgar.

Findings

The analysis reveals that while Edmund, Goneril, and Regan are clear practitioners of Machiavellian realpolitik,
the supposed heroes, particularly Edgar, become the play's most effective Machiavellian figures. Edgar's mastery
of disguise and theatricality embodies the concept of virtu, allowing him to navigate and ultimately overcome the
chaotic forces of fortuna. Conversely, King Lear's tragedy is framed as a failure of Machiavellian prudence, as he
consistently makes politically disastrous decisions based on sentiment rather than strategic foresight.

Conclusion

Reading King Lear through the lens of mutual cunning reveals a deeply pessimistic political vision. The play
suggests that in a world stripped of traditional order, the tools for survival and restoration are morally
indistinguishable from those used for usurpation. This complicates the play’s final sense of justice and portrays a
tragic reality where political efficacy requires the sacrifice of plain-dealing virtue.

Keywords: King Lear; Shakespeare; Machiavelli; Political Philosophy; Tragedy; Cunning; Virtu.

Lear 5.3.264-65) [60]. The questions resonate with an
overwhelming sense of cosmic injustice and
apocalyptic finality, a sentiment that has defined the
play’s critical reception for centuries. A.C. Bradley, in

Introduction: When Kent stands over the bodies of Lear
and Cordelia at the close of Shakespeare’s most
devastating tragedy, he asks, “Is this the promised
end?” and Edgar adds, “Or image of that horror?” (King
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his seminal work, located the tragedy within Lear’s own
character, a great man brought low by a fatal flaw [4].
Later critics, like Jan Kott, reframed the play in the
absurdist landscape of the 20th century, seeing not a
tragic fall but an illustration of a grotesque and
meaningless universe [27]. The world of King Lear is one
in which traditional structures of authority—familial,
political, and divine—are not merely challenged but
systematically dismantled, giving way to a brutal,
chaotic state of nature [19]. It is within this vacuum of
traditional morality and order that a different kind of
political logic asserts itself, one governed not by divine
right or feudal loyalty, but by raw, pragmatic, and often
ruthless self-interest. This is the logic of Niccolo
Machiavelli.

The political dimensions of King Lear have long been a
subject of critical inquiry. Scholars have interpreted
Lear’s division of the kingdom as a foundational
political error [21], analyzed the play’s engagement
with the transition from feudalism to a more nascent
capitalist society [18, 66], and examined the nature of
power and justice within its narrative [15, 23].
However, many of these analyses tend to bifurcate the
play’s characters into moral camps: the virtuous
sufferers (Lear, Cordelia, Edgar, Kent) and the
malevolent, power-hungry villains (Goneril, Regan,
Edmund, Cornwall). This article argues for a more
integrated political reading, contending that the
operating principle of Lear’s world is a pervasive
Machiavellian ethos that ensnares heroes and villains
alike. The central thesis is that King Lear presents a
world saturated by what this study will term “mutual
cunning,” where survival and political efficacy are
predicated on the adoption of Machiavellian tactics. It
is not merely the antagonists who employ deception,
manipulation, and a pragmatic disregard for
conventional morality; the “virtuous” characters, most
notably Edgar and Kent, are compelled to adopt the
very same strategies to navigate the treacherous
political landscape. This pervasiveness of cunning
fundamentally complicates the play’s moral resolution,
suggesting a deeply pessimistic Shakespearean vision
of political action in which the methods of the just
become unnervingly indistinguishable from those of
the unjust.

To build this argument, it is necessary to first define the
specific Machiavellian framework being employed. This
study moves beyond the crude caricature of the “Stage
Machiavel”—a theatrical stereotype of atheistic,
scheming villainy popular in Renaissance England [47,
52]—to engage with the more nuanced and pragmatic
philosophy articulated in Machiavelli’s The Prince [33]
and Discourses on Livy [32]. The core concepts relevant
to King Lear include virtl, fortuna, and the strategic
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necessity of deception. For Machiavelli, virtu is not
Christian virtue but a combination of skill, prowess,
strategic foresight, and the ability to adapt to changing
circumstances. It is the quality that allows a leader to
master or mitigate the effects of fortuna, the
unpredictable force of chance and circumstance that
governs human affairs. An effective prince, Machiavelli
argues, must be both a lion and a fox: strong enough to
frighten off wolves and cunning enough to recognize
traps [33]. He must be prepared to act against faith,
charity, humanity, and religion when the security of the
state demands it, understanding that the preservation
of power is the ultimate political good.

Applying this framework reveals that the characters in
King Lear can be measured on a spectrum of
Machiavellian efficacy. Lear himself serves as a tragic
case study of an anti-Machiavellian ruler, whose initial
actions are a series of catastrophic political
miscalculations born from a reliance on sentiment over
security [34]. He fails to be the fox, trusting in empty
words and misjudging the true nature of his daughters
and courtiers. In stark contrast, Edmund, Goneril, and
Regan operate as near-perfect Machiavels, ruthlessly
pursuing power through deception, manipulation, and
violence. They understand, as Machiavelli did, that
power cannot be safely held when it is divided or
constrained by sentimentality.

The most compelling evidence for the pervasiveness of
this ethos, however, lies in the actions of the play’s
heroes. Kent’s plain-speaking fails him, forcing him to
adopt the disguise of Caius, a decision to serve his
master through cunning rather than candor [37, 53].
More significantly, Edgar’s journey from a gullible
nobleman to the eventual restorer of order is a
masterclass in Machiavellian adaptation. His multiple
disguises—Poor Tom, the peasant, the anonymous
knight—are not merely tactics for survival but are
profound theatrical performances that demonstrate a
supreme virtu [6, 8]. He learns to manipulate
appearances, control information, and bide his time
until the opportune moment to strike, becoming a far
more effective political operator than his Machiavellian
adversaries.

This article will proceed by first outlining its theoretical
framework, distinguishing between Machiavelli’s
political science and the theatrical “Machiavel.” It will
then conduct a textual analysis in three parts: an
examination of the clear Machiavellianism of the
antagonists; a detailed study of the “counter-
Machiavellianism” of Edgar and Kent; and an analysis of
Lear as a failed, anti-Machiavellian prince. Finally, the
discussion will synthesize these findings to explore the
tragic implications of a world defined by mutual
cunning, where the triumph of virtue depends on its
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ability to master the tools of vice. Ultimately, this
reading suggests that the “promised end” depicted in
King Lear is not merely one of personal tragedy, but the
logical conclusion of a political reality devoid of moral
certainty, where the struggle for power reduces all
players to a common denominator of strategic
deception.

2. METHODS (Theoretical Framework)

To analyze King Lear through a Machiavellian lens
requires a precise methodological approach, one that
carefully distinguishes between the nuanced political
philosophy of Niccold Machiavelli and the distorted,
villainous caricature of the “Stage Machiavel” prevalent
on the Jacobean stage. This section outlines the
theoretical framework that underpins this study,
clarifying the definition of Machiavellianism used and
detailing the analytical method of close reading
through which Shakespeare’s text will be examined.
The objective is to establish a robust framework for
assessing characters’ actions based not on a simple
binary of good versus evil, but on a more complex scale
of political efficacy, strategic cunning, and adaptive
virtu.

The specter of Machiavelli haunted the English
Renaissance imagination. As Felix Raab notes in The
English Face of Machiavelli, the term “Machiavellian”
was almost universally pejorative, synonymous with
atheism, tyranny, and diabolical cunning [47]. This
popular conception gave rise to the “Stage Machiavel,”
a stock character in the plays of Marlowe, Webster, and
Shakespeare himself, who often announced his villainy
in soliloquy and reveled in his own duplicity. Figures like
Marlowe’s Barabas in The Jew of Malta or
Shakespeare’s Richard Il and lago are prime examples.
They embody a simplified, sensationalized version of
Machiavelli’s ideas, reduced to a formula of self-serving
ambition and amoral plotting [55]. While Shakespeare
certainly drew upon this convention—Edmund’s
opening soliloquy in King Lear echoes this tradition—
this study argues that the play’s engagement with
Machiavellian thought is far more sophisticated and
pervasive than the mere presence of a stock villain [9].
Irving Ribner’s early work on Bolingbroke as a “true
Machiavellian” [48] and later studies on characters like
Prince Harry [46] or Macbeth [50] have shown
Shakespeare’s capacity to explore these ideas with far
greater depth.

Therefore, the primary methodological step is to move
beyond this stereotype and ground the analysis in the
core principles of Machiavelli’'s own writings,
particularly The Prince [33] and The Discourses on Livy
[32]. This approach, as advocated by scholars like John
Roe in Shakespeare and Machiavelli, allows for a more
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substantive exploration of the political dilemmas
presented in the plays [52]. The key concepts from
Machiavelli that form the basis of this study’s analytical
toolkit are:

1. The Primacy of Power: For Machiavelli, the
fundamental goal of a ruler is to acquire and maintain
the state (mantenere lo stato). All actions must be
judged by their efficacy in achieving this end. This often
requires a leader to act in ways that contravene
conventional Christian morality. As Machiavelli
famously states, a prince must “learn how not to be
good, and to use this knowledge and not use it,
according to the necessity of the case” [33].

2. Virtu vs. Fortuna: This is the central dynamic of
Machiavellian thought. Fortuna is the unpredictable,
often chaotic torrent of events that shapes human
existence. Machiavelli likens it to a raging river that can
be contained only by foresight and preparation. Virtu is
the set of qualities—skill, courage, intelligence, and
adaptability—that enables an individual to impose
order upon fortuna, to seize opportunities, and to
navigate crises. It is a martial and pragmatic quality,
entirely distinct from the Christian concept of virtue
[55].

3. The Fox and the Lion: Machiavelli advises that
a prince must embody the qualities of both beasts. The
lion represents overt force, the ability to intimidate and
defeat enemies. The fox represents cunning, the ability
to recognize and avoid traps, to use deception and
dissimulation. A ruler who is only a lion will be caught
in snares, while one who is only a fox will be
defenseless against wolves. A successful leader must be
a master of both force and fraud.

4, Appearance vs. Reality: A central tenet of
Machiavellian statecraft is the manipulation of public
perception. A prince need not possess all the virtuous
qualities (mercy, faith, honesty), but it is “very
necessary for him to seem to have them” [33]. The
ability to project an image of virtue while acting
pragmatically, even ruthlessly, is essential for
maintaining control.

The analytical approach of this paper will be a
systematic close reading of Shakespeare’s text,
primarily the Arden edition edited by R.A. Foakes [60],
with reference to Kenneth Muir’s edition as well [59].
The actions, rhetoric, and soliloquies of the key political
actors—Lear, Goneril, Regan, Edmund, Cornwall, Kent,
and Edgar—will be examined and measured against
these Machiavellian principles. The guiding questions
of this analysis will not be “Is this action good or evil?”
but rather, “Is this action politically effective? Does it
demonstrate virtu? Does it successfully manipulate
appearances? Does it show an understanding of the fox
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and the lion?”

By adopting this framework, this study can move
beyond the critical impasse that often surrounds the
play’s morality. For instance, rather than simply
condemning Edmund’s villainy, we can analyze his
actions as a masterful, albeit destructive, display of
Machiavellian virtu. More importantly, this lens allows
for a radical re-evaluation of the heroes. Edgar’s
journey of disguise and deception, often read as a
process of Christian suffering and spiritual education,
can be re-interpreted as a political education in the art
of the fox [cf. 2, 8]. His transformation from the naive
son of Gloucester to the cunning avenger who
orchestrates the downfall of his enemies becomes a
primary exhibit of the play’s deep engagement with the
necessity of cunning in a broken world.

The scope of this study is focused on the political
dynamics of the play. While acknowledging the
profound psychological [65] and theological [35]
dimensions of King Lear, this analysis will subordinate
them to an overarching political reading. The
characters’ inner turmoil or spiritual crises are
considered primarily as they relate to their capacity for
effective political action. The limitation of this
approach is that it risks downplaying the genuine
pathos and human suffering that make the play a
timeless tragedy. However, the aim is not to diminish
the play’s emotional power, but to argue that this
emotional power is inextricably linked to its cold and
uncompromising depiction of a political reality
governed by Machiavellian logic. The tragedy of King
Lear is not just that good people suffer, but that in its
world, goodness itself is politically inept until it learns
the cunning of its opposite.

3. Results (Analysis of "Mutual Cunning" in the Text)

This section applies the Machiavellian framework to
the text of King Lear, tracing the theme of “mutual
cunning” through the actions of its key characters. The
analysis is divided into three parts. First, it examines the
overt Machiavellianism of the antagonists—Edmund,
Goneril, and Regan—who act as the initial architects of
the play’s political chaos. Second, it investigates the
responsive or “counter-Machiavellian” strategies of the
play’s heroes, Kent and Edgar, arguing that their
adoption of deception is a necessary and highly skilled
act of political survival. Finally, it analyzes King Lear
himself as a quintessential anti-Machiavellian ruler,
whose political failure stems from his inability to grasp
the pragmatic realities of power.

3.1. The Architects of Ruin: Edmund, Goneril, and
Regan as Machiavellian Agents

The engine of the subplot in King Lear is Edmund,
Gloucester’s illegitimate son, whose ambition and
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strategic brilliance make him one of Shakespeare’s
most compelling Machiavels. His opening soliloquy in
Act 1, Scene 2 is a manifesto that rejects the
established orders of legitimacy, nature, and divine
providence in favor of a radical and pragmatic
individualism.

Thou, Nature, art my goddess; to thy law

My services are bound. Wherefore should |
Stand in the plague of custom, and permit

The curiosity of nations to deprive me,

For that | am some twelve or fourteen moonshines
Lag of a brother? ...

Legitimate Edgar, | must have your land.

Our father’s love is to the bastard Edmund

As to the legitimate. Fine word, ‘legitimate’!
Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed,

And my invention thrive, Edmund the base

Shall top the legitimate. | grow; | prosper.

Now, gods, stand up for bastards! (1.2.1-22) [60]

This speech is a perfect articulation of Machiavellian
principles. Edmund’s “Nature” is not a benevolent
divine order but a primal, competitive force where the
strong and clever prevail. He dismisses “custom” and
the “curiosity of nations” as arbitrary constructs that
have unfairly disadvantaged him. His goal is clear and
material: “I must have your land.” His method is pure
virtu: “my invention.” He relies not on birthright or
divine favor, but on his own wit and capacity for
deception. As William C. Carroll observes, Edmund
seeks to invert the established hierarchy, to make the
“base... top th’ legitimate” [6], an ambition that
requires a complete rejection of the existing moral
framework. His project is a political one, aimed at the
acquisition of power, title, and wealth through a
carefully orchestrated series of frauds.

Edmund’s execution of his plan demonstrates his
mastery of the fox’s cunning. He forges a letter to
deceive his father, Gloucester, into believing the loyal
Edgar is plotting his death. He skillfully manipulates
both parties, playing the role of the concerned son to
his father and the loyal brother to Edgar, all while
engineering their mutual destruction. He preys on
Gloucester’s credulity and Edgar’s noble naivety,
exploiting their virtues as fatal weaknesses. When
advising Edgar to flee, he cynically notes, “A credulous
father, and a brother noble, / Whose nature is so far
from doing harms / That he suspects none; on whose
foolish honesty / My practices ride easy!” (1.2.178-81).
This is a textbook Machiavellian insight: the prince, or
aspiring prince, must understand that the virtues of
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private life, such as trust and honesty, are political
liabilities. Edmund’s success is a testament to his ability
to read and manipulate the psychological and political
terrain around him.

While Edmund drives the subplot, Goneril and Regan
are the architects of ruin in the main plot. Their initial
performance in the “love test” is a masterful display of
Machiavellian dissimulation. They understand that
Lear’s demand is not for genuine affection but for a
public, rhetorical performance of it [15]. Cordelia, who
cannot “heave / [Her] heart into [her] mouth” (1.1.91-
92), fails the political test, whereas Goneril and Regan
deliver precisely the empty spectacle that Lear’s vanity
requires. Their immediate conversation after the
ceremony, however, reveals their true, calculating
nature.

Goneril: You see how full of changes his age is... he hath
ever but

slenderly known himself.

Regan: The best and soundest of his time hath been but
rash; then must

we look from his age to receive not alone the
imperfections of

long-engraffed condition, but therewithal the unruly
waywardness

that infirm and choleric years bring with them.
(1.1.290-98)

Here, in private, they speak with cold, analytical clarity.
They have observed Lear’s psychological weaknesses
and correctly diagnose him as an unstable and
unreliable political force. Their subsequent actions—
the systematic stripping of his retinue of one hundred
knights—are not merely acts of filial cruelty, but a
calculated political strategy to neutralize a potential
threat and consolidate their own power. From a
Machiavellian perspective, Lear’s retention of “the
name, and all th’ addition to a king” (1.1.136) while
relinquishing actual authority is an untenable political
arrangement. A rival power center, however symbolic,
cannot be tolerated. The sisters’ coordinated effort to
reduce his train, culminating in their famous demand,
“What need one?” (2.4.262), is a logical, if brutal,
application of the principle that a ruler must secure
their state against all potential challenges. Their
actions, as argued by feminist critics, can be seen as a
ruthless but rational response to the patriarchal power
structure they inherit and must now control [26, 56].
They seize the power Lear foolishly abdicated and,
unlike him, understand that it must be wielded without
sentiment. Their alliance, though it later dissolves into
a fatal rivalry over Edmund, is initially a pragmatic
coalition aimed at securing their shared political
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interests, demonstrating a keen understanding of the
realpolitik that their father so dangerously ignored.
Their partner in this consolidation of power is Cornwall,
whose swift and brutal actions, such as putting Kent in
the stocks and blinding Gloucester, represent the lion's
force that complements the sisters' foxy cunning.

3.2. The Counter-Machiavels: and Kent's

Adoption of Cunning

Edgar

The pervasive nature of the Machiavellian ethos in King
Lear is most profoundly demonstrated not by its
villains, but by the forced transformation of its heroes.
Faced with a world where honesty is punished and
loyalty is misconstrued as treason, Kent and Edgar must
abandon their natural dispositions and adopt strategies
of cunning and disguise to survive and pursue justice.
Their journeys represent a political education in the art
of the fox, a tacit admission that in the world of the
play, virtue is powerless unless it is armed with
deception.

The Earl of Kent is the embodiment of traditional feudal
loyalty and plain-speaking virtue. His immediate
response to Lear’s folly in Act 1 is to speak truth to
power, a direct and courageous act. He implores Lear
to “See better” and warns him that he is making a fatal
mistake, for which he is promptly banished with the
words, “Come not between the dragon and his wrath”
(1.1.122). Kent’s failure is instructive: in the court Lear
has created, and in the political landscape that follows,
direct honesty is not only ineffective but suicidal. A
ruler who, like Lear, is deaf to counsel and ruled by
passion creates an environment where candor is
impossible.

Kent’s response to his banishment is a pivotal strategic
decision. Instead of fleeing, he chooses to return in
disguise as the common servant, Caius. He declares, “If
but as well | other accents borrow, / That can my
speech diffuse, my good intent / May carry through
itself to that full issue / For which | razed my likeness”
(1.4.1-4). This is a conscious adoption of a
Machiavellian tactic. He understands that to serve the
king and pursue his “good intent,” he must abandon his
true identity and manipulate his appearance. His
“obscured course,” as Michael McShane terms it [37],
is a necessary deception. By becoming Caius, Kent is
able to remain close to Lear, offering protection and
counsel that would have been impossible as the
banished Earl. His disguise is an act of supreme loyalty,
but its form—deception, a feigned identity, the
manipulation of appearances—is purely Machiavellian.
He learns, through hard experience, that to be
politically effective in a corrupt world, one must adopt
its methods. His character arc, as Martha Tuck Rozett
notes, is one that forces him to engage in a kind of
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tragic role-playing that complicates his straightforward
virtue [53].

Even more central to the thesis of mutual cunning is the
transformation of Edgar. Initially presented as a naive
and  trusting nobleman, he is thoroughly
outmaneuvered by Edmund’s superior cunning. Forced
to flee for his life, Edgar undergoes a radical
metamorphosis. His decision to disguise himself as
“Poor Tom,” the Bedlam beggar, is a stroke of strategic
genius born of desperation.

| will preserve myself; and am bethought

To take the basest and most poorest shape

That ever penury, in contempt of man,

Brought near to beast; my face I'll grime with filth,
Blanket my loins, elf all my hair in knots,

And with presented nakedness outface

The winds and persecutions of the sky. (2.3.6-12)

This is more than a mere disguise; it is the adoption of
a new identity from the lowest rung of the social ladder,
a position so wretched as to be beneath suspicion. By
becoming “nothing” (2.3.21), Edgar ironically makes
himself invisible and therefore politically potent. His
performance as Poor Tom is a masterful piece of
theatricality, drawing on popular notions of demonic
possession, which Stephen Greenblatt links to Samuel
Harsnett’s pamphlets [16, 17]. This persona allows him
to observe the political machinations of the villains, to
guide his blinded father, and to survive in a world
where his true identity would mean instant death. As
Maurice Charney argues, Edgar's disguises are central
to his role in the play's eventual, albeit tragic,
restoration of justice [8].

Edgar’s journey is a continuous exercise in adaptive
virtu. He is the ultimate pragmatist, changing his
identity to suit the needs of the moment. He is Poor
Tom on the heath, a simple peasant when he saves his
father from Oswald, and finally, a mysterious, armor-
clad knight who arrives to challenge Edmund to a trial
by combat. Each persona is a calculated tool used to
achieve a specific objective. His ability to manipulate
his identity and control the narrative is a form of
cunning that far surpasses Edmund’s. A particularly
stark example of his calculated manipulation is the
staged "miracle" at Dover, where he convinces the
suicidal Gloucester that he has been saved from a cliff
by divine intervention. He tells his father, "Thy life's a
miracle. Speak yet again" (4.6.55). This is a
compassionate lie, a therapeutic deception designed to
restore his father's will to live, but it is a profound act
of manipulation nonetheless. It shows Edgar's
willingness to orchestrate reality for a desired
outcome, a key Machiavellian skill. While Edmund’s
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plots are ultimately undone by the conflicting passions
of Goneril and Regan and by a single incriminating
letter, Edgar’s long-term strategy of patient
observation and timely intervention proves superior.

When he finally confronts Edmund, he does not reveal
his identity until after the duel is won. He operates from
a position of strategic anonymity, stating, “Know, my
name is lost; / By treason’s tooth bare-gnawn and
canker-bit: / Yet am | noble as the adversary / | come to
cope” (5.3.121-24). This is the culmination of his
political education. He has learned to separate his
personal identity from his political function. To restore
justice, he must become an abstract instrument of
vengeance, his face and name concealed until the deed
is done. Edgar, the virtuous and legitimate heir,
ultimately triumphs only by becoming the play’s most
proficient and adaptable Machiavel, a master of the
fox’s cunning who learns to wait for the opportune
moment to play the lion.

3.3. The Failed Prince: Lear as an Anti-Machiavellian
Case Study

If Edgar represents the successful, albeit reluctant,
adoption of Machiavellian virtl, King Lear represents its
catastrophic failure. His tragedy is, at its core, a political
one, precipitated by a series of decisions in the opening
scene that violate every fundamental principle of
Machiavellian statecraft. Lear acts not as a pragmatic
prince concerned with mantenere lo stato, but as a
capricious patriarch who confuses personal vanity with
public policy, a mistake for which he, his family, and his
kingdom pay a devastating price.

Machiavelli warns that a prince must be guided by
necessity and a clear-eyed understanding of human
nature, not by sentiment or whimsy. Lear’s “darker
purpose” (1.1.36) is itself a political folly: to “crawl
toward death” unburdened, he divides his kingdom,
creating a power vacuum and inciting rivalry.
Machiavelli, in The Discourses, repeatedly warns
against the dangers of divided states and the internal
conflicts they inevitably breed [32]. Lear’s decision to
partition Britain, illustrated by the map he brings on
stage, is a foundational error, dismantling the unity and
strength of the realm for the sake of his personal
comfort [14]. As Harry Jaffa contends, this act is a
profound failure of political reason, prioritizing the
king's private desires over the public good of the state
[21].

Worse than the division itself is the method by which
he executes it: the public love test. Lear demands a
performative and quantifiable declaration of affection
as the basis for distributing territory. This reduces a
critical act of state policy to a theatrical contest of
flattery, demonstrating a fatal inability to distinguish
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between appearance and reality. He rewards the
calculated insincerity of Goneril and Regan and
punishes the authentic, unadorned love of Cordelia. A
Machiavellian prince must be a master of reading the
intentions behind words, of being a “great pretender
and dissembler” himself to recognize it in others [33].
Lear is utterly inept at this; he takes the most
transparent flattery at face value and banishes the two
people—Cordelia and Kent—whose loyalty is genuine
precisely because it is not performative. He fails to see
that their plain-speaking is a greater asset to his
security than the honeyed lies of his other daughters.

Furthermore, Lear’s handling of power is disastrous. He
seeks to retain the “name, and all th’ addition to a king”
while giving away the “sway, / Revenue, execution of
the rest” (1.1.136—37). This is a political impossibility.
Machiavelli’s entire philosophy is predicated on the
unity of authority and power. To imagine one can
command respect and obedience without the means to
enforce it (symbolized by his retinue of a hundred
knights) is a naive fantasy. Goneril and Regan, as
pragmatic Machiavels, immediately recognize this
contradiction and move to resolve it by stripping him of
his remaining knights, the last vestige of his power. Lear
is shocked by their ingratitude, but from a
Machiavellian standpoint, their actions are entirely
predictable. They are securing their newly acquired
state against a potential threat, and Lear, by his own
design, has left himself powerless to resist.

Lear’s descent into madness on the heath is the
psychological manifestation of his political annihilation.
Stripped of his title, his power, and his family, he is
reduced to a “bare, forked animal” (3.4.107-08),
confronting the raw, elemental chaos he has unleashed
upon himself and his kingdom [19]. His moments of
crazed insight—"a man may see how this world goes
with no eyes" (4.6.150-51)—are a tragic, belated
recognition of the world’s brutal realities, a world he
failed to navigate as a ruler. His mock trial on the heath,
where he arraigns joint-stools as his daughters, is a
pathetic parody of the justice he once wielded and can
no longer command. As Maynard Mack suggests, Lear’s
journey is one of profound and painful education [34],
but it is an education that comes far too late to salvage
his rule or his kingdom. His failure serves as the play’s
central cautionary tale about the perils of a leadership
that is politically blind, unable to master the cunning
required to survive in a world where power, not love, is
the final arbiter. His shame is the shame of a sovereign
who has failed in his primary duty: to maintain his state
[65].

4. DISCUSSION

The analysis of King Lear through a Machiavellian lens,
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focusing on the principle of “mutual cunning,” yields
several significant implications for our understanding
of the play's political vision and its notoriously bleak
tragic resolution. By demonstrating that Machiavellian
strategies are not the exclusive domain of the villains
but are a necessary tool for survival adopted by the
virtuous, this reading challenges traditional moral
binaries and exposes a deeply pessimistic conception of
justice and political action. The discussion will now
explore three key thematic consequences of this
finding: the corrosive pervasiveness of deception, the
complication of the play's moral framework, and the
ultimate inadequacy of political efficacy in the face of
overwhelming tragedy.

First, the universal adoption of cunning creates a world
where deception is the primary mode of political
discourse and action. In the political wasteland left by
Lear’s abdication, plain-dealing and honesty become
liabilities. Kent is banished for his candor, Cordelia is
disowned for her refusal to flatter, and Edgar is nearly
killed because his noble nature “suspects none”
(1.2.180). In response, the survivors learn that to be
effective, they must become masters of disguise and
dissimulation. Kent’s transformation into Caius and
Edgar’s multifaceted performances as Poor Tom and
others are pragmatic necessities. However, this raises a
troubling question: if the methods of the heroes must
mirror those of the villains, what is the ultimate moral
cost of their victory? Anthony Dawson speaks of the
play’s “paradoxical dramaturgy” [10], and this paradox
is nowhere more evident than in Edgar’s character. He
becomes the agent of restoration, but he does so
through means that are inherently deceptive. He lies to
his suicidal father, orchestrating a theatrical “miracle”
at Dover cliffs, and he remains anonymous in his
challenge to Edmund, winning through a strategy of
concealment. The play seems to suggest that the very
fabric of the political world is so rotten that it cannot
be mended with clean hands. The pervasiveness of
cunning implies a deeply cynical view of politics, where
the game itself dictates the morally ambiguous rules,
and all who wish to play, whether for good or ill, must
abide by them.

Second, this framework of mutual cunning dissolves
the simple moral binaries that a more conventional
reading of the play might uphold. King Lear is often
interpreted within a Christian framework of suffering,
sacrifice, and potential redemption, as outlined by
critics like Roy Battenhouse [2] or, in a more nuanced
way, Greg Maillet [35]. In such readings, the suffering
of Lear and Gloucester is a purgatorial fire that cleanses
them of their pride and folly, and Cordelia becomes a
Christ-like figure of sacrificial love. A Machiavellian
reading does not necessarily negate these elements,
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but it re-contextualizes them within a brutal political
reality that often renders them tragically ineffective.
Cordelia’s virtue is absolute, but her army loses the
battle. Her honesty is admirable, but it leads to her
banishment and eventual death. Her return to Britain is
an act of love, but it is also a foreign invasion, a political
act with fatal consequences [25, 64].

The play’s moral center becomes profoundly unstable.
The virtuous characters do not triumph because of
their inherent goodness, but because they learn to be
better political operators. Edgar out-foxes Edmund. He
becomes more adept at manipulation, more patient in
his strategy, and more versatile in his performances. As
Harry Berger Jr. might argue, the play forces a
“redistribution of complicities” [3], where our
allegiance to the heroes is complicated by their
adoption of morally ambiguous methods. The tidy
division between the “children of light” and the
“children of darkness” collapses. Instead, we are
presented with a spectrum of political agents, all
operating within a system where strategic cunning is
the price of survival. This interpretation aligns more
closely with Jan Kott’s vision of a grotesque, absurd
world devoid of moral certainties [27] than with a
narrative of Christian redemption. The tragedy lies not
just in the suffering, but in the moral compromises
required to end it.

Finally, the play’s devastating conclusion calls into
guestion the ultimate efficacy of even the most skillful
Machiavellian strategy. Edgar, the consummate
counter-Machiavel, successfully exposes and defeats
the villains. He wins the duel, reveals Edmund’s
treachery, and the truth of the sisters’ villainy comes to
light. By the logic of political restoration, his virtu has
seemingly conquered fortuna. Yet, this victory is
immediately rendered hollow by the play’s final,
unbearable event: the entrance of Lear with the dead
Cordelia in his arms. Edmund’s last-minute attempt to
do good—“Some good | mean to do, / Despite of mine
own nature” (5.3.244-45)—comes too late. The order
to save Cordelia is lost in the chaos, a final, cruel twist
of fortuna that no amount of strategic brilliance could
prevent.

This ending denies the audience any simple catharsis
[62]. The restoration of political order, with the crown
passed to the exhausted and grieving Edgar, feels like a
Pyrrhic victory at best. As Barbara Everett notes, the
play offers a new kind of tragedy, one that resists easy
moral or political resolutions [11]. The system of
justice, whether human or divine, has failed
catastrophically. What, then, is the play’s final verdict
on the Machiavellian ethos? It seems to be that while
cunning is necessary for survival and for the mechanics
of restoring order, it is ultimately insufficient to heal
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the wounds of the “gored state” or to protect against
the profound irrationality of human cruelty and tragic
chance. Edgar’s political success cannot bring back
Cordelia, nor can it undo the immense suffering that
has transpired. The play concludes not with a
triumphant new prince ascending the throne, but with
a directive for communal mourning: “The weight of this
sad time we must obey; / Speak what we feel, not what
we ought to say” (5.3.325-26). In this final couplet,
there is a repudiation of the very performative,
strategic speech that has dominated the play, a turn
toward a raw, authentic expression of grief that stands
in stark contrast to the cunning and artifice required to
navigate the world that has just been destroyed. The
Machiavellian game has been won, but the human cost
is so absolute as to render the victory a testament to
the tragedy itself.

5. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this Machiavellian reading of King Lear
repositions the play as a profound and deeply
unsettling exploration of political realism. The central
argument—that the play’s brutal world necessitates a
form of “mutual cunning” adopted by heroes and
villains alike—reveals a political landscape where
traditional virtues are rendered impotent and survival
is contingent upon mastering the arts of deception. The
analysis has traced this ethos through the calculated
ambition of Edmund, Goneril, and Regan; the
catastrophic political naivety of Lear; and, most
significantly, the strategic, adaptive cunning of Kent
and Edgar. It is in the transformation of these latter
characters that the play’s bleak political vision is most
fully realized: to restore order, the good must become
as cunning as the evil they oppose.

Ill

By moving beyond the simplistic “Stage Machiave
stereotype, this study has shown that Shakespeare’s
engagement with political philosophy is both complex
and critical. King Lear does not simply endorse
Machiavellianism; rather, it dramatizes the terrifying
logic of a world governed by its principles. The play
ultimately suggests that while virtl, in the form of
Edgar's strategic prowess, can defeat overt villainy, it is
powerless against the final, arbitrary cruelty of fortuna,
embodied in Cordelia’s senseless death. The political
order is restored, but the human spirit is shattered.

This reading contributes to a broader understanding of
Shakespeare’s political tragedies, suggesting that the
crisis of legitimacy seen in plays like Richard 1l [58] or
the Henriad [9] reaches its most nihilistic expression in
Lear. The play serves as a timeless and terrifying
meditation on power, morality, and survival. It forces
us to confront the uncomfortable possibility that in a
world stripped of its moral and divine certainties, the
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line between the fox who saves a kingdom and the fox
who usurps one is perilously thin. The ultimate tragedy
of King Lear is not merely the fall of a king, but the
revelation of a political reality so broken that even
victory feels like an echo of defeat.
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