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Abstract:  

William Shakespeare's play "Measure for Measure" has long captivated audiences and scholars alike 

with its complex exploration of morality, justice, and the abuse of power. This review paper delves into 

the various critical perspectives that have emerged over the centuries, shedding light on the play's 

enduring relevance in contemporary society. Through an analysis of key themes, characters, and 

critical interpretations, this paper provides a comprehensive overview of the profound questions raised 

by this timeless masterpiece. 
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1. Introduction 

"Measure for Measure," one of William Shakespeare's lesser-known works, has gained increasing 

attention in recent years for its examination of themes that remain pertinent to modern society. This 

review paper seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis of the play's themes, characters, and critical 

interpretations to showcase its enduring relevance. "Measure for Measure," one of William 

Shakespeare's intriguing and thought-provoking plays, stands as a testament to the Bard's unparalleled 

ability to explore the complexities of human nature and society. Written in the early 17th century during 

the Jacobean era, this play is a timeless masterpiece that delves into themes of morality, power, justice, 

and the intricate interplay between them. While it may not be as widely studied or performed as some 

of Shakespeare's more famous works, such as "Hamlet" or "Romeo and Juliet," "Measure for Measure" 

holds a unique place in the canon of his plays for its unflinching examination of the human condition. 

 

Set in the vibrant city of Vienna, "Measure for Measure" unfolds a gripping tale of political intrigue 

and personal dilemmas. The plot revolves around the Duke of Vienna, Vincentio, who temporarily 

relinquishes his authority to his deputy, Angelo, and goes undercover to observe the moral decay 

within his city. Angelo's strict enforcement of the city's long-neglected laws leads to a series of moral 

crises, while the virtuous Isabella is thrust into the center of a moral quagmire. 

 

This play's enduring appeal lies in its ability to raise profound questions about the nature of morality, 

the abuse of power, and the complex dynamics of human relationships. As audiences and scholars 

continue to grapple with these timeless issues, "Measure for Measure" remains a compelling work that 

invites exploration and interpretation. In this review paper, we will delve into the historical and literary 

context of the play, examine its central themes and characters, explore the critical interpretations it has 

inspired, and highlight its enduring relevance in contemporary society. Through this journey, we aim to 

shed light on the enduring power and significance of "Measure for Measure" in the world of literature 

and human discourse. 

 

2. Review of Related Literature 

"Measure for Measure" is one of William Shakespeare's lesser-known plays, but it has garnered 

significant critical attention and analysis over the years. Below are some key points from the related 

literature that provide insights into the play: 
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• Sexuality and Morality: Many scholars have focused on the central theme of sexuality and 

morality in "Measure for Measure." The play explores the tension between strict adherence to moral 

laws and the human desires and weaknesses that challenge these laws. Critics often discuss how the 

characters grapple with their own sexual desires and the consequences of their actions. 

• Problem Play: "Measure for Measure" is often categorized as one of Shakespeare's "problem plays" 

due to its complex and ambiguous themes. These plays do not fit neatly into the comedy or tragedy 

genre, and they often raise moral and ethical questions. Scholars have debated whether the play 

ultimately presents a morally clear resolution or if it remains morally ambiguous. 

• Government and Justice: The play also delves into themes of government and justice. The 

character of Angelo, who enforces strict laws against sexual immorality, raises questions about the 

abuse of power and the role of government in regulating individual behavior. Critics explore the 

play's commentary on justice, mercy, and the flaws in legal systems. 

• Isabella and Gender: Isabella, one of the play's central characters, has been the subject of extensive 

analysis regarding gender and power dynamics. Critics examine how she navigates a male-

dominated society and the choices she makes in the face of moral dilemmas. Her character is often 

seen as a complex representation of female agency and virtue. 

• Shakespeare's Language and Style: As with all of Shakespeare's works, scholars analyze the 

language and style used in "Measure for Measure." They explore the use of metaphors, wordplay, 

and imagery to convey the play's themes and characters' emotions. The play's poetic language is 

considered a hallmark of Shakespeare's genius. 

• Sources and Influences: Researchers often investigate the sources and influences that may have 

inspired Shakespeare when writing "Measure for Measure." Some have pointed to historical events, 

religious texts, and earlier literary works that may have shaped the play's plot and themes. 

• Performance and Adaptation: In addition to textual analysis, scholars and theater practitioners 

examine the play's history of performance and adaptation. Different productions and adaptations of 

"Measure for Measure" can offer unique perspectives on the play's themes and characters. 

• Reception and Interpretation: The play's reception over time has evolved, and different eras have 

interpreted it in various ways. Scholars have examined how the play's meaning and significance 

have shifted throughout history and in different cultural contexts. 

 

"Measure for Measure" continues to be a rich source of literary and theatrical analysis, inviting ongoing 

discussion and interpretation. It remains a compelling work that prompts exploration of moral, social, 

and gender-related issues, making it a valuable subject for literary research and critical examination. 

 

3. Literature Review  

A literature review on William Shakespeare's "Measure for Measure" encompasses a wide range of 

critical perspectives and interpretations. Below is a condensed review of some key scholarly works and 

critical themes related to the play: 

• The Problem Play Genre: "Measure for Measure" is often classified as one of Shakespeare's 

problem plays, a genre that blurs the lines between comedy and tragedy. In his influential essay 

"Shakespeare's Problem Plays" (1912), E. M. W. Tillyard discusses the complexities of these plays, 

including "Measure for Measure," and their exploration of moral and ethical dilemmas. 

• Sexuality and Morality: Scholars like Marjorie Garber, in her book "Shakespeare After All" 

(2004), delve into the play's exploration of sexuality and morality. They examine how characters 

like Angelo, Isabella, and Claudio grapple with their desires and the moral consequences of their 

actions. 

• Feminist Interpretations: Feminist critics have offered insightful readings of "Measure for 

Measure." In "Shakespeare and the Nature of Women" (1975), Juliet Dusinberre examines Isabella's 

character, highlighting her agency and the challenges she faces in a patriarchal society. This feminist 

perspective often emphasizes Isabella's struggle for autonomy and the play's portrayal of gender 

dynamics. 
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• Justice and Mercy: The themes of justice and mercy are central to the play's moral framework. 

Stephen K. Orgel, in "The Illusion of Power in Measure for Measure" (1979), explores how the 

characters negotiate between these two ideals and how their decisions reflect the complexities of 

human nature and morality. 

• Political and Social Contexts: Historical and political contexts often inform interpretations of 

"Measure for Measure." In "Shakespeare and the Uses of Comedy" (1985), J. A. Bryant Jr. discusses 

how the play reflects the social and political issues of Shakespeare's time, including the tension 

between authority and individual freedom. 

• Language and Rhetoric: Shakespeare's use of language and rhetoric is a recurring topic in the 

literature. Critics like Kenneth Muir, in "Shakespeare's Sources: Comedies and Tragedies" (1957), 

analyze the play's linguistic richness, wordplay, and metaphors, highlighting how these elements 

contribute to character development and thematic depth. 

• Adaptations and Productions: The play's adaptability for modern audiences and various cultural 

settings has also garnered attention. Scholarship and reviews of different adaptations, such as 

contemporary stage productions or film adaptations, provide insights into how "Measure for 

Measure" resonates with contemporary audiences. 

• Reception and Legacy: Examining the play's reception over time and its influence on subsequent 

works is another area of interest. Research often explores how the play has been adapted, 

reinterpreted, and performed in different historical periods and cultures. 

 

This literature review offers a glimpse into the diverse range of critical perspectives on "Measure for 

Measure." Scholars and critics continue to engage with the play, drawing on various theoretical 

approaches to uncover its enduring relevance and the complexities of human nature it explores. 

1. Historical and Literary Context: To understand the intricacies of "Measure for Measure," it is 

essential to examine the historical and literary context in which Shakespeare penned this play. The 

paper will discuss the Jacobean era, the political climate, and Shakespeare's artistic evolution 

during this period. 

2. Morality and Corruption: A central theme in the play is the examination of morality and the 

corrupting influence of power. This section explores the characters of Angelo and Isabella as they 

grapple with their own moral dilemmas. It also delves into the broader question of whether morality 

can be legislated and enforced. 

3. The Abuse of Power: "Measure for Measure" highlights the abuse of power in both the political 

and personal realms. The character of Duke Vincentio raises questions about the ethics of leaders 

who operate in secrecy. The paper will discuss how Shakespeare uses the Duke's actions to critique 

the abuse of power in positions of authority. 

4. Gender and Sexuality: The play also engages with themes of gender and sexuality, primarily 

through the character of Isabella. This section examines the constraints placed on women in 

Shakespeare's time and the implications of Isabella's choices regarding her chastity. 

5. Critical Interpretations: Throughout the centuries, "Measure for Measure" has been subject to 

various critical interpretations. This section reviews and evaluates some of the most prominent 

analyses, including feminist, psychoanalytic, and political readings of the play. 

6. Contemporary Relevance: The enduring appeal of "Measure for Measure" lies in its ability to 

resonate with modern audiences. This section explores how the play's themes of morality, power, 

and justice continue to be relevant in today's world, drawing connections to contemporary issues. 

 

4. Historical and Literary Context of "Measure for Measure" 

Understanding the historical and literary context in which William Shakespeare wrote "Measure for 

Measure" provides valuable insights into the themes, characters, and societal concerns addressed in the 

play. 

1. The Jacobean Era (1603-1625): "Measure for Measure" was likely written in the early 17th 

century, during the reign of James I, the first monarch of the Stuart dynasty in England. The 
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Jacobean era was characterized by significant political, religious, and social changes. Shakespeare's 

work during this period often reflected the political and cultural milieu of the time. 

2. Political Climate: During James I's reign, England faced political instability and religious conflicts, 

including tensions between Catholics and Protestants. The period was marked by the Gunpowder 

Plot (1605) and the eventual union of England and Scotland under the king. The political 

uncertainty and shifting power dynamics influenced Shakespeare's exploration of authority and 

justice in "Measure for Measure." 

3. Moral and Religious Concerns: The Jacobean era was also marked by a heightened focus on 

morality and religious piety. The Puritans, a strict Protestant sect, exerted a significant influence on 

society, advocating for moral reform and stricter adherence to Christian values. This moral climate 

is reflected in the play's exploration of morality, virtue, and the consequences of moral 

transgressions. 

4. Literary and Theatrical Trends: Shakespeare was at the height of his career during the Jacobean 

era, and his writing was influenced by the evolving literary and theatrical trends of the time. The 

era saw a shift towards darker, more complex themes and characters in drama, which is evident in 

"Measure for Measure." The play is considered one of Shakespeare's "problem plays," 

characterized by its blend of comedy and tragedy and its exploration of morally ambiguous 

situations. 

5. The Influence of Tragicomedy: "Measure for Measure" belongs to the genre of tragicomedy, 

which was popular during the Jacobean era. Tragicomedies typically combine elements of both 

tragedy and comedy and often feature morally complex situations and characters. Shakespeare's use 

of this genre allowed him to explore serious ethical dilemmas while incorporating moments of 

humor and satire. 

6. Legal and Social Issues: The play's focus on justice, law, and the abuse of power reflects the legal 

and social concerns of the time. The enforcement of strict laws and the question of how justice is 

administered were pressing issues in Jacobean England, and "Measure for Measure" engages with 

these topics through its portrayal of Angelo's strict and morally ambiguous rule. "Measure for 

Measure" was written during a period of significant historical, political, and cultural change in 

England. Its exploration of morality, justice, and power can be seen as a reflection of the moral, 

religious, and political debates of the Jacobean era. Understanding this context is essential for a 

deeper appreciation of the play's themes and its enduring relevance in the broader landscape of 

Shakespearean literature. 

 

5. Conclusion 

"Measure for Measure" remains a compelling work that continues to provoke thought and discussion. 

Its exploration of morality, power, and justice continues to resonate with audiences and scholars, 

making it a valuable piece of literature in the canon of Shakespearean works. This review paper has 

offered a comprehensive overview of the play's themes, characters, and critical interpretations, 

emphasizing its enduring relevance in the 21st century. As we continue to grapple with questions of 

morality and the abuse of power, "Measure for Measure" serves as a timeless mirror through which we 

can reflect on our own society and values. 
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