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Nowadays one tends to find two main rhetorical tracks within the ranks
of Shakespeare critics. On one hand, there is a drive toward a recovery of
Shakespeare’s times, with Shakespeare’s plays being seen as a reflection of
them. Those who take this angle assume, more often than not, that
Shakespeare was in agreement with the political theories of his monarch,
James I: C. C. Huffman’s reading of Coriolanus and Glynne Wickham’s
reading of King Lear would be good cases in point. On the other hand, there
is a reaction to this drive on the part of critics who view James’s attempt to
institute his own Divine Right with great distaste and who believe it
oppressive to make Shakespeare’s plays out to be mere artifacts of what they
consider bad politics. A good many in this latter camp tend to hedge their
bets by making epistemological moves--i.e., by maintaining that there is no
real history outside of our own interpretations, and thus no real
Shakespeare outside of the modern uses to which he is put. Given such
assertions, one can come at political issues directly. Critics such as Jonathan
Dollimore and Alan Sinfield openly "reread" Shakespeare in the context of
their political disapproval of James (and of conservatism in general).

What I would like to do, naturally, is to navigate some sort of middle
course between these two views. Like the "recoverers," I desire to say
something about how Shakespeare reflects his own times. However, I am
not convinced that he supported King James’s special brand of absolutism,
either sincerely or for the purpose of gaining court favor. There certainly
were other opinions available in the early seventeenth century, and there
seems to be no reason for assuming that Shakespeare did not give them due
consideration, despite his own close connections with the crown. One can,
as a matter of fact, imagine Shakespeare complimenting his royal patron
without his compliment indicating implicit approval of all of that patron’s
political thinking. As in the pageants during Renaissance royal progresses,
instruction in monarchial duties could easily have taken place within a
framework of praise.

Probably the most important political text written in James’s time in
opposition to his particular theories was the work of Jesuit Robert Parsons
(writing under the pseudonym of R. Doleman), entitled 4 Conference about
the Next Succession to the Crowne of Ingland. Though it was publishéd in
1594, well before James’s accession to the English throne, it was directed
unambiguously at James and at his Divine Right. As Charles Mcllwain tells
us, James himself thought it the most dangerous book of the era; it was
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