
 

 

Political figures wield power to violate the essence of knowledge and truth, while conjuring a 

tenuous, manipulable foundation responsible for revolutionising preconceived representations 

of people and politics. Not only does this fabricated foundation lack the mantle of legitimacy, 

but it's ability to actively undermine factuality through language features stimulates chaos and 

futility. While Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part 2 (1599) delves into the political representation of 

Prince Hal and King Henry in response to the rebellion within the monarchy, Martin Luther 

King’s powerful Letter from Birmingham Jail (1963) explores the paralleling notions of 

victimisation and manipulation, as advocated by both King and the White moderates. Ultimately, 

words are invested with the power to transform the political representations of authoritative 

figures, while overthrowing integrity and trust to fortify authority.  

 

In true Machiavellian fashion, the yearning to cunningly and deceitfully recreate the notion of 

leadership, indirectly revolutionises political representations. In Henry IV act 1, scene 2, Prince 

Hal’s conniving, hypocritical character ironically “imitate(s) the sun/…/by breathing through the 

foul and ugly mists” reflective of the Machiavellian discourse on the need to reform leadership, 

while establishing the dramatic irony of the play, where Hal reveals his internal motives for 

attaining power. The sun, he explains, merely “permits” the scarf of “base contagious clouds/to 

smother up his beauty from the world” revealing that not only has his profligacy been a ploy, but 

his manipulation of language features transforms his undisciplined nature into one malevolently 

desiring power and control. Through “drink(ing) with any tinker in his own language” Prince Hal 

violates the indoctrinated truth of his duplicity and insincere character, ultimately, foreshadowing 

his representation and qualification of political authority. In juxtaposition to Hal’s debauchery, 

King’s endearing, political figure likewise violates the reality of racial segregation to revolutionise 

preconceived assumptions of the White moderate’s valiant bravery. By employing emotive 

language in “the word ‘wait’… Rings in the ear of every/…/victim of a broken promise” King’s 

authoritative voice denaturalises reality through emphasising the existence of racial segregation. 

If anything, King’s attention to the role of the segregationists, who by urging Blacks to “wait” for 

change, were just as malevolent as those who engaged in open racism. Unlike Hal, who merely 

exploits language for his own scheming Machiavellian desires, King’s skill in manipulation of 

public opinion stems from his yearning to challenge society’s acceptance of oppression and 

futility. In fact, the anaphoric “I had hoped” and “now is the time” serves King’s deliberate 

employment of victimisation as a means of strategically intensifying universal sympathy and 

understanding for the oppressed community. While King’s representation as an influential 

dignitary emanates from his linguistic competency, Hal’s disruption of the ultimate truth and 

knowledge inspires his representation as a radicalised, mistrusting character. Indeed, Hal’s 

internal monologue in act 1, scene 2, of “redeem(ing) time when men think least (he) will” 

promises his triumphal ascension to the throne through his unequivocal authority and powers of 

conjuration. Although both Hal and King revolt against the jury through the manipulation of 

language, King’s rhetorical questioning of “are you able to endure the ordeals of jail/…/ accept 

blows without retaliating?” revolutionises the reality of racial segregation, while challenging 

preconceived perspectives on the oppressors. In fact, both Prince Hal and King strive for the 

transformation of political perspectives through the fabrication of language forms.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Building upon Prince Hal and King’s scheming Machiavellian desires to transform perspectives 

through manipulation of language, King Henry and the segregationist’s submissive adherence to 

this principle masks their fear associated with denaturalising monarchic and governmental power. 

The opening scene of Henry IV formulates the rich dramatic irony of the play, where the 

evocation of Henry’s exhaustion with “civil butchery” reflects his unrelenting manipulation of 

language features. However, his declaration of national harmony overshadowing civil turmoil as 

“mutual well-beseeming ranks…/March all one way”, intensifies the imperative of unifying the 

nation to maintain his crown. Similarly, the segregationists, against whom King is campaigning, 

ironically mask their fearful instincts associated with an unstable government by “manipulating 

social opinion/belief/ (and) advocacy”, reflective of the Machiavellian qualities of deceit and 

megalomaniac actions to fortify supremacy. While expressing the yearning for freedom, dialogue 

and justice, the contradicting irony of oppressing African Americans to fortify white superiority, 

creates a juxtaposed representation of the segregationists. In saying so, King’s alliterative 

questioning “can any law set up in such a state be speculated as democratically structured?” 

transforms preconceived assumptions of the segregationists’ capacity for power and domination, 

ultimately representing their weakness and failure as authoritative figures. While this may be true, 

King’s deliberate representation of the segregationists’ vulnerability embraces an affinity with 

King Henry’s political fragility and indiscretions, where the similes “smooth as oil” and “soft as a 

young dawn” reiterate his willingness to be a patient and tolerant ruler, revealing his kindness as 

a catalyst for his susceptibility to social masks. Indeed, Henry’s linguistic manipulation shifts the 

question of political legitimacy to a new spectrum of words invested with the power to transform 

political representations. In act 3, scene2, King advises Hal to be “seldom seen” so that when he 

appears in public he will be “wander’d at”, reflective of Henry’s strategic control of public image 

by inspiring awe and allegiance. Driven by the dichotomous forces of fear and lust for control, 

both King Henry and the segregationists meddle with the elusive truth to reinforce a political 

transformation and legitimate their domination.  


