
English IV AP 
William Shakespeare’s King Lear 

Final Discussion Questions 
 

Respond to the assigned questions in a clear, concise, and textually supported manner. 
 
1. How does William Shakespeare comment on family relationships, loyalty, and the status of 
 women in King Lear? 

2. Shakespearean scholar James Shapiro once commented, “Lear’s fool is a jester by profession, 
 but the effect he creates is not one of professional control and expertise, but of jokes pulled 
 out of agony and frustration.”  Discuss the role of the fool in King Lear and his function in 
 the unfolding of the plot.  

3. Define madness as Shakespeare presents it in this tragedy, and evaluate the extent to which 
 King Lear actually becomes insane. 
 
4. It would seem that the natural order would be restored if Cordelia had survived; 
 nevertheless, William Shakespeare writes her demise as well.  Why did Cordelia have to die 
 and what thematic purpose does it serve? 
 
5. To what extent are Gloucester and Lear redeemed as individual characters AND as fathers 
 by the end of this tragedy?  In what thematic ways are they mirrors of one another? 
 
6. Defend, refute, or qualify the following statement… 
 
 “King Lear altogether is not a happy play.  But it makes a challenging case about the neglect 
 of the poor and the corruption of justice in high places.  It promises no cure of this, for it 
 cannot honestly do so.  It shows wickedness in full operation and reveals the harm this does. 
 But it makes a dramatic case for human values, of living with honesty, knowledge, devotion 
 and love for others.  And it says that life must be faced and its problems fought through. 
 Those who live by human values may not always triumph, but they have a strength that 
 misfortune cannot overcome.” 
 
7. While it is easy to characterize Goneril and Regan as the chief villains of King Lear, scholars 
 have also asserted that they are not evil at all; rather, they are formidable women asserting 
 themselves in an otherwise male-dominated society.  Which interpretation holds the greatest 
 truth? 

8. At the beginning of the play, Lear is a King, a father, a master, and a man.  As the action 
develops, the first three roles are stripped from him, and he is forced to consider what the 
last of them means.  Analyze how Lear is stripped of his roles and evaluate the truth and 
significance of the claim that Lear is forced to consider what it means to be a man. 

9. “King Lear contains many scenes of compelling drama, but the extremity of the cruelty and 
 violence presented prevents the audience from achieving catharsis.  Rather than a release, we 
 feel haunted by what we have witnessed.”  Does the violence of this tragedy negate any 
 possibility of hope and thus present a nihilistic world with which we must contend? 
 
10. Examine the strong focus on “nothing” in this tragedy.  Identify and analyze how “nothing” 
 correlates with notions of property, value, and family relations. 


