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Topic 8: “…the body public be a horse whereon the governor doth ride.” 
What does M4M aim to teach about the function of government? 
 
The Duke introduces the grand decrees of government as one that rules “for the people,” the “city’s 
institutions” and for “common justice.” William Shakespeare’s play Measure for Measure explores 
the complexities of enforcing such justice and social stability and questions whether Vienna’s 
government upholds these values of practice. Shakespeare contends that the role of the government 
is to execute justice that mirrors these decrees in a way that is fair and redemptive. We see the 
executions of justice in all of its forms: justice that is tempered with excessive mercy, justice that 
does not take into account the context and circumstances of the crime, and perhaps true justice, 
which comprises of a balance of both clemency and “correction” to ensure the rehabilitation of the 
offenders in the depraved society. Yet, only glimp`ses of true justice appear in the play’s finale and it 
is this that Shakespeare conveys as the most effective function of government. Thus, Shakespeare 
aims to teach the importance of upholding the values of the law as well as catering for each crime by 
exploring some of the consequences that arise when this approach is absent in leadership.  
 
Shakespeare imbues that the social disintegration ensuing from permissive ruling is one any function 
of government should avoid. It may seem, at first, effective and justified when Escalus opts to let 
Pompey “continue his courses” with “pity” due to his understanding of the circumstances of his 
crime – that the “pretty orders are beginning.” However, although some of the audience may see 
this as sympathetic, Escalus’ hope to reduce recidivism is undermined as Pompey states that his 
actions are “better determined” by his “flesh and fortune,” essentially indicating that he has learnt 
nothing from this encounter. The ineffectuality of Escalus’ mercy is compounded by the fact that 
Shakespeare employs an “aside” for Pompey to convey an air of smug confidence and pride, as if he 
is more content that he had avoided the law rather than being freed from a “beat” and punishment. 
Here, it is evident that Escalus’ damaging permissiveness has some injurious consequences to the 
merit of the government as Pompey, with the sense of arrogance, gains self-satisfaction from his 
feat. Shakespeare communicate that not only doe Escalus fail to enforce the law, but also the fact 
that excessive mercy further encourages further wrongdoing. In essence, Shakespeare concludes 
that in order to achieve social reform, governments must avoid such lenient measures of executing 
justice. Moreover, Pompey’s encounter with Escalus’ only provides a glimpse of the greater 
ramification that results from permissive ruling in Vienna’s corrupted society. Under the Duke’s 
overly lax ruling, depravity and debauchery have become adopted into societal mores. Although 
recognizing the corruption that “boils and bubbles” in Vienna – referring to the ubiquity of such 
licentiousness, the Duke “lets” the “needful laws” “slip.” Immediately, Shakespeare invites the 
audience to question whether such a method is at all beneficial in those circumstances. In fact, as a 
result, the government indeed becomes more “mocked than feared” and Shakespeare highlights the 
ineffectuality of law and its “mockery” to suggest that the consequences of the Duke’s indulgent 
leadership are indeed “[his] fault.” In a remorseful tone, the Duke repents having let the “evil deeds” 
have their “permissive pass” which indicates that the excessive distributions of clemency have 
affected the reputation of the government and therefore resulted in a society where sexual desires 
run rampant. In this way Shakespeare accentuates the ramifications that follow negligent governing 
and the fact that he dons the “habit” of the friar in a hope to rectify this problem, is further 
suggestive of the fact that governments should avoid administering this form of justice. Hence, the 
audience recognizes the problems that arise from such delegations of unnecessary mercy, and 
conclude that perhaps this form of functioning by a government should be evaded. 
 
Shakespeare’s asserts the idea that a “strict” adherence to the law is yet another kind of ruling that is 
damaging for the function of government. Where there is common credence that “all sects, all ages 
smacks of this vice” in Vienna, the referral to the pervasiveness of licentious desires suggests that 
Claudio’s crime seems rather trivial. To describe it as one of “most mutual entertainment,” it is a 
lyrical expression indicating Claudio and Juliet’s genuine love and the audience is invited to question 
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whether Claudio is truly deserving of the “death” sentence in a society where iniquity and infidelity 
thrives. Despite this, Angelo associates Claudio as “a forfeit of the law,” and the connotations of 
“forfeit” suggest that there is no way for Claudio’s sentenced to be revoked. However, where 
Isabella, the Provost and Lucio all plea that “he hath offended in a dream” attempt to persuade 
Angelo to “relent” highlights that Claudio should not be condemned so harshly and “strict[ly]” by the 
law. Here, the audience of the Jacobean area might recognize this as a subtle reference to James I’s 
speech, where he stresses the not to enforce the “literal sense” of the law but instead its “meaning.” 
In this way, Shakespeare associates this with Angelo’s “precise” ruling and suggests that he needs to 
rather understand the circumstances of Claudio’s sentence instead of “fleshly” laying punishments 
when the laws are broken. It is all in well that Angelo abides by the law, especially after the 
corruption that arose under the Duke’s lenient ruling, however Shakespeare ultimately contends that 
it is all the more important for a functioning governing body to take into account the context of a 
crime and execute mercy when necessary. In doing so, Shakespeare accentuates that the over-
adherence to strict principles seem desultory and imprudent and in this way it becomes something 
that should be avoided. The statement that the “public body” is the “horse whereon governor doth 
ride one” implies that the law is above all and in essence, refers to the “strict deputy’s” dictatorial 
perception of leadership. Angelo, in fact, is so adherent to strict principles that he fails to see the 
“oaks” that should be condemned rather than the “soft myrtle”; that is, transgressors like Claudio. 
For Claudio to be open, honest and accepting of his “deed” due to “too much liberty,” Shakespeare’s 
imagery of him as the “soft myrtle” implies that it is easy for Angelo to punish those admitting of the 
“filthy vices” rather than those who try to avoid the punishment and talking of “turndish” and 
“prunes”- like Pompey. The fact that Pompey uses comedic relief and sexual puns to be able to 
confuse Escalus and Angelo, Shakespeare heightens how easy it is to defeat the law when leaders 
imprudently “pluck out laws” and expect for persecutors to be “whipped and hanged” when in “hope 
[to] find [a] cause” to do so. The very concept that Angelo abuses his “giant strength” and enforces 
the strictest punishments based on a “hope” that justice will be served is inherently flawed, as 
although it indeed enforces the law, the reason why Pompey is able to sidestep punishment is 
because there is no fundamental purpose or intention to rehabilitate offenders. Therefore, the 
audience sees this as a principle flaw of Angelo’s tyrannical leadership. In accentuating the rash 
decisions of Angelo as he expects his unwavering faith of the law to fix all problems, Shakespeare 
contends that this is indeed something that any government should avoid doing. 
 
However, it would be difficult to dispute the fact that when we see the constructive ramifications of 
true justice executed in the later stages of the play, this balance of tempering justice with mercy is 
the best path to social reform that a government can offer. This concept is advocated by the Duke’s 
positive resolution of the main conflicts within the play - that is, the “conscupiscible lust” of Angelo 
and the societal standing of women. Where the “outward sainted” Angelo is punished not with death 
but by a consummated marriage to Mariana, Shakespeare reveals this replacement as “correction” is 
more fit to an otherwise problematic punishment. Despite Angelo’s plea that he “craves death” more 
“willingly than mercy”, the Duke rather sends him off to the Friar to “leave him in your hands” and in 
doing so, it is revealed that the “instruction” that the Duke mentioned earlier refers to the 
rehabilitation of prosecutors and the audience is thereby positioned to see the that first step to 
reform is positive and beneficial. In this way, Shakespeare heightens the benefits of such justice 
through contrasting this to Escalus’ and Angelo’s previous executions of justice: respectively, that it 
would be too callous to offer mercy to Angelo after his misdeeds, and that death does not bring real 
benefit for the offender himself. This essentially means that the Duke’s selection of punishment is 
perhaps the most ideal and fitting form of justice that can be enforced. Hence, we see the 
importance of such a balance between mercy and justice, and Shakespeare asserts that it is one that 
governments should follow. Moreover, not only does the marriage mirror the values of adequate 
justice, it also augments the societal standing of women. In a patriarchal world, when the Duke 
declares that “her worth worth yours,” Shakespeare suggests that this is particularly credible as, 
especially in front of such a “licentious” crowd, the Duke utilizes his influence in a way that is 
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competitive to previous ideals that women are determined entirely by their relation to man – 
whether it would be a “maid,” a “wife” or a “widow.” More notably, Mariana, a character who 
resides in the “moated grange”, is not only symbolically depicted as estranged from society, but her 
marriage in fact reintegrates her back into it. In doing so, the audience see the Duke’s enforcement 
of the law as both redemptive and empowering, suggesting that women’s roles in society are no 
longer subservient to men. Therefore, we see the benefits of the Duke’s tempering justice and 
Shakespeare in this way concludes governments should rule for the “nature of the people” whilst 
mirroring the Duke’s approach that values “correction and instruction.” 
 
It is through the Shakespeare’s depiction of the varying forms of justice that allows the audience to 
recognize the most effective ways of governing an inherently depraved society. Whilst a policy of 
either pure mercy or “firm abstinence” is not adequate enough to be the foundation of a function of 
government, it is in the play’s finale that the best solution to the social reform of Vienna brings itself 
forward. The idea that “correction and instruction” must coincide to serve justice that is both fair 
and suitable is imperative to all circumstances. Especially in a society where “liberty plucks justice by 
the nose,” Shakespeare reveals to his audience that a function of government must uphold the 
values of the law when condemning all malefactors, no matter how great or small. 


