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Puritan Economics 
in Measure for Measure

Yan BRAILOWSKY

Weber and Tawney’s pioneering studies on Protestantism and the 
 development of capitalism argued Protestantism was “greasing the 
wheels of the free market and the accumulation of wealth,” and opposed 
it to the rigid medieval economic system. However, recent reappraisals of 
the links between religious reform and economic change in the sixteenth 
and  seventeenth centuries suggest that traditional distinctions between 
“ medieval” and “Protestant” economics are fuzzy at best. In the words 
of Kenneth Graham, “Protestant theology itself, and in particular the 
core doctrine of justi!cation by faith, may actively oppose at least some 
 economic models of thought 1”. Similarly, distinctions between Puritans and 
Protestants, or between Calvinists and non-Calvinists within the Church of 
England, have been constantly reassessed, “Puritanism” encompassing a 
complex and changeable reality – Puritans in the 1580s occasionally held 
widely different views from their counterparts in the 1630s, and ideas which 
were deemed too radical for the younger Elizabeth had sometimes become 
mainstream by the time of James I 2.

In light of this historical and theological background, I  would like to 
consider Measure for Measure as a warning against Puritan economics in 
the early years of the reign of James I, as well as a paean to a commercial 
conception of mercy. As I will try to show, Angelo’s downfall illustrates the 
aporetic contradictions at the heart of Puritan economics, the strictures 
of which contain the seeds of its undoing, whereas mercy – provided it is 
bestowed with good measure – encourages growth.
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