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Abstract: This essay explores Shakespeare's King Lear through the lens of Vedantic philosophy, focusing
on the journey toward self-realization, the stripping away of ego (ahamkara), and the quest for true identity
(Atman). By analyzing Lear’s identity crisis, the symbolic storm scene, and the contrasting fates of his
daughters and Gloucester’s sons, the essay examines how themes of maya (illusion), karma, and dharma
shape the characters’ paths. Ultimately, Lear’s question, “Who is it that can tell me who I am?” reflects the
Vedantic search for liberation (moksha) through self-awareness and wisdom.
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Introduction:

Shakespeare’s King Lear explores the complex themes of human suffering,.identity, and the journey
toward spiritual growth. These themes resonate deeply with Vedantic philosophy, which emphasizes the
process of self-realization and the search for moksha (liberation). Vedanta posits that our true self,
Atman, is one with the universal consciousness, Brahman, and that the journey of life is an unfolding
toward the realization of this unity. The play’s characters—Lear, his daughters, Gloucester, and his
sons—embark on journeys of internal conflict, suffering, and moments of self-awareness, all of which
mirror the Vedantic process of moving from avidya (ignorance) to vidya (wisdom).

Central to King Lear is the theme of identity, encapsulated in Lear’s haunting question: “Doth any here
know me? This is not Lear. /. ../ Who is it that can tell me who I am?” (1.4.201-5). This inquiry into
self-awareness reflects the Vedantic quest for the true self, challenging characters and readers alike to
explore the tension between ahamkara (ego) and Atman (true self). In this essay, | will explore the
spiritual trajectory of the characters in King Lear through the lens of Vedantic philosophy, focusing on
Lear's personal transformation, the symbolic significance of the storm in Act 3, and the contrasting paths
of his daughters and Gloucester’s sons. Through this analysis, we will see how Shakespeare's play serves
as an allegory for the Vedantic quest for self-realization.

Lear’s Question and the Vedantic Quest for Self

Lear’s profound question, "*Who is it that can tell me who | am?" strikes at the heart of Vedantic
philosophy’s exploration of self-identity. Vedanta posits that the true self, Atman, is hidden beneath
layers of false identification. These layers are formed through our interactions with the world, our roles,
and the ego (ahamkara) that binds us to a limited, material view of ourselves.
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a) Atman and Brahman

In Vedanta, the Atman is the individual soul, which is one with Brahman, the universal consciousness
and ultimate reality. Lear’s question reflects his unconscious yearning to reconnect with this deeper sense
of self. Throughout the play, Lear grapples with his identity as a king, father, and human being, all roles
that have reinforced his ahamkara. His sense of self has been entirely shaped by these roles, leading to a
superficial understanding of who he truly is.

b) Maya (lllusion) and Neti Neti (Not This, Not This)

The Vedantic concept of maya—the illusion that veils reality—explains Lear’s initial confusion and his
misplaced identification with worldly power. When Lear relinquishes his throne, he expects to maintain
his authority and status, not realizing that these are transient, external attributes. His identity crisis stems
from the stripping away of these roles, revealing his vulnerability. Vedanta teaches that to find the
Atman, one must undergo a process of neti neti—the negation of all that is not the self. Lear’s journey
of suffering and madness is, in essence, this process of stripping away the false layers of identity—"“not a
king, not a ruler, not a father”—in search of his true essence.

c) Ahamkara (Ego) and Jnana Yoga (Path of Knowledge)

Lear’s downfall begins with his over-inflated ahamkara (ego), particularly his identification with his
power as king. He demands flattery from his daughters as validation of his ego, only to be met with
betrayal from Goneril and Regan. As his ahamkara crumbles, Lear is forced to confront the emptiness
of his previous identity. This crisis mirrors the Vedantic path of Jnana Yoga, the path of knowledge,
where one achieves self-realization through inquiry and the discrimination between the real and the
unreal. Lear’s madness and suffering are the vehicles through which he begins to peel away the false
layers of his identity, approaching his essence.

The Storm Scene: Ego, Nature, and the Collapse of Ahamkara

The storm in Act 3, Scene 2, is one of the most significant moments in King Lear, marking a dramatic
intersection of Lear’s inner turmoil with the chaos of nature. From a Vedantic perspective, the storm can
be seen as the dissolution of Lear’s ahamkara and his confrontation with prakriti (the natural world).

a) Ahamkara and Lear’s Descent

Lear’s command over his kingdom, his daughters, and his identity as a king has defined his life.
However, his sense of control and superiority is illusory. The storm symbolizes nature’s vast,
uncontrollable power, which dwarfs Lear’s human authority and reminds him of his vulnerability. His
cries of rage against the storm reflect the ego’s resistance to its dissolution:

“Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage! blow! / You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout / Till
you have drenched our steeples, drowned the cocks!” (3.2.1-3).1"

Here, Lear is railing against the forces that are stripping him of his ego, clinging to his former identity as
king. The storm becomes a metaphor for the breakdown of Lear’s ahamkara, with nature serving as a
reminder that his power is insignificant in the larger cosmic order.

b) Prakriti and Suffering

In Vedanta, prakriti is the material world, the natural forces that shape the physical existence. Lear’s
suffering in the storm represents his collision with prakriti, and his inability to control it symbolizes the
collapse of his illusion of control over life’s events. The storm scene marks a turning point in Lear’s
journey, forcing him to confront the reality of his powerlessness and begin to strip away the ego that has
governed his decisions.
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c) Symbolic Awakening

By the end of the storm scene, Lear begins to shift from external rage to internal reflection. His speech
becomes less focused on his role as king and more on the human condition:

"Is man no more than this? Thou ow'st the worm no silk, the beast no hide, the sheep no wool, the cat no
perfume. Hal Here's three on's are sophisticated; thou art the thing itself. Unaccommodated man is no
more but such a poor, bare, forked animal as thou art. Off, off, you lendings! Come, unbutton here” (3.4.
100-8).

This line signifies a deeper awakening, as Lear moves toward a Vedantic understanding of the ephemeral
nature of worldly attachments and the ultimate question of self. The storm, in essence, has forced Lear to
abandon his attachment to external identities and begin the process of self-realization.

Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia: The Three Gunas

Lear’s three daughters—Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia—embody different aspects of the gunas, the three
fundamental qualities that shape human nature in Vedanta: rajas (passion and activity), tamas (darkness
and inertia), and sattva (purity and harmony).

a) Goneril and Regan: Rajas and Tamas

From a Vedantic perspective, Goneril and Regan represent individuals deeply entrenched in maya
(illusion) and driven by avidya (ignorance). Their actions are motivated by selfish desires, greed, and
attachment to worldly power. Goneril and Regan embody rajas guna in its negative aspect—excessive
passion, ambition, and destructive behavior. Their manipulation of their father and their ruthless pursuit
of power reflect their attachment (raga) to material possessions and their inflated sense of self
(ahamkara). Their refusal to fulfill their dharma (duty) as daughters creates negative karma, ultimately
leading to their downfall.

b) Cordelia: Embodiment of Sattva and Satya

Cordelia, in contrast, embodies the principles of sattva guna (purity, balance, and harmony) and satya
(truth). Her refusal to engage in false flattery demonstrates her unwavering commitment to truth, a core
value in Vedantic philosophy, where truth is synonymous with ultimate reality (Brahman). Unlike her
sisters, Cordelia is detached from material wealth and power, practicing aparigraha (non-
possessiveness) and ahimsa (non-violence). Her selfless love for her father reflects the ideals of Karma
Yoga, the path of selfless service without attachment to the fruits of one’s actions.

Cordelia’s tragic death can be interpreted as the playing out of prarabdha karma—karma that has
already begun to bear fruit and must be experienced. Yet, her adherence to higher principles throughout
her trials suggests that she has moved closer to moksha (liberation). Cordelia’s journey is one of spiritual
purity and unwavering commitment to her dharma as a daughter, even in the face of rejection.

Gloucester, Edmund, and Edgar: Karma, Maya, and Vidya

The subplot involving Gloucester and his sons, Edmund and Edgar, parallels Lear’s journey and offers
further insight into Vedantic principles.

a) Gloucester: Maya and Karma

Like Lear, Gloucester is initially trapped in maya, unable to see the true nature of his sons. His physical
blindness symbolizes his earlier spiritual blindness, and his eventual insight into Edmund’s betrayal
reflects the Vedantic idea that true vision is internal. Gloucester’s suffering is a manifestation of his
prarabdha karma, resulting from past actions, such as his mistreatment of Edgar. His journey reflects
the Vedantic principle that suffering can lead to greater self-awareness and spiritual awakening.
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b) Edmund: Ahamkara and Rajas

Edmund, like Goneril and Regan, embodies rajas guna and is driven by ahamkara and ambition. His
manipulative schemes are based on self-interest, and his attachment to power and status clouds his
judgment. Edmund’s disregard for dharma and his pursuit of selfish desires lead to his downfall,
reinforcing the Vedantic teaching that actions based on avidya (ignorance) and attachment lead to
suffering.

c) Edgar: Vidya and Dharma

Edgar, on the other hand, represents the journey from ignorance to wisdom. Initially deceived by
Edmund’s manipulations, Edgar undergoes a period of suffering and exile, during which he sheds his
former identity and adopts the guise of Poor Tom. This journey of renunciation mirrors the Vedantic
process of neti neti—shedding false identities to discover the true self. By the end of the play, Edgar
emerges as a figure of wisdom and moral clarity, having fulfilled his dharma as both a son and a leader.

Conclusion: The Vedantic Path to Liberation

In King Lear, Shakespeare masterfully weaves together themes of suffering, identity, and self-realization,
creating a profound exploration of the human condition. Viewed through the lens of Vedantic
philosophy, Lear’s journey is one of moving from avidya (ignorance) to vidya (wisdom), as he confronts
the collapse of his ahamkara and begins the process of self-inquiry. His tragic descent into madness can
be seen as a necessary stage in the path of Jnana Yoga, where the stripping away of false identities leads
to the realization of the Atman.

The play’s exploration of karma, dharma, and the conflict between maya and reality offers valuable
insights into the nature of human suffering and the possibility of spiritual liberation. Lear’s ultimate
question—""Who is it that can tell me who | am?**—captures the essence of the VVedantic quest for self-
realization, inviting us all to reflect on the deeper truths of our existence and the journey toward moksha.
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