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Rhetoric in Shakespeare's plays has been well canvassed, 

but as Brian Vickers observes, there have been fewer 

studies of the nature of persuasion in Shakespeare's plays, 

of "the attempt by one character to change the way another 

character thinks or behaves." The aim of this paper is to 

examine the nature of persuasion in Measure for Measure 

and in one of its probable sources, the story of Epitia in 

Cinthio's Hecatommithi. In Cinthio's story, rhetoric functions 

as the basis of women's power. Rhetoric has a similar 

function in Measure for Measure, but in Shakespeare's play, 

whatever power Isabella's rhetoric lends her is stripped away 

by a competing rhetorical mode. In Measure for Measure 

one sees the copresence and interaction of different kinds of 

rhetoric: forensic rhetoric, the language of the law courts, is 

delimited and controlled by deliberative rhetoric, or hortatory 

rhetoric, which is inappropriately used by Angelo but 

ultimately monopolized by Duke Vincentio. Deliberative 

rhetoric ultimately dominates in Cinthio's story as well, but it 

does so in Epitia's usage, rather than in the Emperor's. 

Shakespeare departs from Cinthio's assignation of 

deliberative rhetoric to a female character. Instead, Angelo 

and Duke Vincentio battle for control of the deliberative style, 

reflecting a political struggle in James I's government at the 

time when Measure for Measure was written. By reflecting 

this contest, Measure for Measure deviates from the inherent 

feminism of Cinthio's story. 
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