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Folkloric Archetypes and Religious Conflict: The 

Christian-Jew Dichotomy in Shakespeare’s The Merchant 

of Venice 
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Abstract  

This research explores the role of folkloric archetypes in focusing on religious conflict 

and cultural identity in William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, with particular 
focus on the Christian-Jew dichotomy. By analyzing key folkloric motifs—such as the 

archetype of the Jewish usurer and the “blood libel” myth—the study examines how 

Shakespeare constructs the character of Shylock and the broader religious tensions 

between Christians and Jews in contemporary England. Through close reading and 

historical contextualization, the research reveals how Shakespeare both perpetuates and 

subverts these archetypes, offering a complex portrayal of Shylock as both villain and 

victim. The study also investigates Jessica’s assimilation and theft as a critique of 

cultural erasure, highlighting the pressures on Jews to conform to Christian societal 

norms. Further, the research underscores how the play critiques systemic injustices, 

using the Christian concept of “mercy” to expose the hypocrisy and power imbalances 

inherent in Christian-Jewish relations. This study enhances our understanding of how 

folklore influences narratives of identity, justice, and exclusion, shedding new light on 
Shakespeare’s engagement with religious and socio-cultural dynamics in his time. By 

examining the interplay between folkloric archetypes and religious conflict in The 

Merchant of Venice, the research offers a fresh perspective on how Shakespeare 

critiques and reflects societal prejudices and cultural tensions, enriching our 

interpretation of the play. 

Keywords: Folkloric Archetypes, Religious Conflict, Christian-Jew Dichotomy, 

Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Cultural Identity. 

1. Introduction 
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice has long been recognized as a site of cultural and 

religious tensions, dramatizing the conflict between Christianity and Judaism within the 

microcosm of Venetian society. The interplay between these two faiths is steeped in 

folkloric archetypes that shape the characters, their conflicts, and the broader narrative. 

Shylock, the Jewish moneylender, is often perceived as embodying the folkloric “villain” 

or “other,” while his Christian counterparts represent a conflicting moral and cultural 

superiority. The tension between Christianity and Judaism in early modern Europe is 

deeply rooted in historical, religious, and social dynamics. Folklore, as a           

repository of collective memory and cultural identity, often reflects and reinforces these 

conflicts. Tales of Jewish moneylenders and Christian saints, coupled with myths such as 

the blood libel, illustrate how folklore has been used to construct narratives of religious 
superiority and exclusion. In Shakespeare’s time, such narratives were integral                                 

to societal perceptions of Jews, who were often depicted through caricatures informed  
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by popular folklore.1  

The Merchant of Venice serves as a rich text for analyzing how these archetypes operate 

within a dramatic framework, shaping audience perceptions and perpetuating cultural 

biases. 

This study examines how folkloric archetypes inform the Christian-Jew dichotomy 
in The Merchant of Venice, highlighting the role of folklore as a cultural medium that 

perpetuates and challenges religious stereotypes. The primary objective is to analyze 

how these archetypes shape the representation of religious conflict, particularly through 

the character of Shylock and his interactions with Christian figures like Antonio. By 

analyzing the interplay between folklore and the Christian-Jew dichotomy in the 

narrative and character construction, this research seeks to uncover the nuanced ways 

Shakespeare integrates and subverts these archetypes. Additionally, the research 

investigates the socio-cultural implications of these folkloric motifs within the context of 

early modern England, exploring how they reflect and critique the societal anxieties, 

prejudices, and dynamics of the time. 

To achieve these objectives, this study seeks to address several key questions: How does 

Shakespeare employ folkloric archetypes to depict the Christian-Jew dichotomy? Which 
specific folkloric motifs or narratives influence the characterization of Shylock and the 

Christian figures? Furthermore, how do these folkloric elements reflect or critique the 

religious conflicts and societal prejudices of early modern England, thereby offering 

insights into Shakespeare’s engagement with the socio-cultural dynamics of his time? 

By offering a focused analysis of the interplay between folklore and religious identity 

in The Merchant of Venice, this research aims to contribute significantly to existing 

scholarship. Examining the specific folkloric archetypes that inform the Christian-Jew 

dichotomy will foster a more nuanced understanding of how Shakespeare used folklore 

to reflect, critique, and potentially subvert religious prejudices. It expands on previous 

work by exploring the complexities of cultural and religious tensions in early modern 

England as mirrored in the play. Therefore, this study’s findings will provide deeper 
insight into Shakespeare’s engagement with folklore, enhancing our understanding of 

how the playwright navigated the broader societal anxieties of his time, particularly 

concerning the portrayal of Jews and their marginalized status in English society. 

2. Literature Review 
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice has long been a focal point for scholars interested 

in the intersection of folklore, religion, and cultural identity. The play’s depiction of the 

Christian-Jew dichotomy, exemplified by the figure of Shylock, the Jewish moneylender, 

offers a rich opportunity to explore how folkloric archetypes shape religious and social 
narratives. This review highlights key scholarly contributions addressing the role of 

folklore in influencing the Christian-Jew conflict in the play and identifies the specific 

problems and gaps in the current research that this study aims to address. 

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the role of folkloric archetypes 

in The Merchant of Venice. Works such as “The Archetypal Moneylender and the 

Christian-Jew Dichotomy in The Merchant of Venice”2 explore the symbolic figure of 

Shylock as the archetypal Jewish moneylender, arguing that Shakespeare’s portrayal 

aligns with and subverts traditional folkloric motifs. Sadiq’s article examines the 
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archetype of the usurer, a recurrent figure in medieval and early modern folklore, often 

depicted as the “other” in Christian societies, positioning Shylock within this framework 

while emphasizing folklore’s role in both reinforcing and challenging religious 

stereotypes through nuanced characterization.3 Similarly, Folklore and Exclusion: 

Shylock’s Role in Shakespeare’s Religious Narrative4 delves into how Shylock is 
portrayed through the lens of exclusionary folklore used to justify Jewish 

marginalization. It highlights the moneylender archetype as central to narratives 

depicting Jews as outsiders and explores how Shakespeare appropriates and subverts 

these archetypes to critique the Christian-Jew dichotomy and early modern socio-

political dynamics.5 

The connection between folklore and historical representations is further explored by 

Roth in The Jews in Shakespeare’s England (2012). Roth argues that Shylock’s 

depiction is informed by Elizabethan societal attitudes towards Jews, heavily influenced 

by anti-Semitic folklore. The portrayal of Jews as usurers and outsiders in popular 

folklore reinforced negative stereotypes perpetuated in literature, providing critical 

historical context for how folklore shaped perceptions reflected in the play.6 

Additionally, McKenna’s Shakespeare’s Religious Background (2015) examines the 
intersection of folklore with religious themes, suggesting Shakespeare’s familiarity with 

folklore surrounding Jews, including the “blood libel” myth, influenced his 

representation of Shylock as both victim and villain7, enriching our understanding of 

how contemporary anxieties were integrated into the drama. 

While these studies offer valuable insights, several research gaps remain. Although The 

Merchant of Venice has been extensively analyzed for its themes of religion and 

prejudice, the role of folklore as a medium shaping these dynamics remains 

underexplored. Most critical studies primarily focus on the text’s legal, economic, or 

ethical dimensions, leaving a gap in understanding how folkloric archetypes specifically 

underpin the narrative and construct the religious conflict. Specifically, there is limited 

research focusing directly on how these archetypes inform the characterization 
of both Shylock and his Christian counterparts. While scholars like Sadiq (2023) and 

Oxford Academic (2024) highlight the influence of figures like the usurer, further 

research is needed to deepen the analysis of how specific folkloric traditions, such as the 

“blood libel” myth mentioned by McKenna (2015), shape the portrayal and interaction of 

religious identities within the play. Furthermore, there is a lack of comprehensive studies 

examining the ways Shakespeare might critique or subvert these folkloric stereotypes 

within the broader socio-political context of early modern England. 

This constitutes the central research problem: the conflation of folklore with historical 

realities, or its subordination to other critical lenses (legal, economic), risks obscuring 

the nuanced interplay between cultural memory, folkloric tradition, and religious identity 

construction in the play. The existing literature provides a solid foundation but 

necessitates more focused studies exploring how specific folkloric archetypes inform the 
religious conflict at the heart of The Merchant of Venice. This study addresses these gaps 

by foregrounding the folkloric dimensions of the Christian-Jew dichotomy, offering a 

transdisciplinary perspective that integrates literary analysis with folklore studies. It aims 

to fill the identified gap by analyzing the interplay between specific folklore motifs and 

religious identity, providing a more comprehensive view of how Shakespeare navigates 
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and represents the complexities of cultural and religious tensions in early modern 

England through the lens of popular tradition. 

3. Research Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, combining textual analysis with 

historical contextualization to explore the role of folkloric archetypes in shaping 

religious conflict in The Merchant of Venice. The research primarily involves close 

reading and analysis of the play, focusing on key scenes and dialogues that highlight the 

Christian-Jew dichotomy and the use of folkloric motifs. For instance, Shylock’s demand 

for the “pound of flesh”8 is examined in relation to folkloric narratives, such as the 

archetype of the usurer and the “blood libel” myth, to uncover how these motifs inform 

his characterization and the broader themes of the play. 

Secondary research involves a review of scholarly literature, including journal articles, 

books, and critical essays, to contextualize Shakespeare’s use of folklore within early 
modern English culture. Works by scholars like McKenna, who discusses the cultural 

significance of the “blood libel” myth9, and Roth (2012), who examines the socio-

economic roles of Jews in early modern England, are instrumental in framing the 

discussion.10 Comparative analysis is employed to highlight how Shakespeare integrates 

and subverts these archetypes, offering a nuanced critique of the societal anxieties and 

prejudices of his time. 

Additionally, the research incorporates a historical lens to investigate the socio-cultural 

implications of these archetypes within the broader context of early modern England. 

Archival sources and historical accounts are consulted to understand how folklore and 

religious conflict were interwoven into the societal fabric of the period. This enables the 

study to link the play’s depiction of Jewish-Christian relations to contemporary concerns 

about identity, economics, and exclusion. 

By synthesizing textual evidence, scholarly insights, and historical context, the 

methodology ensures a comprehensive examination of how folkloric archetypes function 

as narrative and thematic devices in The Merchant of Venice, offering fresh perspectives 

on the intersection of folklore, religion, and culture. 

4. Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this research draws upon folkloristics, cultural studies, 

and postcolonial criticism to analyze how folkloric archetypes shape religious conflict 
and identity in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. This study uses theories of 

folklore to explore the significance of archetypes such as the usurer and the “blood libel” 

myth, which historically fueled anti-Semitic perceptions in early modern Europe. Alan 

Dundes’s concept of folklore as a reflection of societal fears and values provides a basis 

for understanding how these archetypes influence the play’s depiction of Shylock and the 

Christian-Jew dichotomy.11 Folkloric narratives serve as cultural texts that encode 

societal anxieties, particularly regarding economic power and religious identity, and this 

research investigates how Shakespeare appropriates and subverts these narratives. 

Additionally, the research incorporates Edward W. Said’s concept of “Othering” from 

Orientalism to examine the representation of Shylock as the cultural and religious 

outsider. Said’s theory of how dominant cultures construct the “Other” to affirm their 
own superiority provides a lens through which to analyze the societal exclusion and 
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stereotyping of Shylock, whose characterization reflects broader early modern English 

anxieties about Jews.12 By situating Shylock within the Christian-dominated Venetian 

society, the study highlights how Shakespeare critiques the marginalization and 

demonization of Jews while simultaneously engaging with folkloric stereotypes. 

The research also employs Mikhail Bakhtin’s idea of the “carnivalesque” to investigate 
the subversive potential of Shylock’s rhetoric, particularly his lines such as “Hath not a 

Jew eyes?”.13 Bakhtin’s theory of dialogue and counter-hegemonic discourse 

underscores how Shakespeare allows Shylock to challenge the dominant Christian 

narrative, revealing the contradictions and hypocrisies within Christian values of mercy 

and charity.14 This dialogic framework helps analyze how Shakespeare uses folklore not 

only to perpetuate but also to question societal narratives of religious and cultural 

superiority. 

Lastly, the research integrates insights from postcolonial theorists like Homi K. Bhabha, 

particularly his concept of hybridity, to explore how Jessica’s conversion and elopement 

with Lorenzo reflect the tension between cultural assimilation and identity. Jessica’s 

departure from her Jewish heritage and adoption of Christian norms symbolizes the 

socio-cultural pressures faced by marginalized groups to conform to dominant 
ideologies. Bhabha’s theory offers a lens for understanding the complexities of cultural 

negotiation and the loss of identity in the face of exclusionary practices.15 

This multidisciplinary framework enables a comprehensive analysis of the folkloric, 

cultural, and socio-political dimensions of The Merchant of Venice, positioning 

Shakespeare’s work as a critique of early modern societal narratives while revealing its 

continued relevance in understanding the dynamics of religious and cultural conflict. 

5. Discussion and Research Findings 

5.1 Folkloric Archetypes and the Portrayal of Religious Conflict in The Merchant of 

Venice 

Shakespeare masterfully integrates folkloric archetypes to shape the portrayal of 

religious conflict in The Merchant of Venice, particularly through the character of 
Shylock, who embodies the archetype of the Jewish usurer—a figure deeply entrenched 

in Christian folklore. Shylock’s infamous demand for “a pound of flesh”16 reflects the 

exaggerated image of the merciless creditor, an archetype rooted in medieval and early 

modern European antisemitism. This portrayal is not merely a literary construct but a 

product of long-standing folkloric fears of Jewish economic dominance and ritualistic 

cruelty. connects this depiction to the myth of the “blood libel,” illustrating how such 

narratives cultivated a vision of the Jew as both inhuman and vindictive.17 

Yet, Shakespeare complicates this stereotype through moments of humanization. In 

Shylock’s poignant speech from Act 3, Scene 1—“If you prick us, do we not bleed?”18—

he reclaims the archetype of the persecuted Other. This line, along with “If you tickle us, 

do we not laugh?... And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?”19, reframes vengeance 

as a logical, human response rather than villainy. Alan Dundes’s theory that folklore 
reflects societal values and anxieties20 supports this interpretation; Shylock becomes a 

mirror to Christian cruelty, challenging the dehumanization embedded in traditional 

folklore. 

Scholar Roth underscores this duality, asserting that “Shakespeare’s Shylock serves as 

both a reflection of societal prejudices and a critique of the Christian hypocrisy that 
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perpetuates them”.21 Sadiq similarly notes that “the act of revenge symbolizes the 

frustrations of being continually ostracized within a Christian-dominated society.22 

Through Shylock, Shakespeare both invokes and subverts folkloric archetypes, revealing 

the moral complexities of religious and social identities. 

The Christian-Jew dichotomy, emphasized through the antagonistic relationship between 
Antonio and Shylock, further illustrates how folklore drives the religious conflict. 

Antonio’s disdain for Shylock is evident when he says, “the devil...in the likeness of a 

Jew”23, aligning with Christian folklore that demonizes Jews. Antonio’s hostility—“I am 

as like to call thee so again, / To spit on thee again, to spurn thee too”24—casts him in the 

folkloric role of the dominant persecutor, reinforcing the Christian community’s moral 

supremacy. Gratiano’s insult, calling Shylock an “inexorable dog”25, further reflects 

folkloric tactics of dehumanization through animalistic metaphors. 

However, Shylock’s line, “The villainy you teach me, I will execute”26, shifts the moral 

lens. It positions his vengeance not as inherent malice, but as a consequence of systemic 

injustice—subverting the simplistic villain archetype and complicating Christian claims 

of moral superiority. In this way, Shakespeare opens a dialogic space where the 

courtroom becomes a carnivalesque site of inversion, as Bakhtin suggests.27 

Moreover, Shylock’s economic rivalry with Antonio embodies the folkloric trope of 

intergroup competition. His declaration—“I hate him for he is a Christian: / But more for 

that in low simplicity / He lends out money gratis”28—reveals tensions rooted in both 

religion and commerce. Roth (2012) contextualizes this animosity within the historical 

marginalization of Jews in early modern England, a reality Shakespeare draws upon 

through his folkloric lens.29 

Portia’s moral appeal—“The quality of mercy is not strain’d, / It droppeth as the gentle 

rain from heaven…”30—reinforces Christian ideals of forgiveness, often contrasted with 

Jewish legalism in folkloric binaries. Yet, this moral high ground is complicated by the 

theatrical manipulation of law and justice that ultimately strips Shylock of his wealth and 

faith. 

Jessica’s conversion and elopement with Lorenzo introduce another folkloric dimension. 

Her departure from Judaism to Christianity aligns with Bhabha’s concept of “hybridity,” 

wherein cultural identity is reshaped through dominant ideologies.31 Her transformation 

reflects not only assimilation but also fragmentation—symbolizing the loss demanded by 

hegemonic cultural norms. 

However, The Merchant of Venice is not merely a play about religious conflict; it is a 

richly layered exploration of how folkloric archetypes inform character construction, 

ideological binaries, and cultural anxieties. Shakespeare invokes these archetypes to 

reflect societal prejudice but also destabilizes them to expose the hypocrisies of power 

and moral absolutism. By foregrounding folklore as a lens of interpretation, this analysis 

underscores the transdisciplinary richness of early modern drama and its enduring 

relevance in discourses on identity, justice, and cultural mythmaking. 

5.2 Investigating the Socio-Cultural Implications of These Archetypes within the 

Context of Early Modern England 

The folkloric archetypes in The Merchant of Venice serve not only as narrative devices 

but also as reflections of the socio-cultural tensions of Shakespeare’s time. Shylock, as 
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the Jewish usurer, symbolizes broader anxieties surrounding outsiders in a Christian-

dominated society. His demand for justice, encapsulated in his claim, “The pound of 

flesh...‘tis mine and I will have it”32, underscores his resistance to Christian moral 

superiority. This insistence, however, highlights the consequences of marginalization, 

with Sadiq noting that “Shylock’s pursuit of the bond symbolizes a desperate assertion of 

agency within a society that denies him dignity”.33 

The socio-cultural implications extend to the larger economic and cultural structures of 

early modern England, where Jews were scapegoated for societal issues. Roth posits that 

“Shylock’s characterization is a vehicle for exploring Christian fears about economic 

exploitation, but Shakespeare complicates this stereotype by exposing the systemic 

exclusion that fosters such conflict”.34 Similarly, Antonio’s act of mercy—offering 

Shylock his life but not his wealth35—reveals the power dynamics that reinforce 

Christian dominance under the guise of compassion. 

As a matter of fact, The Merchant of Venice uses folkloric archetypes to navigate the 

complexities of religious conflict and cultural identity in early modern England. By 

examining Shylock and Jessica through these archetypes, Shakespeare critiques the 

prejudices and hypocrisies of his society, inviting audiences to reconsider the cultural 
narratives that perpetuate division. The interplay between folklore and societal structures 

reveals the enduring power of such archetypes to shape—and challenge—our 

understanding of identity, justice, and humanity. 

5.3 Folkloric Archetypes as Cultural Weapons in the Christian-Jew Dichotomy 

Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice uses folkloric archetypes not merely as narrative 

devices but as mechanisms to critique and complicate the prevailing religious ideologies 

of early modern England. Central to this dramaturgical strategy is the figure of Shylock, 

whose persona is constructed through the folkloric archetype of the Jewish usurer. This 

archetype is historically loaded, functioning within Christian Europe as a symbol of 

greed, inhumanity, and religious deviance. In the play, this archetype becomes both a 

vehicle of marginalization and a tool of resistance. 

As noted in Folklore as Strategy, Shylock’s persona is not passively constructed by 

Christian society but is also actively deployed by the character himself to negotiate 

power. The article suggests that “Shylock’s invocation of the bond operates within 

folkloric codes, yet simultaneously subverts them by foregrounding a logic that Christian 

Venice claims to uphold”.36This interpretation aligns with the view that Shylock’s 

demand for a pound of flesh—an image saturated with folkloric terror—forces Christian 

Venice to confront the contradictions in its own legal and moral systems. 

The dichotomy between Jewish love and Christian wealth, as explored in Jewish Love 

and Christian Wealth in The Merchant of Venice, highlights how folklore shapes cultural 

ideologies. Jessica's elopement and conversion represent a folkloric narrative of 

assimilation, where Jewish identity must be abandoned for acceptance and love. Her 

departure embodies what Bhabha identifies as hybridity—identity in flux, shaped by 
hegemonic forces.37 Jessica becomes a figure of transition, caught between the poles of 

love and loyalty, wealth and faith. 

Archetypal criticism sheds further light on the symbolic weight of Shylock’s character. 

According to Through Archetypal Criticism, Shylock embodies the archetype of the 

“Outcast,” his otherness reaffirmed not only by Christian hatred but also by his own rigid 
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commitment to justice over mercy. His famous speech—“If you prick us, do we not 

bleed?”38—transforms him momentarily from a folkloric villain into a universal human 

figure, challenging the essentialism embedded in Christian narratives.39 

In contrast, Antonio epitomizes the archetype of the righteous merchant, bolstered by 

Christian morality. Yet, as Deconstructing the Christian Merchant contends, Antonio’s 
benevolence is undercut by his unprovoked cruelty toward Shylock: “I am as like to call 

thee so again, to spit on thee again”.40 This aggressive piety calls into question the moral 

superiority traditionally associated with Christian characters.41 In this way, Shakespeare 

reconfigures Antonio’s archetype from the benevolent Christian to a figure complicit in 

religious persecution. 

The historical context is crucial to understanding these archetypes. Religious Conflict in 

The Merchant of Venice emphasizes how 16th-century England’s exclusion of Jews 

contributed to mythologized and caricatured depictions, often through folklore that 

dehumanized Jews. Shylock is a product of such cultural forces, his villainy constructed 

not merely by character but by inherited narrative structures.42 

The intersection of religion and economics also plays a pivotal role. As Shylock in The 

Merchant of Venice: A Rising Voice against Christian Hegemony argues, Shylock’s 
economic agency is a threat to the Christian moral economy, where lending without 

interest is seen as virtuous. His economic power is what makes him dangerous—“the 

Other” with capital—and thus the object of demonization.43 The play reveals how 

folklore is mobilized to mask economic competition under the guise of religious conflict. 

Finally, On the Otherness of Shylock and An Analysis of Shylock in The Merchant of 

Venice provide a psychological and cultural exploration of how “Othering” operates 

within the play. These articles argue that Shakespeare simultaneously constructs and 

critiques Shylock’s otherness, using folkloric motifs to mirror societal prejudice while 

also undermining them through narrative empathy.44 

In sum, Shakespeare does not merely reproduce antisemitic folklore; he interrogates it. 

By embedding folkloric archetypes within a framework of religious conflict, The 
Merchant of Venice becomes a site where cultural myths are both enacted and 

dismantled. Folklore, then, is not just a backdrop but a battlefield—a medium through 

which identity, power, and ideology are contested. 

5.4 Research Findings 

 Folkloric Archetypes and the Interrogation of Religious Otherness in The 

Merchant of Venice 
This research explores how William Shakespeare intricately weaves folkloric 

archetypes into The Merchant of Venice to critique and destabilize early modern 

constructions of religious identity, social hierarchy, and moral authority. Far from 

being passive cultural stereotypes, these archetypes serve as dynamic tools through 

which Shakespeare interrogates the ideological foundations of religious conflict and 

cultural marginalization. 

 Folkloric Archetypes as Mechanisms of Religious and Cultural Othering 
Shylock’s characterization draws on the archetype of the Jewish usurer—an image 

rooted in medieval Christian folklore. His infamous demand for “a pound of flesh” 
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becomes a folkloric symbol of inhumanity historically projected onto Jews. Yet, 

Shakespeare complicates this archetype by offering rhetorical and emotional depth, 

particularly through Shylock’s plea: “If you prick us, do we not bleed?”.45This dual 

portrayal simultaneously reflects and resists dominant cultural narratives, revealing the 

ideological instability of folkloric tropes. 

 Inversion of Christian Moral Superiority and the Carnivalesque Courtroom 
Antonio, often seen as a symbol of Christian virtue, engages in overt cruelty—such as 

declaring he would “spit on thee again”46—thereby inverting the expected moral 

archetype. The courtroom becomes a Bakhtinian carnivalesque space where traditional 

hierarchies collapse. In this space, the apparent Christian “mercy” extended to Shylock 

results not in justice but in humiliation, exposing the performative nature of Christian 

ethical superiority and institutionalized intolerance. 

 Intersection of Economic Power and Religious Prejudice 
The economic tensions between Christians and Jews are veiled through folkloric 

constructions. Shylock’s financial independence is perceived as threatening, not just 

morally but economically. The stereotype of Jewish greed masks Christian dependence 
on Jewish capital, turning folklore into a cultural weapon that legitimizes exclusionary 

practices and rationalizes systemic inequities. 

 Hybridity and Identity Fragmentation in Jessica’s Character 
Jessica’s elopement and conversion reflect the archetype of the “assimilated Jew.” Her 

transformation symbolizes the cultural allure of assimilation and the loss of religious 

and ethnic identity under hegemonic pressure. Drawing on Homi Bhabha’s concept of 

hybridity, her character problematizes binaries of belonging and unbelonging, showing 

how folklore mediates transitions within oppressive cultural frameworks. 

 Folklore as a Transdisciplinary Lens of Resistance and Critique 
Shakespeare engages folklore not merely to mirror antisemitic traditions but to expose 

the cultural logic that sustains them. Folkloric tropes, particularly in Shylock’s 

portrayal, function as sites of both compliance and resistance. This aligns with Alan 
Dundes’s view that folklore can reflect dominant ideologies while simultaneously 

offering means to critique them. Shylock is thus more than a scapegoat; he emerges as 

a counter-discursive figure who reveals the violence underlying exclusionary social 

orders. 

 Dialogic Tensions and Archetypal Ambiguity 
The shifting portrayal of Shylock as both villain and victim mirrors broader 

Elizabethan anxieties about religious plurality, legal justice, and social unity. The 

play’s archetypal contradictions enable a dialogic space where identity is not fixed but 

fluid—subject to reinterpretation, resistance, and subversion. Shakespeare ultimately 

transforms the folkloric foundation into a stage for critical inquiry, highlighting the 

ethical and political implications of representing the “Other.” 

6. Conclusion 

Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice utilizes folkloric archetypes to delve into the 

intricate dynamics of religious conflict, cultural identity, and socio-economic power in 

early modern England. The character of Shylock, embodying the archetype of the Jewish 

usurer, simultaneously reflects societal prejudices and critiques their moral simplicity. 



 

 

 

 

 

 
Journal of Pundra University of Science & Technology          Volume-4, Issue-2, December-2025 

 

Uddin, M. J. 
27 

 

 

 

 

 

Shakespeare humanizes Shylock, revealing the devastating effects of marginalization, 

while his insistence on justice highlights the tensions between systemic exclusion and 

personal agency. Similarly, Jessica’s assimilation through conversion critiques the 

cultural pressures faced by minorities, emphasizing the loss of heritage and identity in 

pursuit of acceptance within a dominant society. 

By integrating the Christian-Jew dichotomy with folkloric imagery, Shakespeare 

critiques the power imbalances and prejudices embedded within his society. Antonio’s 

“mercy,” which spares Shylock’s life while stripping him of wealth and identity, exposes 

the unequal dynamics disguised as moral superiority. The play ultimately transcends its 

cultural context, using archetypes not only to reinforce societal narratives but also to 

challenge them. Through Shylock and Jessica, Shakespeare invites audiences to confront 

the enduring complexities of identity, justice, and coexistence, making the play a 

timeless exploration of shared humanity and the narratives that divide and unite us. 
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