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By placing Nahum Tate’s 1681 adaptation of King Lear in the context of the English Exclusion Crisis (1678-83), this paper aims to highlight the political motive behind Tate’s decision to alter Shakespeare’s play. The Exclusion Crisis saw the emergence of a two party political system in England as lines were drawn between those who supported Charles II’s Catholic brother, the Duke of York (Tories), and those who attempted to exclude him from the succession in favour of Charles II’s illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth (Whigs). Through a close reading of Tate’s added rape plot, I discuss his political rhetoric whilst simultaneously illustrating the statements and implications which this political use of rape makes about female sexuality and the crime of rape. I am not simply interested in what Tate’s rape plot means, but the way in which it has been made to mean. I draw parallels between Tate’s ‘rape rhetoric’ and seventeenth century political tracts such as Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha and John Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, whilst also using a contemporary women’s conduct manual to argue that the changes which Tate made to the role and character of Shakespeare’s Cordelia are not only key to an understanding of Tate’s political allegiance, but also provide a fascinating insight into the position of women and attitudes towards rape and female sexuality at the end of the seventeenth century. 
