
 

 

English Analytical Piece 

‘I have seen corruption boil and bubble…’ In Measure for Measure, Shakespeare suggests that 

everyone is prone to sin. To what extent do you agree with this statement? 

Shakespeare’s Jacobean problem play – Measure for Measure – inspired by James I’s ascension to 

the throne and the conflicting views of piety, explores the intricate aspects of humanity. Set in law-

deprived hedonistic Vienna, with temptation looming, Shakespeare highlights the normalcy of 

sinning, suggesting that sinning is highly subjective. In the play, sin is presented as flexible, altering 

to suit the offender and that anyone is susceptible to its allure, but not all characters in the play fall 

prey to this temptation such as Isabella.  

Shakespeare demonstrates the obscurity of sin through various characters excusing or condemning 

Claudio and Marianna. This uncertain nature suggests a sinner is defined by the view of others 

rather than their actions. Claudio is arrested on account of impregnating Juliet before the 

legalisation of their marriage by Angelo, who orders his execution for the act so that ‘we might not 

make a scarecrow of the law.’ Angelo’s metaphor compares the law-breaking society of Vienna to a 

flock of birds, originally dreading a scarecrow - a symbol of the law - but once they discover that it 

cannot harm them, they disregard it. Angelo’s passionate belief that an example of his severity 

should be made through Claudio’s execution reflects his view that everyone will be lured to sin 

without a deterrent. In contrast, many view Claudio’s crime to be an innate aspect of human nature. 

The provost comments that ‘all sects, all ages smack of this vice and he to die for it?’ The provost 

perspicaciously contends that Claudio’s crime is one that all commit. Through his assertion about the 

commodity this offence, he seems to suggest that Claudio should be given pardon for his crime, 

otherwise justice would demand that all should be convicted. Claudio mirrors this perspective in his 

metaphor about rats – ‘our natures do pursue, like rats that ravin down their proper bane. A thirsty 

evil, and when we drink we die.’ He comments on our instinctive attraction to sin, comparing it to 

rats, thirstily consuming poison, which can lead them, much like us, to our downfall. Likewise, the 

duke encourages the copulation of Marianna and Angelo with whom she had had a marriage oath 

with. In this setting of Vienna, a marriage promise was akin to a documented marriage, but Angelo 

dwells on the legalities of the process as Claudio and Juliet performed a marriage promise, but had 

not completed the documentation due to complications with the dowry. The duke convinces 

Marianna to participate in his scheme as ‘to bring [them] together ‘tis no sin.’ What Angelo 

considers to be unlawful, the duke permits. This subjective nature of sin highlights that rather than 

people being prone to sin, sin is dependent on to what extent others consider an act to be a crime. 

Sin is demonstrated to be rather flexible, shifting in magnitude according to the offender. The Duke 

describes Juliet’s crime as being of a ‘heavier kind than (Claudio’s), despite her committing the same 

act. He appears to suggest that Juliet’s identity as a woman, a reflection of the time, accentuated the 

size of her sin as in Vienna (Shakespeare’s fabrication of Jacobean England) sexual promiscuity of 

women was frowned upon, whilst for men it was more socially accepted. Though in Isabella’s 

instance she is told repeatedly that ‘laying down the treasures of her body’ will not be an 

infringement of the law as it is for a benevolent cause. Claudio in a desperation to persuade Isabella 

says that ‘what sin you do to save a brother’s life nature dispenses with the deed so far it becomes a 

virtue,’ corresponding to Angelo’s earlier statement that ‘might there not be a charity in sin to save 

this brother’s life?’ Both men appear to view sin as comparable to a transaction. Claudio says saving 

him will make it a ‘virtue’, carrying connotations of morality, whilst Angelo calls it a ‘charity.’ They 

both suggest that Isabella, having sexual intercourse with Angelo, which is similar to Juliet’s crime, 

can excuse her sin. Shakespeare challenges religion, raising questions whether Isabella would be 

sinful in ignoring the pleas of her brother, or sinful if she were to commit the act. Through 



 

 

Shakespeare’s parallel between Isabella and Juliet, he seems to present sin as variable as it suits the 

circumstance. 

Angelo falls prey to his carnal desires despite his presentation a puritanical leader. Angelo is initially 

a very elusive character, hardly appearing before the second act. The audience grasps snippets of his 

character. Some say that they ‘scarce confess… that his blood flows,’ others describe him to be ‘a 

man whose blood is very snow-broth’ or ‘of stricture and firm abstinence.’ He is portrayed as 

inhumane with stagnant blood or lacking any signs of life with his coldness. His frigidity suggests his 

lack of empathy and that is more of a ‘demigod’ than a human being. Angelo’s depiction as piously 

abiding the scriptures, appeals to Shakespeare’s religiously devout Jacobean audience, who would 

aspire for complete religious restriction. Angelo’s absence of humanity is also highlighted by this 

instance of foreshadowing – ‘one who never feels the wonton stings and motions of the sense.’  This 

is later revealed untrue, as Angelo is overwhelmed by his lust and descends, in a sense, from his 

metaphoric heavenly throne to the realms of humanity. He comments after he becomes fixated on 

Isabella that ‘when men were fond. [he used to] smile and wonder how…’ At this stage, he comes to 

the epiphany that he like many others is vulnerable to desire. Angelo’s uncontrollable lechery, 

demonstrates that even the most self-disciplined or appearing to be, are unshielded from sin. 

Shakespeare seems to suggest that sin is an innate aspect of human nature.  

It can be viewed that Isabella does not break any laws throughout the play- both religious and legal. 

She can be viewed as the paragon of a law-abiding citizen, even more so than Angelo. Isabella at the 

monastery asks about the privileges of nuns, ‘not [for] desiring more, but rather wishing [for] a more 

strict restraint…’ To a Jacobean audience, Isabella’s puritan self-constriction reflects the spiritual 

aspirations of the time. She is portrayed as highly dedicated wishing to isolate herself from human 

interaction.  Shakespeare appears to criticise this fatalistic approach as Isabella is never able to 

achieve her state of complete seclusion with the uncontrollable intervention of the duke, Angelo 

and Claudio. Even when she is given the ultimatum by Angelo to ‘lay down the treasures of her body’ 

or Claudio would forfeit his life, Isabella reaches the conclusion that ‘more than our brother is our 

chastity.’ Her obsession with her virginity is a reflection of her obedience to religion as she is about 

to become a nun; as well as the value of virginity in relation to a woman’s identity in the play’s 

Vienna. She calls her loss of chastity an ‘abhorred pollution’, which is a manifestation of how men in 

play disregard licentiousness in women. So, it can be viewed that in refusing to partake in Angelo’s 

deal, Isabella did not sin, but kept herself steadfast, obeying god. Isabella is arguably one of the sole 

characters in the play, who does not commit sacrilege, thus demonstrating that an individual’s 

circumstance can make them prone to sin, but it does not equate to them committing it.  

Shakespeare’s highlights the intangible and perhaps undefinable characteristic of sin, though it’s 

subjective nature as some people allow the crimes of some whilst others persecute them like 

Angelo; and the double standards associated with women as their crimes are viewed as more 

severe. Majority of citizens are shown as prone to sin through the downfall of Angelo, but some are 

exempted from its’ temptation such as Isabella.  


