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AN EYE FOR AN EYE

“An eye for an eye” expresses the idea that someone who
treats another badly should be treated in an equally harsh way.
This is known as the law of retaliation. To put it in another way,
one should not show mercy but return an act of aggression with
retaliation of the same kind. For example, “He accused me of
cheating in the exam and I will not let it go at that. ‘An eye for an
eye!” I will tell the teacher how he has played truant.”

The saying “an eye for an eye” comes from the Old
Testament, though various versions are cited in different books
of the Bible*. One example is:

Show no pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth,
hand for hand, foot for foot. [Deuteronomy 19:21]

Other references are found in Exodus 21:23-25 and
Leviticus 24:17-20. As seen above, “a tooth for a tooth” has the
same meaning as “an eye for an eye”. Sometimes, we may say
“an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth”, the way Jesus refers
to it in the Gospel according to St. Matthew:

You have heard that it was said, “Eye for eye, and
tooth for tooth.” But | tell you, do not resist an evil
person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek,
turn to him the other also. [Matthew 5:38-39]

Jesus was, of course, advocating mercy, but usually when
we refer to “an eye for an eye”, we do so in circumstances
where we believe that the punishment for a crime should be
either the same as the crime or equivalent to it. This idea may
also be expressed as “measure for measure”, which again has
its origin in the Bible:

Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the
same way you judge others, you will be judged, and
with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.
[Matthew 7:1-2]
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“Measure for measure”, which stresses proportionate
punishment, is adopted by Shakespeare as the title of one of his
plays. It is a work about the ambivalence of forgiving, when
justice and mercy are on opposite end of a scale.

The Duke of Vienna, a lenient governor, leaves the
administration of his city in the hands of Angelo, a strict but
hypocritical judge, pretending to be away for a diplomatic
mission. Meanwhile the Duke disguises himself as a friar and
observes how Vienna is ruled during his absence. Claudio, who
has made his fiancée pregnant and hence committed fornication,
is brought before Angelo for judgement. Despite his willingness
to marry the woman he loves, Claudio is condemned to death.
Isabella, Claudio’s sister and a novice nun, pleads for her brother.
But when Angelo proposes to spare her brother on condition
that she sleeps with him, Isabella rejects the deal. The Duke
has been spying behind the scenes all the time. To save Claudio
and expose the sin of Angelo, he devises two tricks — Mariana,
a willing woman impersonating Isabella, is sent to Angelo, while
the head of a pirate who has died suddenly is presented to Angelo
as Claudio’s. Finally, the friar reveals his true identity and takes
charge of the situation. Angelo is to be executed for his misdeeds,
but upon Mariana’s pleading, he is eventually pardoned by the
Duke.

Angelo is a man without mercy, but it is mercy that saves
his life. In the end, mercy overcomes justice. Though it is rules
and principles that underpin good governance, wherever
possible, it is probably better to forgive and forget. A forgiving
heart enables us to make fewer enemies and make more friends,
and build a more peaceful world.

* Quotations from the Bible are based on the New International
Version.
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