
Tutorial	–	Mercy,	justice,	law	and	religion	

Mercy, justice and religion: Why are they important, and how is 

religion related? 
Great question! What does religion, a faith based construct, have to do with the social constructs of 

justice, mercy and the law? 

Well, for Shakespeare at least, these are all inextricably intertwined being based in societal values 

and the historical context of MoV. A shall elaborate. 

  

Mercy, justice and the law 
As we are aware, one of the central conflicts in the narrative is between Antonio and Shylock. 

Shylock, who wants vengeance, also wants justice. He wants justice to prevail in his claims against 

Antonio for a pound of his flesh. He also wants justice for his (mis)treatment at the hands of 

Antonio. 

Now being a good audience member and reading/viewing a comedy play, where the protagonist is 

as good and wonderful as Antonio, we certainly feel sympathy for him and hope for Shylock to show 

him some mercy. In fact, we are lead to believe that Antonio is also a representative in this play for 

the quality of mercy. This is true to the extent that Antonio does show some mercy to Shylock when 

he is faced with the prospect of losing all of his wealth and holdings. 

This is where the law comes into it. Rather than enter into a philosophical discourse on the nature 

and beginnings of the law, let us focus on the play. In this case the law is absolute. It is clearly stated 

and once invoked is not designed to be swayed by pleas for justice or mercy. The law is definite and 

answers to the needs and norms of society. 

So, this begs the questions, which only you can answer.  

• Why does Antonio treat Shylock so badly, but then show him mercy? 
• Why does Shylock not care about mercy? 
• Is Antonio actually merciful? 
• Who makes the law? 
• Why does the law seem to seek vengeance, rather than offer mercy? 
• Is Antonio a hypocrite? 
• What's Portia's deal? 

  

Religion then 
Religion plays a massive role in MoV as the apparent driver of characters' values. The understanding 

that being a Jew represents the beliefs espoused in the Old Testament, and being a Christian 

represents the New Testament is an important thing.  

You must consider then which was the dominant religion in Venice at this time and therefore, who 

held the power. You must also consider the values, with relation to mercy and justice that each 

religion apparently stands for. Then you should look for any discrepancies in how this is presented. 

 


