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Aesthetically ‘Enough’ for Lear’s ‘Need’ 

A prominent notion in King Lear is of what is ‘enough’, a concept that also 

emerges in such words as ‘ample’, ‘superfluous’, and need’. Unlike other such 

relative quantities as ‘half ’, ‘some’ and ‘many’, it is not derived through 

mathematical calculations, nor is it even derived through comparison of the 

myriad numbers in existence: ‘enough’ is derived with some kind of value 

judgement, not from empirical data. The play sides with a view of ‘enough’ not 

based on utilitarian premises, pointing to full humanity rather than efficiency as 

the measure of ‘enough’. 

In Lear’s dialogue – ‘negotiation’ may be the wrong word – with Goneril 

and Regan about how many soldiers are enough for Lear’s retinue (2.4.146–

286), the disconnect between Lear’s conception and his elder daughters’ 

conceptions of sufficiency is of ought and not of is. It is clear that Lear derives 

‘enough’ differently from his daughters, for when Goneril asks rhetorically why 

he needs a retinue of a certain number or an even lower absolute number or an 

even lower absolute number ‘in a house where twice so many / Have a command 

to tend you’ (262–3), it is to her presuppositions that Lear responds, not to the 

structure of her argument: ‘O, reason not the need!’ (264). To the daughters, 

who question the need for a certain number when an equal number can 

compensate, the issue is utilitarian: what an old king emeritus needs to tend him 

(263); to the retired king, the issue is not mathematical at all. Indeed, he thinks 

the issue is not even worked out by reason. The conflict, then, is marked not by 

contradictory computations (and thus by fallacy in one computation versus 

another) but by contradictory answers to why Lear should want a retinue under 

him, i.e. what ought to be. 
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The same is true of excess, a wrong ‘amount’ of something: the way that Lear 

treats excess in the same scene shows the alternative to computation. Under 

Goneril and Regan’s view, Lear claims, ‘our basest beggars / Are in the poorest 

thing superfluous’ (264–5): in the most meagre possession they have more than 

they need. Taking such a definition of ‘enough’ via ‘need’ as produces this 

conclusion is useless at best. Instead, Lear claims excess, superflux beyond ‘need’, 

as the real ‘enough’ to speak of, because to ‘true need’ his answer is a refusal to 

answer but by a demand for another ‘need’ to be fulfilled, the need for patience 

(270–1). He gives the reason for this alternative need, for excess: 

Allow not nature more than nature needs, 

Man’s life is cheap as beast’s. Thou art a lady; 

If only to go warm were gorgeous, 

Why, nature needs not what thou gorgeous wear’st, 

Which scarcely keeps thee warm. […] (266–70) 

First, in the comparison between man’s life and beast’s, the difference between 

Goneril and Regan’s conception of need and Lear’s lies between ‘cheap’ and, 

presumably, ‘dear’; second, between ‘only to go warm’ and to be ‘gorgeous’. The 

Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘cheap’ first as ‘that may be bought at small 

cost; bearing a relatively low price; inexpensive. Opposed to dear’. Indeed, man’s 

life costs no more than beast’s if man is given no more than the state of nature 

demands. Yet because of this very low price, what is cheap is not ‘dear’, not loved, 

not worth paying for at a high price; rather, it can be described as ‘involving 

little trouble and hence of little worth; worthless, paltry’. ‘True need’ has quite a 

low price, then, but it also has a low value, Lear argues – several decades after 

Shakespeare, Thomas Hobbes, in his Leviathan, called this kind of life ‘solitary, 

poor, nasty, brutish, and short’ (xiii.9). Lear’s need is not of this beastly kind 

favoured by those who concern themselves first with efficiency, which seeks 

something equal – quantitatively speaking – at the lowest cost, as mediated by 

money. The justification for this difference in value comes immediately 
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afterward: moving from the idea of value, Lear employs a second consideration, 

beauty, in the contrast between ‘warm’ and ‘gorgeous’ in what Regan can choose 

to wear. What is expedient for survival, undoubtedly, is warmth. Yet even at 

some cost to warmth, Regan chooses what is ‘gorgeous’, because ‘only to go 

warm’ is less than ‘gorgeous’ and so, he implies, less than enough. In so linking 

value and beauty without announcing a transition, the rhetoric effectively 

equates the two. So the non-mathematical need that Lear puts forth is aesthetic 

and cannot, and must not, be judged by utilitarian standards. 

Although Lear’s rejection of Regan and Goneril’s notion of ‘need’ need not 

also be the play’s, the scene in which Edgar first appears as poor Tom (3.4.46–

114) suggests that the play itself accepts Lear’s rejection of the bestial, ugly 

condition of only what ‘nature needs’ (2.4.266) as the bar for ‘need’. Poor Tom 

appears as a madman and a beggar, dejected in his mental, social and corporeal 

condition. Lear’s earlier dictum that ‘our basest beggars / Are in the poorest 

thing superfluous’ (2.4.264–5) certainly must apply to Edgar’s beggar persona. 

Yet even for a beggar, poor Tom has little that could be called superfluous, as 

Lear observes even in his half-mad state: ‘Has his daughters brought him to this 

pass? Couldst thou save nothing? Wouldst thou give ’em all?’ (3.4.63–4). The 

only thing he has above ‘nothing’, according to the Fool, is ‘a blanket, else we 

had been all sham’d’ (65–6). If Lear’s earlier dictum holds true to this scene, 

poor Tom, no baser than ‘our basest beggars’, is superfluous in some possession, 

but this blanket is the one and only thing he still has. The Fool, serving as a 

voice of truth for the play, unconstrained by ordinary social convention, agrees 

with Lear: the view of need, of sufficiency, that leads to the logical conclusion 

that Tom’s lone possession is a superflux beyond what is needful is a trivial 

definition. This much is borne out by his mention of the shame that would 

result from Tom being completely naked, since shame for all, especially when it 

includes the Fool, who can say almost anything, evinces that something would 

indeed be wrong with the hypothetical situation. Therefore, the Fool’s 

assessment of poor Tom’s state in relation to society, not just in relation to King 
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Lear, strongly suggests that the play itself also rejects the utilitarian standard of 

need in favour of the aesthetic standard. 

We return to the scene in which Goneril and Regan position themselves at 

the judgement that it is enough for Lear to have men to wait on him under their 

authority (particularly 2.4.127–81), and we see that Lear’s aesthetic need is 

partly here for dignity. Lear’s grievance against Goneril is the same as before 

discussed; when he complains to Regan, she thinks her sister’s action is ‘on such 

ground and to such wholesome end’ that Lear should return to her and ‘say [he 

hath] wrong’d her’ (152). Lear equates his self with his dignity, which he think is 

his, never to be called wrong: 

Do you but mark how this becomes the house! 

‘Dear daughter, I confess that I am old; 

Age is unnecessary. On my knees I beg 

That you’ll vouchsafe me raiment, bed, and food. (153–156) 

Lear’s claim is that if old people like him are unnecessary, only then is his 

grievance invalid, and only then is his demand unnecessary. The lines quoted 

reflect the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Lk 15.11–32), in which the son who has 

left his father for dead and lived wildly, in dereliction of duty, and been reduced 

to wretchedness has come back hoping to at least be a hired servant to his father. 

Lear’s position indeed is that Goneril is the prodigal who needs to plead 

forgiveness, but instead Regan would have him be the one begging Goneril, now 

in the father’s role, to take him in and give him clothing, shelter and food. 

Furthermore, Lear compares being old to, in the biblical parable, having ‘sinned 

against heaven, and before [the father]’ (Lk 15.18), as the son in the parable 

rehearses saying before he has returned home – or rather, he thinks Regan’s 

suggestion for Lear to tell Goneril that he has wronged her implies as much. In 

drawing the parallel between asking forgiveness and the role of the son in the 

parable as opposed to that of the father in the parable, he attacks Goneril for 

reversing their parent-child roles and so stripping him of his dignity of not 
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being in the wrong, or not being considered to be in the wrong. As unreasonable 

as Lear’s claim is, that he is not at all in the wrong, Lear hits upon a vivid 

comparison between his situation and the Prodigal Son that, though in itself 

exaggerated, also shows how exaggerated relations have become as a result of the 

numerical reduction of his dignity and the demand to confess himself, as to a 

priest or to God the Father, of his demand. 

The role reversal, depicted as something wrong – though only Lear 

articulates it here, nothing serves to dismantle his basic claim –marks out 

something right, something revealing about the nature of the aesthetic that 

defines ‘enough. The obvious opposite of a reversal is simply the undoing of the 

reversal. What is wrong with the reversal is simply that it reverts, inverts and 

perverts normal human social relations and roles. The norm is, most simply 

stated, for the father to be the father and for the daughter to be the daughter; 

likewise, for deity to be deity, for man to be man and for beast to be beast. 

So does the beggar evoke shame if he is naked, and so does he evoke pity, as 

Edgar describes in his monologue in Act 3, Scene 3 when he decides to take on 

the poor Tom persona (3.3.1–21). The condition of the beggar is nothing if not 

wretched, for it is their wretched state that ‘enforces’ their charity even ‘from 

low farms, poor pelting villages, sheep-cotes, and mills’ (17–20). The 

manifestation of baseness, of poverty, of nearness to beast, is the horrible things 

that Edgar says Bedlam beggars do, ‘who, with roaring voices, / Strike in their 

numb’d and mortified arms / Pins, wooden pricks, nails, springs of rosemary’ 

(14–6). To Edgar, numbness and mortification are close enough in kind, if not 

degree, to warrant placing them in coordination as ways to designate the 

condition of the beggars’ arms and, by extension, their bodies. This is a most 

substantial abjection of the body (since nakedness, though shameful, is 

inherently insubstantial), where the body both is injured and cannot feel it. It is 

to compensate for this dehumanization that even the poor who are not so poor 

give to these basest beggars in charity. In contrast, in the poor Tom encounter in 

the storm (3.4.1–36), Lear expresses emotion quite freely in contrast with the 

beggars, for whom poor Tom, since ‘poor Tom’ is a persona for Edgar, stands in 
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as a symbol. In a sign of strong emotion, Lear’s syntax breaks off in 

anacolouthon about seven times, give or take a few, in only ten lines (12–22), 

since he is not in this scene as abject from the fullness of humanity as the basest 

of the base.1 Indeed, in lines 33–6, Lear explicitly mentions ‘superflux’ and urges 

pomp to expose himself to feeling. The dehumanization here, beyond injury, is 

lack of feeling, physically but also emotionally. 

Later in the scene where Lear refuses to acquiesce to Goneril and Regan’s 

framing of ‘need’, Lear’s conclusion to his condemnation of the utilitarian view 

of ‘enough’ also links the aesthetically determined ‘enough’ to the social 

characteristics of nobility and manliness (2.4.271–86; cf. 1.4.296–9). When his 

daughters deny him a retinue of any number to command, anger is what he 

chooses as the proper response of a man. Before, he has rejected Goneril and 

Regan’s view of ‘need’ as beastly and therefore as not worth having, though it 

takes a far easier price. Now he asks the gods to touch him with ‘noble anger’ 

rather than tears, which are ‘women’s weapons’ (276–7), because only as a man 

is he human – for he cannot be try to be human as a woman. ‘Man’ as opposed 

to ‘woman’, of course, is a social relation, and nobility too is an attribute of social 

health – this goes along with a large body of the play dealing with what is 

socially acceptable, be it in Lear’s love test (which Cordelia chooses not to play) 

or the dispute between Lear and his daughters Goneril and Regan about what 

he can retain in rights (viz. prerogatives to keep a retinue and to discipline those 

of his own retinue without interference or pre-emption by others) and right (i.e. 

not to be challenged as ‘wrong’). Nobility and manliness, then, represent here 

another part of correct roles in the aesthetic model: human social roles. 

King Lear rejects the vain pomp of belief in calculation as what determines 

how much – or rather what, for it is not quantitatively manipulated by an 

algebra to yield an answer – is ‘enough’. What governs true ‘enough’ in King 
Lear is an aesthetic, not a calculus: it is an image of man. Et requievit [Deus] die 
septimo ab universo opere quod patrarat (Gen 2.2). 

                                                             
1 The audience is expected to feel as well, to experience ‘excess’ of emotion. 


