Justice – Whose Side are the Gods On?
 
Introduction
The idea of Justice is very important in King Lear.  Towards the end of the play, Edgar claims that “the gods are just”, yet the cruelty, bloodshed and tragedy we see through the play might well make us question this statement.  We, like many critics, might end up agreeing with Gloucester’s pessimistic view that “As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; / They kill us for their sport”.
 
Your job is to use the evidence from the play, the views of critics, and your own response to the play to decide for yourself what Shakespeare might be saying about justice, destiny and the role of God.
 
What The Critics Say…
In 1681 an Irish playwright named Nahum Tate replaced Shakespeare's ending with one in which Lear wards off the would-be killers, Cordelia marries Edgar, and all live happily ever after. Nahum Tate rewrote it in line with Restoration notions of 'decorum'. Shakespeare's version was not restored in performance until 1838.  Apparently, until then, Shakespeare's "Lear" was too much to take.
 
Tate, and many other critics with him, believe that, “King Lear seems to lack a comfortable moral overview, a position from which the events of the play can be seen to uphold some over-arching moral position, or postulate a moral direction in the world. “  Many have argued that Shakespeare, as well as Gloucester, believed that “As flies to wanton boys, are we to th’ Gods: They kill us for their sport.” They believed that Shakespeare’s view of the world in King Lear was essentially pessimistic – most die, cruelty remains unchecked, and all are ravaged by evil.  Thomas Roche, states that the play’s ending is “as bleak and unrewarding as man can reach outside the gates of hell”.  Samuel Johnson, himself one of Britain’s most famous literary figures, claimed the play is, “'contrary to the natural ideas of justice'.
 
Others, however, have argued that Shakespeare’s view of the world was not essentially pessimistic, that Shakespeare agreed, in the end, with Edgar’s solemn declaration that “the gods are just”.  A.C. Bradley, whilst acknowledging the cruelty and monstrous evil of the play, also believes that Shakespeare’s portrayal of goodness is as vivid as his images of evil.  He sees the play as the story of Lear’s “education and redemption”. The cruel and tragic events of the play, Bradley argues, spring as a result of the flaws of men, that “the destruction of the good through the evil of others is one of the tragic facts of life”, a fact that even God cannot overturn.
 
Whilst some critics have claimed an overarching moral or religious framework - Wilson Knight, sees “renunciation of the world” as the moral lesson to be drawn – others claim that Shakespeare deliberately undermines any consistent overarching belief system.  Jan Kott argued that:
 
‘King Lear’ makes a tragic mockery of all eschatologies: of the heaven promised on earth, and the Heaven promised after death . . . of cosmogony and of the rational view of history; of the gods and good nature, of man made in 'image and likeness'. In King Lear both the medieval and Renaissance orders of established values disintegrate. All that remains at the end of this gigantic pantomime is the earth—empty and bleeding.
 
 
Finally perhaps, we have to agree with critics like Pick, who can only acknowledge the subtlety and ‘greatness’ of the play that constantly refuses to be contained or explained
 
This is Shakespeare's great strength, and it springs from his ability to present the viewpoint of each character as independently justifiable, an inherently dramatic talent which resists final closure and definitive interpretation.
 
 
What Do The Characters Say?
 
The characters in “King Lear” express a variety of views and beliefs regarding the role of the gods and the type of world they inhabit.  Your job is to consider what they say, what it tells us about their beliefs, and whether Shakespeare shows their beliefs to be well-founded or foolish.  Here are the beginnings of some of the key quotations:
 
Gloucester: “As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; / They kill us for their sport,” (IV.i.37–38). 
Edgar: “the gods are just,”  (V.iii.169). 
Gloucester: “By the kind Gods…” (III.vii.34)
Gloucester: “but I shall see / The winged vengeance overtake such children” (III. Vii. 64)
Lear: “By all the operation of the orbs…” (I. i. 110)
Kent: “The Gods to their dear shelter take thee maid…” (I. i. 181)
Edmund: “Thou, nature, art my goddess; to they law / My services are bound…” (I.ii. 1)
Gloucester: “These late eclipses…”(I.ii.100)
Lear: “Hear, Nature, hear! Dear Goddess, hear! / Suspend they purpose…” (i. iv. 273)
Edgar: “The worst returns to laughter” (IV. i. 6)
Edmund: “for my state / Stands on me to defend, not to debate.” (V.i.70)
Edgar: “Pray that the right may thrive” (V.ii. 2)
Cordelia: “We are not the first who, with best meaning, have endured the worst…” (V.iii.3)
Lear: “Upon such sacrifices , my Cordelia, The Gods themselves throw incense” (V.iii. 81)
Edgar (to Edmund): “thou art a traitor, / False to they gods…” (V. iii. 133)
Edgar: “the wheel is come full circle;” (V.iii.173)
Albany: “This judgment of the heavens, that makes us tremble…” (V.iii.229)
