
In two of the works you have studied, discuss the means as well as the effectiveness 
with which power or authority is exercised. 

A common theme of literary works is power of some sort: whether the authority of a 
parent over a child, a judge over an accused person, a government over a people, or the 
power of the majority over a minority. In this essay, I am most interested in exploring 
how power is exercised by individuals who are meant to represent – and uphold – the 
laws and values of wider society. Both William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice and 
J.M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians depict authority figures who wield their power 
in contrasting ways. In Shakespeare’s play, the Duke represents Venetian law. When his 
power is challenged, he acts in the best interests of the city, refusing to break the law 
despite his personal feelings in the case. On the other hand, in Coetzee’s novel, Colonel 
Joll is an authority figure who wields the power of a faraway empire over the citizens of 
a remote settlement. Unlike the Duke of Venice, while Joll professes to be acting in the 
best interests of his government, he is prepared to break the law if it means furthering 
his political and military ends. Despite these differences, however, what both texts do 
have in common is in demonstrating how power, by whatever means is it exercised, is 
most effective when wielded by a majority against the rights of a minority: Jewish people 
in the case of Shakespeare’s play and nomadic ‘barbarians’ in Coetzee’s novel. 

The Duke of Venice is introduced in Act Four of Shakespeare’s play. He has been asked 
by Shylock, a Jew, to grant him a pound of flesh according to the words of a contract he 
signed with Antonio, a Christian trader. Shylock’s case appears to be straightforward; the 
law is on his side, regardless of the Duke’s personal prejudices, which he does not 
hesitate to reveal. The first thing he says to Shylock is: ‘we all expect a gentle answer, Jew.’ 
Throughout the play, characters have used the word ‘gentle’ as a pun on ‘gentile’, 
meaning anyone who is not a Jew. Shakespeare’s audience would have found this 
amusing, convinced as they were that a Jew was inherently unable to feel compassion, 
kindness or ‘gentleness’. The Duke’s use of this word, as well as the way he labels 
Shylock ‘Jew’, as if spitting out the word, reveals his contempt for Shylock’s person and 
religion. In the same speech, the Duke uses words such as ‘malice’, ‘stony heart’ ‘cruelty’ 
and ‘inhuman’, clearly dehumanising Shylock and revealing his bias against him. 
Nevertheless, it is notable that the Duke does not argue that Shylock must forfeit his 
claim according to the law. Instead, he appeals to Shylock’s better nature. From the very 
beginning the Duke is aware that the law is on Shylock’s side, and so he never tries to 
argue with Shylock on a point of law.  



Because Shylock also trusts and believes in the law he is empowered to publicly stand up 
for his rights in front of the Duke and the observers in the court, despite the clear 
hostility shown towards him. In the face of racism and prejudice he calmly replies: ‘I 
stand here for law.’ As a man who abides by the law, the Duke is eventually left with no 
choice but to reluctantly support Shylock. In fact, when pressed by Bassanio to overturn 
Shylock’s claim, it is stated that ‘there is no power in Venice can alter a decree established... 
it cannot be’.  In the Duke’s mind, the issue at stake is not only Shylock and Antonio’s 
dispute, but the reputation of Venice as a trading hub, where people of all races and 
religions can exchange goods and money, knowing that their transactions are protected 
by the law. Were he to overturn the law simply because of his prejudice against Shylock, 
it would establish a precedent and Venice would suffer irreparably. This scene 
demonstrates the limits of personal power as wielded by one man, no matter how high 
he may stand in society: while it is within the Duke’s power to overrule Shylock, he 
refuses to break the law. This tendency can be seen elsewhere in the play: Portia refuses 
to undermine the rules of her dead father’s will. Instead, she submits to the ‘will of a dead 
father’ and plays the casket game to determine her future husband. Both these examples 
demonstrate how Shakespeare’s plays would often resolve in the strengthening of 
existing social forces: the upholding of the law in the case of Shylock’s legal claim; the 
respective positions of fathers and daughters in the case of Portia’s marriage.  

By contrast, Coetzee’s novel Waiting for the Barbarians depicts an authority figure who is 
all too willing to ignore the word of law in the pursuit of his objectives. In Chapter One 
of the novel, Colonel Joll arrives at a remote desert outpost to investigate rumours that 
the nomadic people who live on the borders with the empire are organising an attack. He 
meets with a local magistrate who says that Joll ‘is here to find the truth. That’s all he does.’ 
Joll exudes authority and his reputation precedes him: he is a member of the infamous 
Third Bureau and he displays power through symbols such as his military uniform, his 
impenetrable sunglasses, and his rank. Through the character of Joll, Coetzee reveals 
how power can be effectively wielded through the theatrics of authority.  

Coetzee later explores the extent to which people like Joll will go to exercise power 
through exerting violence over others. In a chilling scene, Joll inflicts torture upon a 
group of helpless prisoners. In such a remote setting, Joll feels unrestrained by either 
notions of morality or the law and he has no qualms about exercising his power in the 
most brutal ways. Coetzee depicts the injuries inflicted upon an innocent man in graphic 
detail, leaving the reader in no doubt that the law is no protection against zealous 



individuals like Joll. In fact, he implies that Joll inflicts pain merely as an exercise in power 
rather than in pursuit of any meaningful aim. For example, he orders the grandson of a 
man he just murdered to sleep by the corpse of his grandfather simply out of cruelty, not 
to further his investigations. By contrast to the Duke, however, Joll’s wielding of power 
is shown to be less effective. He fails to elicit any more information out of the prisoners 
he tortures and comes no closer to discovering a truth that the magistrate knew all 
along: that there is no impending attack. 

Despite these contrasts, both texts are similar in that they show how power can be most 
effectively brought to bear against minority peoples who have limited access to power 
themselves. In the case of The Merchant of Venice, Shylock’s power was all invested in 
the contract he signed with Antonio, and specifically the wording of this contract. The 
dispute is settled when Portia, disguised as a lawyer, finds a loophole in the wording of 
the contract, which calls for ‘a pound of flesh,’ but does not permit the shedding of 
Christian blood. Horrified, Shylock is forced to yield to this point of law – but Portia does 
not stop there. Declaring ‘the law hath another hold on you’ she proceeds to call down the 
full force of the law upon Shylock in an act of revenge: she describes Shylock’s actions as 
an attempt upon Antonio’s life which, under the law, is punishable by death. The Duke 
instead declares that Shylock’s assets are stripped and awarded to Antonio and other 
Christians; then orders that Shylock renounce his Jewish faith and convert to 
Christianity.  These pronouncements are made entirely without mercy and, to a man of 
Shylock’s dignity and convictions, are arguably a fate worse than death. Shakespeare has 
shown how, while acting within the law, a powerful individual can still inflict acts of 
cruelty upon minority people in society.  

Similarly, Coetzee shows how easily power can be wielded against minority peoples. 
Waiting for the Barbarians is set in a nameless, almost fantastical, empire, yet Coetzee’s 
novel is allegorical. Written in South Africa in 1980, the story represents the atrocities of 
apartheid to which Coetzee was fiercely opposed. The empire stands in for the white 
government, while the nomadic ‘barbarians’ represent black citizens who were expelled 
from their historical lands. The day after torturing and murdering the nomadic herder, 
Joll covers up his crimes both literally – the dead man is wrapped in a white shroud to 
conceal the evidence of torture – and metaphorically through manipulating language and 
using euphemisms. He describes his torture tactics as ‘special procedures’ and writes in 
his report that the prisoner died in a ‘scuffle’ with prison guards. He even resorts to 
outright fabrications such as ‘efforts to revive him were unsuccessful.’ In fact, the language 



of this report echoes that used in the real-life police cover-up of the torture and murder 
of Steve Biko, a black anti-apartheid protester, who was also reported to have hit his 
head in a ‘scuffle’ while in police custody.  

In conclusion, these two literary works demonstrate the contrasting ways authority 
figures can exercise power in terms of the limits set by laws in soociety. In one text, a 
powerful character adheres to the law as he recognises that individual power is 
secondary to the needs of a city-state. In the other text, readers see how power can be 
wielded flagrantly, and how the law can be broken by individuals in pursuit of their 
stated aims and objectives, however nebulous they might seem. Eventually, Joll’s 
methods are shown to be less effective than the Duke’s. Because the Duke considered 
the preservation of Venice’s law to be his guiding principle, the play ends with order 
being restored and the Christian characters enjoying the success of their trading 
endeavours. By contrast, at the end of Coetzee’s novel, it is evident that the very 
soldiers who were supposed to protect civilized society against savagery have become 
savage themselves. The settlement rips itself apart as the soldiers under Joll’s command 
indulge in rape, looting and theft – and the law of the empire is powerless to stop them.  


