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Abstract 
Elizabethan drama reflects a society deeply concerned with law, authority, and moral order. 

The stage became a powerful space where legal systems were examined, questioned, and 

sometimes challenged. Playwrights used stories of crime, punishment, rebellion, and justice to 

explore tensions between written law and moral truth. This paper studies how Elizabethan 

plays represent law and justice, how characters transgress legal and social boundaries, and 

how these narratives reveal anxieties about power, authority, and governance. By analyzing 

major dramatic patterns, the study argues that Elizabethan theatre does not simply support the 

law but actively interrogates its fairness, limits, and human consequences. 
Keywords: Elizabethan drama, law and justice, transgression, authority, punishment, morality, 

stage narratives 

Introduction 
The Elizabethan period (1558–1603) was marked by a strong central monarchy, rigid social 

hierarchies, and an extensive legal system designed to maintain order and obedience. Law was 

considered essential for the stability of the state, protecting property, enforcing morality, and 

preserving the authority of the Crown. At the same time, it was also a source of fear and anxiety 

for ordinary people. Public executions, corporal punishment, imprisonment, and strict moral 

laws were visible parts of everyday life, reminding citizens of the power of the state over 

individual lives. Justice was not applied equally; social class, gender, and political position 

often determined how the law was enforced. As a result, law was seen not only as a guardian 

of order but also as an instrument of control that could easily become oppressive. 

In this tense legal and social environment, the Elizabethan theatre emerged as a powerful 

cultural space where issues of law, justice, and authority could be explored indirectly. Since 

open criticism of the monarchy or legal institutions was dangerous, playwrights used drama to 

symbolically represent legal conflicts and moral dilemmas. Court trials, royal judgments, 

punishments, acts of rebellion, revenge killings, and moral crimes became central themes on 

the stage. These dramatic situations allowed writers to examine whether the law truly served 

justice or merely enforced the will of those in power. By presenting flawed judges, corrupt 

rulers, and unjust punishments, Elizabethan drama revealed the gap between legal justice (what 

the law dictates) and moral justice (what feels ethically right). Acts of transgression play a 

crucial role in this exploration. Characters who break the law often do so not out of pure evil, 

but because legal systems fail to protect them or address injustice. Revenge, disobedience, and 

rebellion become responses to corruption, inequality, and moral failure within authority 

structures. Through such narratives, playwrights questioned blind obedience to law and 

highlighted the importance of conscience, mercy, and moral responsibility. The Elizabethan 

stage thus functioned as more than entertainment; it became a mirror of society’s legal 

conscience. By dramatizing the tensions between law and humanity, justice and power, order 

and resistance, Elizabethan theatre encouraged audiences to reflect deeply on governance, 

authority, and the true meaning of justice—questions that continue to remain relevant in 

modern societies. 

In late Elizabethan England, there was a strong monarchy and a nervous state apparatus that 

linked social stability to following the law. However, due to everyday challenges like poor 

harvests, inflation, unemployment, local riots, and increasing class tension, "order" felt 

precarious and "justice" felt unequally distributed. Censorship and punishment made it difficult 

to criticise the Crown and its institutions directly, so people had to find other ways to express 

their anger. One powerful symbolic arena where people could "watch" the legal system in 

action without openly opposing the state was the theatre. Public executions in this period were 

mailto:iajesm2014@gmail.com


International Advance Journal of Engineering, Science and Management (IAJESM) 
Multidisciplinary, Multilingual, Indexed, Double Blind, Open Access, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed-International Journal. 

SJIF Impact Factor =8.152, January-June 2025, Submitted in April 2025 
 

Volume-23, Issue-III            iajesm2014@gmail.com 509 

ISSN: 2393-8048 

more than just a punishment; they were a carefully staged political ritual meant to demonstrate 

the sovereign's power, serve as a warning symbol, and restore faith in authority's ability to 

control chaos. The credibility of the system, however, rested on the audience's belief in the 
fairness of the verdict, which was often tenuous due to the arbitrary nature of Elizabethan 

justice, which was influenced by social standing, personal connections, changing political 

agendas, and the manipulation of "evidence." Elizabethan drama is characterised by its frequent 

use of courts, verdicts, proclamations, imprisonments, and execution-scenes—or strong verbal 

reports of these—as plot points. The audience, acting as a public jury of interpretation, assesses 

not only guilt but also the reliability of the legal system. 

The inherent conflict between the ideal of law and its practical application is a defining element 

of these theatre plays. On paper, the legal system appears to be consistent: a crime is defined, 

proof is needed, judgement is handed down, and punishment is carried out. The plays, however, 

demonstrate that the actual world of law is messier, with political dread leading to hasty 

decisions, interpersonal animosity leading to "legal" retaliation, and the fabrication of 

documentation to justify what amounts to violence. Dramatic interpretations of legal 

proceedings show how, rather than based on inviolable moral truth, the validity of laws is 

frequently bolstered by ceremonial elements, official language, social prestige of speakers, and 

other performance-based factors. Theatre does more than just portray law; it reveals how law 

can become theatre, specifically how the state 'acts' justice to keep people in line while covering 

up systemic contradictions. This includes trial forms, legal speech, and written records, which 

are meant to ensure justice but can instead be used as instruments of control. 

The hierarchical nature of punishment is frequently emphasised in Elizabethan plays. Noble 

criminals may undergo "gentle" deaths like beheading in privileged locations, according to the 

logic of social rank, whereas common criminals face more publicly humiliating and physically 

harsh punishments in front of crowds. For dramatic purposes, this imbalance is significant 

because it makes the law a visible map of power, teaching viewers that one's identity is just as 

important as their actions when it comes to determining one's fate. The moral dilemma posed 

by your title is born from this kind of staging: can justice exist when the law prioritises 

protecting hierarchy over individuals? Executions may not soothe societal fury but amplify 

hostility if viewers perceive corruption, partiality, or political expediency underlying the 

decision, as shown in the plays. This raises the question of whether even rites meant to restore 

order might backfire. 

Because it is frequently depicted as a response to the shortcomings of legitimate institutions, 

transgression (rebellion, vengeance, conspiracy, disobedience, illegitimate justice) takes on a 

far more dramatic role within this paradigm. Rather of portraying lawbreakers as simple "evil" 

people, Elizabethan play often shows them as morally complicated characters moulded by 

oppression, injustice, or the failure of the courts to provide fair solutions. Justice must be sought 

out privately—by vengeance, rebellion, or extralegal punishment—when judicial systems 

seem inflexible, biassed, or manipulated, leading individuals (and occasionally masses) to 

believe thus. However, the plays also do not glorify crime; rather, they demonstrate how 

violence multiplies, spreads, and corrupts all those it comes into contact with the moment it 

breaks free of the legal framework. The audience is confronted with the cruel dichotomy that 

theatre creates: societies might become ensnared between the perils of lawlessness and the 

injustices of the law. 

By continually erasing the distinction between murder and execution, Shakespeare's historical 

tragedies and comedies heighten this conundrum. Assuming the role of the Tower, the court, 

and royal authority, "law" can be utilised to obfuscate political assassination; "proof," 

commissions, and warrants serve as tools to transform individual aspirations into legally 

mandated requirements. Legality can be created after violence, and the state can retroactively 

proclaim its violence as justice, as the play dramatises through the rapid removal of a character 
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and the subsequent arrival of papers (or the appearance of dramatically staged "evidence"). At 

that point, the audience realises the most unsettling aspect of the Elizabethan legal imagination: 

the institution that asserts control over lawful punishment may also conceal injustice behind 
formalities. The stage's ability to depict the narration of "justice," the performance of truth, and 

the overwriting of moral reality by official language is why it is so significant. 

Lastly, the importance that the audience plays in the politics of law is shown by Elizabethan 

stage storytelling. Despite the fact that the purpose of executions was to instill fear and 

obedience, dramatic interpretations of the events show that they also had the potential to evoke 

empathy for the condemned, distrust of authority figures, and even respect for rebellion. The 

scaffolding is an interpretive experience, not a one-way message. Theatre accentuates this point 

by letting viewers observe "justice" from a variety of perspectives (victim, ruler, judge, rebel, 

common crowd) and experiencing firsthand how the concept of a "criminal" becomes tainted 

when power and law are intertwined. So, in the end, Law, Justice, and Transgression in 

Elizabethan Stage Narratives is all about how the early modern stage became a public arena 

where society could test its conscience. It probed into questions like whether the law actually 

served justice or was it just a tool for control, whether a politicised judiciary could be just, and 

why transgression always seems to surface when the promise of justice falls through. Put 

simply, the plays show how legality is essential for maintaining order, but when there is no 

moral accountability, the result is oppression. As oppression escalates, transgression becomes 

more than just a plot device; it becomes a social symptom. 

Research Questions 
This study is guided by the following three main research questions: 

1. How is law represented as a system of authority and control in Elizabethan stage 

narratives? 

2. In what ways do Elizabethan plays distinguish between legal justice and moral 

justice? 

Significance of the Study 
This research is significant because it demonstrates that Elizabethan drama was not merely a 

form of popular entertainment but a serious cultural and intellectual engagement with questions 

of law, justice, authority, and moral responsibility. By examining the representation of law, 

justice, and transgression on the Elizabethan stage, the study reveals how playwrights used 

drama as a critical medium to question the legitimacy of legal systems and the ethical 

foundations of power in early modern England. The staging of courts, trials, punishments, and 

acts of rebellion reflects contemporary debates about governance, social hierarchy, and the 

unequal application of justice, particularly between different social classes. Through dramatic 

narratives of injustice and moral conflict, Elizabethan plays expose the tension between written 

law and human conscience, showing that legal authority does not always align with ethical 

truth. This study therefore contributes to a deeper understanding of early modern attitudes 

toward justice and human dignity, offering insight into the historical roots of modern ideas 

about rights, accountability, and the limits of authority. Moreover, by highlighting how 

literature challenges power structures and invites audiences to reflect on moral responsibility, 

the research underscores the continuing relevance of Elizabethan drama for modern readers. It 

demonstrates that literary texts can serve as powerful tools for social critique, encouraging 

ethical reflection and critical thinking about law and justice in both historical and contemporary 

contexts. 

Review of Related Literature  
Shaina Dhulapkar (2024) examines how Shakespeare uses law as a visible sign of authority on 

the Elizabethan stage, particularly in plays such as Measure for Measure. She argues that legal 

power in these plays is often strict and procedural but lacks moral sensitivity. Her study shows 

that when law is enforced without compassion, it becomes an instrument of fear rather than 
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justice. Dhulapkar concludes that Shakespeare presents law as a human institution shaped by 

personal ambition and moral weakness, thereby questioning whether legal authority alone can 

guarantee fairness. 
Ruhi Phadte (2024) focuses on the conflict between legal justice and ethical responsibility in 

Shakespearean drama. She observes that characters who strictly follow the law often cause 

suffering, while those guided by conscience challenge unjust legal decisions. By studying court 

scenes and judgment narratives, Phadte concludes that Elizabethan drama repeatedly exposes 

the moral limitations of rigid legal systems. According to her, Shakespeare encourages 

audiences to reflect on justice as a humane value rather than a mechanical process. 

Gurinder Pal Singh (2024) discusses the continued relevance of Shakespeare’s legal themes in 

modern legal thought. He argues that Shakespeare’s plays remain valuable because they reveal 

how law can be influenced by power, prejudice, and political interest. Singh concludes that 

Elizabethan stage narratives provide timeless insights into the tension between justice and 

authority, making them important texts for understanding legal and moral dilemmas. 

Kavita Saini (2020) studies courtroom narratives in literature and explains how they expose 

institutional bias and unequal power relations. She argues that legal systems often appear 

neutral while hiding deep injustices. Saini concludes that dramatic representations of law reveal 

how punishment and judgment can become tools of control rather than justice. Her findings 

support the view that Elizabethan drama uses legal settings to critique authority and moral 

failure. 

Mita R. Shah (2019) studies courtroom scenes in literature and highlights how legal language 

creates an impression of order and authority. She explains that dramatic trials transform 

personal conflicts into public judgments, even when truth remains uncertain. Her work suggests 

that law on stage functions as a performance, where justice may appear formal and controlled 

but is often disconnected from moral reality. She concludes that Elizabethan drama uses legal 

rituals to expose the gap between authority and fairness. 

Subarna Mondal (2017) explores how Shakespearean drama treats transgression as a threat to 

social order. She explains that acts such as rebellion, ambition, or moral disobedience are 

punished not only for their wrongdoing but for disturbing established authority. Mondal 

concludes that punishment in Elizabethan drama often aims to restore control rather than ensure 

justice, revealing how law serves political stability more than ethical truth. 

Harsh Mahaseth (2016) offers a detailed legal reading of The Merchant of Venice, 

emphasizing how the authority of Venice depends on preserving the appearance of legal 

consistency. He explains that the Duke’s fear of altering the law shows how legal systems 

prioritize institutional stability over human fairness. Mahaseth concludes that Shakespeare 

exposes the danger of valuing legal reputation above justice, thereby revealing the political 

nature of law on the Elizabethan stage. 

Gautam Bhatia (2015) reflects on Shakespeare’s relevance to ideas of justice by examining 

how mercy, judgment, and punishment operate in his plays. He notes that strict law often fails 

when it ignores human suffering. Bhatia concludes that Shakespeare’s drama teaches an 

important lesson: justice cannot be achieved through rules alone, but must involve ethical 

judgment and compassion. His analysis reinforces the idea that Elizabethan drama questions 

blind obedience to law. 

Suraj Kumar Saw (2011) analyzes The Merchant of Venice with special attention to its famous 

trial scene. He argues that the play demonstrates how strict legal interpretation can lead to 

moral injustice. While the law appears neutral, its application reveals social bias and power 

imbalance. Saw concludes that Shakespeare presents the law as technically correct but ethically 

problematic, suggesting that justice requires flexibility and moral understanding beyond legal 

rules. 
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Conceptual Framework: Law, Justice, and Transgression 
Law as Authority 

In Elizabethan drama, law is closely associated with royal and state authority, reflecting the 

political reality of sixteenth-century England where the monarch was regarded as the supreme 

source of justice. Kings, dukes, governors, and judges on stage symbolize the power of the 

legal system, and their commands often function as absolute law. However, Elizabethan 

playwrights do not present legal authority as inherently fair or impartial. Instead, they expose 

how law can be shaped by personal ambition, political strategy, or social privilege. Rulers 

frequently interpret or enforce the law in ways that serve their own interests, revealing the 

instability of justice when it is controlled by flawed human agents. Through such portrayals, 

drama questions the assumption that authority automatically ensures justice. 

 “Power depends upon a sustained performance of authority, and language is one of its principal 

modes.” — Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning 

“The law hath not been dead, though it hath slept.” — William Shakespeare, Measure for 

Measure 

These lines reinforce how law in Elizabethan drama is shown as an active instrument of 

power—one that can be awakened, enforced, or suspended according to the will of those who 

govern. 

Justice as Moral Ideal 

Elizabethan stage narratives often distinguish sharply between legal justice and moral justice. 

While the law represents formal order, justice is portrayed as an ethical ideal rooted in 

conscience, mercy, and human responsibility. Playwrights repeatedly show that strict obedience 

to law does not always result in fairness. Characters who enforce the law rigidly may commit 

acts of cruelty, whereas those who break the law may do so in pursuit of compassion or moral 

truth. This contrast creates ethical tension within the drama and reflects a broader concern about 

whether justice can truly exist within rigid legal frameworks. By presenting justice as 

something that transcends written statutes, Elizabethan drama invites audiences to evaluate 

actions not merely by legality, but by moral intention. 

 “Justice, justice, thou shalt follow.” — The Bible, Deuteronomy 16:20 (widely referenced in 

early modern moral thought) 

“Mercy seasons justice.” — William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice 

These lines underline the Elizabethan belief that justice without mercy becomes oppressive, 

and that true justice must be guided by ethical judgment rather than legal rigidity alone. 

Transgression as Resistance 

Transgression is a central dramatic force in Elizabethan theatre and frequently functions as 

resistance against unjust authority. Acts such as revenge, rebellion, deception, and disguise 

disrupt legal and social order, challenging the legitimacy of existing laws. These acts are not 

always portrayed as immoral crimes; rather, they often arise when legal institutions fail to 

protect the innocent or correct wrongdoing. Elizabethan dramatists present transgression as a 

response to corruption, inequality, or abuse of power. By allowing transgressive characters to 

articulate their motivations, the plays suggest that breaking the law can sometimes expose the 

moral bankruptcy of the legal system itself. The stage thus becomes a space where resistance 

is imagined and authority is morally tested. 

 “The abuse of greatness is when it disjoins remorse from power.” — William Shakespeare, 

Julius Caesar 

“Necessity will make us all transgressors.” — Christopher Marlowe, The Jew of Malta 

These lines reflect the Elizabethan dramatic insight that transgression often emerges not from 

inherent evil, but from systems that deny justice and moral balance. 

mailto:iajesm2014@gmail.com


International Advance Journal of Engineering, Science and Management (IAJESM) 
Multidisciplinary, Multilingual, Indexed, Double Blind, Open Access, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed-International Journal. 

SJIF Impact Factor =8.152, January-June 2025, Submitted in April 2025 
 

Volume-23, Issue-III            iajesm2014@gmail.com 513 

ISSN: 2393-8048 

Representation of Law on the Elizabethan Stage 
Elizabethan drama repeatedly presents law as a visible and authoritative force through the 

frequent staging of courts, trials, legal decrees, prisons, and public punishments, reflecting the 

central role of law in early modern English society. Playwrights employ legal language—such 

as judgments, warrants, sentences, and proclamations—to lend seriousness and realism to 

dramatic conflicts, emphasizing the power of law to regulate behavior and maintain social 

order. However, these dramatists rarely present law as a purely just or humane system; instead, 

they expose its rigidity and limitations by showing how strict legal codes can cause suffering 

to innocent individuals or fail to address the moral complexity of human actions. In many 

Elizabethan plays, the law operates mechanically, focusing on punishment rather than 

understanding intention, circumstance, or compassion, while human life is portrayed as 

emotionally, ethically, and socially complex. This contrast between inflexible law and fragile 

human experience allows playwrights to raise critical questions about justice, suggesting that 

absolute obedience to legal authority does not always result in moral fairness. By dramatizing 

the tension between written law and lived reality, the Elizabethan stage becomes a space where 

legal authority is tested against conscience, mercy, and ethical responsibility, encouraging 

audiences to reflect on whether true justice lies in rigid enforcement or in humane judgment. 

Stephen Greenblatt observes: “Renaissance drama persistently reveals the fragile boundary 

between legal authority and moral legitimacy.” — Renaissance Self-Fashioning. This 

statement highlights how Elizabethan drama does not treat law as an unquestionable moral 

force. Instead, playwrights expose the tension between legal power and ethical truth, showing 

that law, when detached from human conscience, can become morally unstable and unjust. 

Jonathan Dollimore argues: “In Elizabethan tragedy, the law frequently functions as an agent 

of power rather than an instrument of justice.” — Radical Tragedy 

This line underlines the critical portrayal of law on the Elizabethan stage, where courts, 

punishments, and legal decrees often serve ruling authority instead of fairness. Through such 

representations, dramatists question whether rigid obedience to law truly results in justice or 

merely sustains political control. 
Justice and Injustice in Dramatic Narratives 
Justice in Elizabethan dramatic narratives is rarely presented as a stable or impartial concept; 

rather, it appears as a contested and often problematic force shaped by power, hierarchy, and 

human limitation. Legal outcomes in these plays frequently fail to correspond with ethical 

fairness, revealing a sharp divide between institutional justice and moral truth. Innocent 

characters may suffer due to rigid laws or biased judgments, while guilty figures—particularly 

those belonging to the ruling class—often evade punishment through influence, authority, or 

manipulation of legal systems. This uneven application of justice reflects real anxieties within 

Elizabethan society, where the legal system was perceived as harsh toward the powerless and 

flexible toward the elite. Playwrights deliberately expose this imbalance to question the 

assumption that law naturally produces justice. By repeatedly staging unjust trials, excessive 

punishments, and moral contradictions, Elizabethan drama highlights the difference between 

legal justice, which relies on rules and authority, and natural justice, which is grounded in 

conscience, fairness, and compassion. The suffering caused by unjust legal decisions forces 

audiences to confront the ethical limits of obedience to law, suggesting that law without mercy 

becomes cruelty, and authority without moral responsibility becomes tyranny. Through these 

dramatic tensions, Elizabethan playwrights transform the stage into a critical space where 

justice is examined not as an abstract ideal, but as a lived human experience shaped by 

inequality, emotion, and moral choice. In doing so, the theatre encourages spectators to reflect 

critically on governance, authority, and the true meaning of justice in both the dramatic world 

and their own society. 
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E. M. W. Tillyard writes: “Elizabethan tragedy shows a world where the operation of law 

often conflicts with moral justice.” — The Elizabethan World Picture 

This line directly supports the idea that legal outcomes in Elizabethan drama do not always 
align with ethical fairness, reinforcing the tension between law and morality shown on stage. 

Stephen Greenblatt observes: “The law in Renaissance drama is repeatedly shown to be 

uneven in its effects, protecting authority while exposing the vulnerable.” 

— Renaissance Self-Fashioning 

This statement clearly matches the point about unequal justice, where innocent or powerless 

characters suffer while those in power evade punishment. 

Transgression and Moral Complexity 
In Elizabethan stage narratives, transgression is not merely a violation of law but a deeply 

complex moral response to social, political, and ethical breakdowns. Acts such as revenge, 

rebellion, conspiracy, murder, and defiance of authority frequently drive the dramatic action, 

especially in revenge tragedies and political plays. These acts disrupt the established social and 

legal order, yet they often emerge because lawful systems fail to deliver justice or protect 

vulnerable individuals. When courts are corrupt, rulers unjust, or laws inflexible, characters 

find themselves trapped within systems that deny moral resolution. As a result, transgression 

becomes a desperate attempt to restore balance or assert personal dignity in a world governed 

by flawed authority. Elizabethan drama therefore avoids portraying transgressors as purely evil 

or criminal; instead, it presents them as morally conflicted individuals struggling between 

obedience to law and loyalty to conscience. Their law-breaking actions are frequently 

motivated by grief, betrayal, social oppression, or ethical outrage rather than inherent 

wickedness. By emphasizing this psychological and moral struggle, playwrights challenge 

simplistic notions of right and wrong and reveal the ethical limitations of rigid legal systems. 

Transgression thus becomes a lens through which deeper questions about justice, 

responsibility, and power are explored. The audience is invited not only to judge the act but 

also to understand the conditions that produce it, recognizing that moral responsibility in 

Elizabethan drama exists within a troubled space where law, authority, and human suffering 

collide. Through this nuanced portrayal, Elizabethan theatre exposes the fragility of social 

order and suggests that when justice fails, transgression becomes an unsettling but meaningful 

form of moral protest. 

Case Illustrations from Major Playwrights 
William Shakespeare 

Shakespeare’s drama offers some of the most sustained and nuanced examinations of the 

relationship between law, justice, and mercy on the Elizabethan stage. Rather than presenting 

law as an unquestionable moral authority, Shakespeare repeatedly exposes its rigidity and 

vulnerability to misuse. In Measure for Measure, the strict enforcement of law by Angelo 

demonstrates how absolute legalism, when separated from compassion, turns justice into 

cruelty. Angelo’s insistence on applying the law without regard for human circumstances 

reveals the moral danger of legal systems that prioritize punishment over understanding.  

“The law in Shakespeare is never simply a neutral system of justice; it is deeply entangled with 

power, mercy, and moral choice.” 

— Shakespeare and the Nature of Man 

This critical observation reinforces the idea that Shakespeare uses law as a dramatic tool to 

question authority and highlight the necessity of mercy and moral judgment beyond legal rules. 

At the same time, the Duke’s eventual intervention emphasizes mercy as an essential corrective 

to rigid justice, suggesting that law alone cannot resolve ethical dilemmas. Similarly, in The 

Merchant of Venice, the famous courtroom scene dramatizes the conflict between legal 

technicality and human compassion. Shylock’s demand for justice strictly according to the 

bond exposes how legal precision can become inhuman, while Portia’s appeal to mercy 
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highlights a moral ideal that transcends written law. Through these narratives, Shakespeare 

does not reject law outright but questions its moral adequacy, arguing that justice must be 

tempered by empathy, conscience, and ethical responsibility. 
Christopher Marlowe 

Christopher Marlowe’s plays approach law and justice from a different but equally critical 

angle by focusing on acts of transgression against moral, religious, and political authority. In 

Doctor Faustus, Faustus’s rejection of divine law and moral limits represents a radical 

challenge to established systems of authority. His transgression is not driven by simple evil but 

by intellectual ambition and dissatisfaction with restrictive knowledge systems. Marlowe 

presents Faustus as a tragic figure whose rebellion exposes the tension between human desire 

for freedom and the rigid boundaries imposed by law and religion. The punishment Faustus 

ultimately suffers raises difficult questions about whether the laws he breaks are just or whether 

they suppress human potential. Across Marlowe’s works, transgression becomes a means of 

questioning the legitimacy and fairness of moral and political laws, revealing how authority 

often demands obedience without addressing individual aspiration or ethical complexity. 

“Marlowe’s tragic heroes are defined by their transgression of moral and social limits imposed 

by authority.” 

— Radical Tragedy 

This line supports the argument that Marlowe presents transgression not as simple evil, but as 

a response to oppressive or limiting systems of law and belief. 

Conclusion 
Elizabethan stage narratives reveal deep and persistent anxieties about the nature of law and 

justice in a society governed by strict rules, social hierarchy, and centralized authority. While 

law is consistently presented as essential for maintaining order and stability, these plays also 

expose its serious limitations, showing it to be rigid, unevenly applied, and at times morally 

unjust. Through dramatic representations of trials, punishments, and legal authority, 

playwrights highlight how laws can fail to protect the innocent and instead serve the interests 

of power. Acts of transgression—such as rebellion, revenge, and disobedience—emerge not 

simply as crimes but as responses to injustice, corruption, and the failure of legal systems to 

deliver moral fairness. By foregrounding these conflicts, Elizabethan drama questions whether 

true justice can exist within imperfect legal structures that prioritize authority over compassion. 

Ultimately, these stage narratives suggest that justice cannot rely on law alone but must be 

guided by humanity, conscience, and ethical responsibility. In this way, the Elizabethan stage 

becomes a powerful forum for examining, challenging, and reimagining authority, encouraging 

audiences—both then and now—to reflect critically on the moral foundations of law and 

governance. 
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