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In Measure for Measure, the Duke acts ambiguously in his plan to restore law and order in 
Vienna. Discuss 
 
In William Shakespeare’s tragicomedic play, Measure for Measure, the audience is introduced to the 
dissolute and ill-disciplined state of Vienna where ‘corruption boil(s) and bubble(s)’. The Duke 
abdicates his power, leaving the seemingly strict Angelo to restore order instead of Escalus, his aged 
and trusted advisor. Not only does the Duke act capriciously in appointing this deputy, his guise as a 
Friar questions his honesty and deceptive nature. In addition, the enigmatic nature of the Duke is 
summed up by two opposing views of the Duke by Escalus and Lucio, a choric character who 
provides a link between the two parallel worlds of higher and lower strata. Eventually, The Duke’s 
assertive administration of the law continues to highlight his vacillation between a goodhearted 
humanitarian or underhanded Machiavellian.  
 
The Duke’s exhibits hesitation in appointing Angelo despite this; he still commissions him as the 
Deputy. This suggests that he may not be acting for the benefit of his dukedom. The Duke eulogizes 
Escalus’ ability in understanding ‘(the) city’s institutions’, claiming that his ‘sufficiency as (his) worth 
is able’. Thus, it explicitly clear that the Duke thinks highly of his honourable advisor, leading the 
audience to perhaps view him as the ideal candidate. Despite this, the Duke unpredictably chooses 
Escalus’ antithetical foil, the avowedly ‘strict’ and ‘precise’ Angelo, who somewhat tentatively claims 
that there should be ‘more test of (his) metal, Before so noble and so great a figure Be stamp’d upon 
it’. This coin imagery underscores that Angelo is doubtful of whether he can bear the weight of 
political authority. This hesitancy is mirrored by the Duke as he wishes to see ‘if power change 
purpose’ and whether Angelo is a ‘seemer’ who is not as ‘strait in virtue’ as he appears. Essentially, 
mysterious departure of the Duke and his choice of a replacement that he doesn't completely trust is 
suggestive that he has an ulterior motive and is not truly fulfilling his responsibility to his citizenry in 
acting in their best interest.  
 
Following the Duke’s sudden departure, he reveals his plans to masquerade as a Friar, allowing him 
access to the inner workings Vienna. He requests that Friar Thomas supplies him ‘with the habit’.  
Through his disguise as Friar, he is privy to the confessions of Claudio and Juliet, the ‘fornicatress’ 
and decides that will ‘minister them accordingly’. Significantly, the Duke abuses his power, as in 
reality his is not a ‘true friar’, but merely impersonating one. This highlights his dishonesty. 
Moreover, he continues to abuse this power as he purposefully eavesdrops on Claudio and his sister, 
Isabella’s private conversation, asking the Provost to ‘Bring (him) to hear them speak, where (he) 
may be concealed’ and follows the stage direction [Provost and Duke conceal themselves]. Thereby, 
light is shed on the Duke’s underhanded and amoral behaviour, as through deception and deceit he 
surveillances like an omniscient presence. On the contrary, it is essential to consider that the Duke 
wishes to gain a more holistic view of ‘the nature of (Vienna’s) people’. However, this dubious 
surveillance raises questions about the extent to which rulers should be involved in the lives of their 
subjects and is relevant to the modern audience as the government was involved in surveillance 
through a network of spies as one of its mechanisms for maintaining power. Therefore, it is 
debatable as to whether the Duke’s disguise and spying activities are arguably right-minded, or a 
breach of the privacy which resonates with power that was executed in the early modern period. 
 
Unsurprisingly, the Duke’s enigmatic personality has allowed for the formation of who antithetical 
views of him. Esacalus believed that he was ‘a man of temperance’ who was ‘rather rejoicing to see 
another merry’. Thus, the Duke is framed as a moderate man who valued the happiness of others 
over his own. Whilst, Lucio shares an antithetical, unflattering view – claiming that he was a 
‘woodman’ who ‘knew the service and that instructed him to mercy’.  These significantly varying 
views of the Duke may suggest that through the Duke understanding the lechery of Vienna and the 
bawdy characters such as Pompey, Elbow and Froth as he was familiar with this world and would be 
able to communicate and speak the language of venereal ‘diseases’ and sexual innuendoes such as 
‘fishing for trout in a peculiar river’. This suggests that in order for him to administer law accordingly 
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and facilitate the successful merge of the lawful higher class and colourful lower class he must 
understand both. Therefore, the Duke who can be interpreted ambiguously may act in this manner in 
an attempt to administer justice moderately with compassion and fairness.  
 
As the play draws to a close, the Duke confidently attempts to bring a modicum of justice. This is 
made clear as when Isabella accuses Angelo of being an ‘outward-sainted deputy’, the Duke agrees 
with Angelo in claiming that she is ‘mad’.  Therefore, an element of dramatic irony is introduced, as 
the audience is aware that the Duke is well informed but choosing not to support Isabella. Although, 
it may seem that the Duke is not administering justice appropriately, this is indicative that the Duke 
is indeed attempting to exercise justice fairly as the law cannot be administered based on the 
knowledge that he has gained in disguise but based on absolutes and not based on his personal 
cognizance. In addition to this, the Duke does allot justice in a firm and directive manner. The Duke 
demands that Angelo is to ‘love (Mariana)’ and Claudio is to be ‘whipped and hanged’. This 
imperative statement underscores the Duke’s conviction and confidence, whilst the past participles 
emphasize the finality of his decision, which is assertively announced. This is antithetical to his 
awkward and hesitant character in the beginning, thus highlighting his development as a leader who 
commands respect. Additionally, withholds information from Isabella about Claudio’s status and 
claims that Angelo ‘hath released him from the world’, implying that Claudio has been executed. The 
Duke justifies this by claiming that ‘(he) will keep her ignorant of her good to make her heavenly 
comforts of despairs when it is least expected’. Thus, he allows her to suffer the mental anguish and 
soon after, he reveals that he had ordered Claudio to be put ‘in secret holds’ and his desire for her to 
‘Give (him her) hand and say (she) will be (his)’ in marriage. This highlights his fabricated and 
strategic proposal of marriage to Isabella. Finally, the Duke’s ambiguity is distilled within his final 
rhyming couplet, ‘So, bring us to our palace; where we'll show What's yet behind, that's meet you all 
should know’. Characteristically, in the works of Shakespeare, rhyming couplets draw to a conclusion 
however it is evident that this couplet leaves great uncertainty about the end of the play for both the 
audience and undoubtedly exemplifies the unpredictability and equivocation of the Duke. Therefore, 
through the conclusion of the play it is evident that despite the Duke’s intends to reinstate laws and 
discipline.  
 
Ultimately, the Duke is a sophisticated character who shifts constantly, making it difficult to discern 
the his true intentions and whether he truly cares about introducing order with the stern Angelo, 
attempts to understanding the licentiousness of the lower classes and resolves the play in an 
unexpected manner in the hopes of introducing fairness and regulation. Through the enigmatic 
character of the Duke, Shakespeare may intend to convey that man’s true intentions are buried under 
layers of duplicity and equivocation rendering it truly impossible to unearth a person’s innermost 
intents.  

 
 
 
 
 


