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King of Spin:

The Sincerity in Leadership in Henry IV

Louis Nemzer
In the early acts of Henry IV, Hotspur articulates a philosophy regarding leadership that values action above political “spin.” He severely criticizes King Henry for what he perceives as an abandonment of reality in favor of appearances. However, by the end of the play, Hotspur himself proves to be an even worse offender than the King in this regard, and Hotspur’s overemphasis on action ultimately causes him to become the biggest “spinner” of all. 
In the first act, Hotspur is portrayed as an impetuous warrior who is eager to fight. His name is appropriate because he is easily provoked to action and often rushes to do what he thinks is best without deliberation. Hotspur shows that he has little patience for empty words and has great distain for appearances. This is conspicuously displayed when he refuses to perform the political gesture of handing over the prisoners he has captured. He makes clear that he will not give up what he had gained through “extreme toil” (1.3.31) to a “neat and trimly dressed” (33) lord who spoke of the battle “with many holiday and lady terms” (46). Hotspur contrasts his own initiative in battle to the passive lord whose clothing is unruffled and speaks as a squeamish “lady” in polite and detached “holiday” terms. 
Similarly, Hotspur makes no secret of his utter contempt for King Henry, whom he considers illegitimate. He calls the King “this vile politician Bolingbroke” (239) and “this king of smiles Bolingbroke” (244). In Hotspur’s mind, these two appellations are extreme insults and he ends each disrespectfully with the King’s previous name. He accuses “this subtle King” (168) of doing or saying the politically expedient thing while secretly advancing his private interests. Evidently, the King thinks that he can be “subtle” and cunning enough to make people forget that he is not the rightful heir. To Hotspur, this shows that the King is totally unfit to rule, since a true leader would care more about taking the right actions instead of hypnotizing the people with pleasing words to disguise his true intentions. The constant repetition of the “ordinary” name of the King is Hotspur’s attempt to puncture the regal mystique the King has surrounded himself with as he tries to counter what he sees as Henry’s beguiling rhetoric. He attempts to bring everyone back to reality by reminding them that Henry usurped the throne. Hotspur alleges that the King will remain friendly to those that helped him seize power only as long as it benefits him - but as soon as he sees a potential advantage, he will betray those that made him king. Further, he claims that Henry’s amicable exterior is just a façade to mask his designs, making him “the King of smiles.” Hotspur claims that he, in contrast, is not driven by ulterior motives – rather, he is so distraught when he hears about King Henry behaving as a “politician” that it is as if he is being “whipped and scourged with rods” (237). This “spurs” him to swear that “All studies here I solemnly defy / Save how to gall and pinch this Bolingbroke” (226). His rejection of all other “studies” refers to his claim of total purity of motives as he vows, in characteristic fashion, to drop everything and take action to right what he sees as an egregious travesty of justice. Thus the image of being prodded into action fits nicely with his name and overall philosophy.
It is ironic, then, that it is this very impetuous nature that causes Hotspur to misconstrue a negative situation to his advantage. Hotspur opens the fourth act with the complaint that “speaking truth / in this fine age” is confused with “flattery” (4.1.2), an understandable sentiment from someone who claims that people are unable to distinguish between reality and pleasing rhetoric. He goes on to say that he “cannot flatter” (1.4.6), but this statement itself proves to be the preface for flattering Douglas. Like a politician, Hotspur has, paradoxically, learned how to increase his popularity by playing up his image of being a “straight-talker.” Douglas plays along and calls Hotspur “the king of honour” (10). This is a deliberate attempt to contrast the virtues of Hotspur’s “sincerity” against the duplicity of “the king of smiles.” However, this too is just empty rhetoric, because when situations had taken a turn for the worse, Hotspur had tried to “spin” his way out of trouble. When he heard that his father was ill and could not join them in battle against Henry, he tried to cast it in a positive light by saying that it was better that they don’t “set the exact wealth of all our states / all at one cast” (4.146). He also emphasized how much more their cause would be advanced by winning without the Earl’s help. At that point, he still assured his men that they would slaughter their opponents easily like “sacrifices in their trim” (112). However, when he was informed that Worcester would also be absent from his forces and finally realized the futility of his efforts, he quickly changed his approach and exhorts his men to “die merrily,” (133) but not to abandon the fight. Hotspur is so caught up in his personal desire to act against the king that he never even considers trying to back out when things go wrong, even when offered amnesty. In short, Hotspur’s fiery tirade against pretense and expediency in leaders is contradicted by his later behavior when he finds himself in a difficult leadership role with his own agenda on the line. Ultimately, he turns out to be even less forthright than the monarch he criticized.
