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“The Villain Jew”: Antisemitism in The Merchant of Venice 

 The Holocaust forever changed the way the world views antisemitism. This can be 

illustrated through a comparison of how audiences have responded to Shakespeare’s play The 

Merchant of Venice before and after the Second World War. During Hitler’s attempt to 

systematically rid Germany of its Jewish citizens The Merchant of Venice was repeatedly used as 

a tool of propaganda by the Nazi Party (Gross). Since the end of the Second World War, on the 

other hand, many have identified in the play an element of sympathy for Jews and a critical 

stance towards the intolerance of difference. However, careful analysis reveals that this particular 

interpretation is a mistake and that the play was instead designed to provide antisemitic 

Christians an opportunity to delight in the misfortunes and complete humiliation of Shylock the 

Jew (it is important to remember that Jews were not even allowed to live in England when The 

Merchant of Venice was first performed in London around 1600 (Ross)). So, while some are still 

tempted to take elements of the play as a critique of religious intolerance, we cannot forget or 

push aside the fact that The Merchant of Venice is antisemitic at its very core. This is made 

perfectly clear in how Shylock’s hatred of Antonio is rooted in negative stereotypes of Jews, how 

Shylock’s famous “Hath not a Jew eyes?” speech is immediately undercut by his inherent 

inhumanity, and how the complete humiliation and ruin of Shylock not only saves Antonio the 

Christian but also materially benefits the Christian city of Venice. 

[Red = Hook   Orange = Bridge   Green = Overview of Supporting Arguments   Blue = Thesis] 
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