The Merchant of Venice

Notes to teachers

Act IV, Scene I of this play is the famous court scene. The foundation of the scene is a series of arguments and justifications that are either implied or stated directly:

The Venetian merchants’ attempting to persuade Shylock not to claim his bond and Shylock’s justification of his intention to take it

The argument about what the Venetian law allows and forbids

The justification for the punishment of Shylock

The concepts and precepts on which these arguments and justifications are based include: justice, judgement, mercy, pity, equality of treatment, contract as public promise keeping, inhumanity, killing and murder, law, malice, giving reasons and withholding them in public debate, interpretations (of the law) and universality (in the sense of treating others as one thinks all should be treated).
Provide the students with this list and ask them to identify parts of the scene where any of the items are mentioned or implied. Then ask them to use the concepts to make their own judgements about the characters in the scene, taking into account what has gone before in the play. Also ask them to think of examples from life where the concepts might be applied. Finally ask them what questions they have about any of the concepts and/or about the scene itself. There are some interesting possibilities such as:

When and how can people justify the use of the law for malicious intent?

Who is to decide what is malicious?

Should laws be always applied irrespective of intent?

What do people mean when they say someone is acting ‘inhumanly’?

Should people take any notice of someone’s claims if they refuse to give reasons?

Is justice achieved by the end of the scene? Why and why not?

Is it possible to have justice when there is racial and religious discrimination?

Should some values always be given more consideration than others? Why?
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