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PERSPECTIVES 

 

Race Relations 

 

Teaching Othello will necessarily bring up a discussion of race. Especially in America, because of our history 

towards racial minorities, the events of the early- to mid-20th century, and continued struggles for racial 

equality in our modern world, this can be a tricky issue to handle in class. That difficulty should not make 

you avoid or skim around the issue; indeed, in teaching Othello, you are likely to find such evasion 

impossible. We encourage you instead to embrace what makes the conversation difficult and to consider 

how modern sensibilities and four hundred years of race relations in this country affect your students' 

perceptions of Othello. They will likely not all have the same impression of the play; their own backgrounds 

and experiences will inform their perceptions.  

 

These activities will help you discuss the issue of race in Othello with your class. Throughout these 

discussions, encourage your students to think about and to state openly what ideas in the text make them 

uncomfortable. You may wish to address this as an opening to the play, setting these issues out before you 

dive deeper into the text, or you may wish to hold it off as a concluding exercise – or, engage with the issue 

at both ends, and have your students discuss how their preconceptions of the play and of race in the early 

modern period changed or did not change. 

 

An Intro to Race in Early Modern England 

In considering the question of race in Othello, you may find it helpful to distinguish the early modern idea of 

racial differences from the modern American connotations of prejudice and racism.  

 

The Elizabethans would not have considered themselves prejudiced or racist, at least not in the same way 

that we use those words today – though by our modern standards they certainly would be. Europeans 

tended to be not so much specifically racist as generally isolationist, finding fault with anyone not of their 

own people, and the English were no exception. Each European nation considered itself head and shoulders 

above the rest, including above other Europeans, as demonstrated by the writings of French philosopher 

Jean Bodin, who categorized the entire world as either “southern,”  intemperate and animalistic, or 

“northern,” dull and sluggish – with France as the sole point of moderation in the middle. Comments on 

people of other nations, such as those found in Handout #4, could be harsh, short-sighted, and ignorant, 

but were not universally condemning of other races. Many tended to, if grudgingly, admit certain 

advantageous qualities in other peoples – none so great as the author’s nation owned, of course, but 

demonstrating some worth. 

 

So, just what did define race in Shakespeare's England? And, how it was described? The issue is not a simple 

one. As Ania Loomba and Jonathan Burton note in Race in Early Modern England: 

 

The appropriateness of “race” or “racism,” “xenophobia,” “ethnicity,” or 

even “nation” in describing community identities in early modern Europe 

has been much debated. Some of these words were coined later, and others, 

such as “race,” did not necessarily convey the same meanings they do now. 
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Even when modern-day meanings of words such as “nation” or “race” 

emerged in the early modern period, older or competing meanings retained a 

place alongside or in competition with them. But surely this complexity does 

not suggest that it is anachronistic to study race in the early modern period. 

After all, “race” is, even today, a confusing word that does not carry a precise 

set of meanings, but becomes shorthand for various combinations of ethnic, 

geographic, cultural, class, and religious differences. 

 

According to the Oxford English dictionary, the term “race” in 1600 could mean “a group of people 

belonging to the same family and descended from a common ancestor; a house, family, kindred” or “a tribe, 

nation, or people, regarded as of common stock, as British race, Roman race, etc.” The term did not apply 

more broadly to skin color until the early 18th century. Shakespeare uses the word “race” only 16 times in 

all of his plays and poems, generally to mean either a race of speed, as a footrace, or as a collective noun for 

a group of horses. When he uses the sense of the word to relate to people, he uses it to mean a family 

group, as in Richard III, when the ghosts of the slain princes tell the Earl of Richmond to “Live, and beget a 

happy race of kings!” 

 

While Europeans certainly considered themselves superior to the Moors, the reasons for this assertion 

varied. Many were founded more on religion than on what we would now see as genetic race or ethnic 

identification – though there were some Christian Moors, further confusing the issue. Debates raged over 

whether or not people from other continents could be considered descendants of Adam, whether or not 

they were “God's creatures,” and whether or not they were naturally inferior for being descendants of 

Noah's wayward son Ham (for the Africans) or of a bondmaid (for the Muslims). A more “scientific” point 

of view suggested that Africans were more like animals because the heat of the sun imbalanced their 

humours and made them quick to anger. One of those “scientific” sources, however, suggests that the 

Africans could be civilized much like “the Germans, who as they themselves confess were once not very far 

from the level of wild beasts.”  

 

Though the slave trade out of Africa to Europe and the New World had begun, instigated by the Spanish 

and the Portuguese, the Arabs conducting the trade at the time (and who had been doing so since the 7th 

century) were as likely to sell “poor Christians” as Moors or Berbers, according to a 1571 report by Nicolas 

de Nicolay. A papal edict in 1452 allowed the sale of “Saracens, pagans, and any other unbelievers” into 

slavery, but another pope reversed that decision in 1537. During the 16th and early 17th century, most slaves 

were sold by Arabs or West Africans to the Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch, headed for Brazil and the 

Caribbean Islands. The English would not become significantly involved in the trans-Atlantic slave trade for 

several more decades, until the growth of plantations in their North American colonies encouraged 

importation of slaves in greater numbers; in the earliest years of colonization, they enslaved primarily Native 

Americans. 

 

For Shakespeare's audience, the term “Moor” broadly applied to almost anyone who was neither European 

nor from the Americas nor from what they deemed “the Orient” – India and points east. A Moor could be 

North African, Sub-Saharan African, Arabian, or Turkish; he could be a Muslim, a heathen, or even a 

Christian; he might live in Africa, in the Holy Land, in Italy, or in Spain or Portugal. Even the idea that 

“Moorish” meant “dark-skinned” is problematic, as the traveling physician Andrew Boorde noted in 1555 
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that “there be white Mores and black Mores.” Rather than pointing to a definite geographical region or skin 

tone, the term “Moor” seems to have been a catch-all for a non-specific kind of “foreign,” defined as much 

by what it wasn’t as what it was. 

 

Some scholars have suggested that Shakespeare may have been 

inspired by the 1600 visit of Abd el-Ouahed ben Messaoud ben 

Mohammed Anoun (pictured left), a Moorish ambassador who 

came to talk to Queen Elizabeth about allying against Spain with 

his king, Mulai Ahmad al-Mansur of Morocco (more commonly 

known to the English as Muly Hamet, himself a figure in plays 

such as The Battle of Alcazar – written by George Peele, possible 

co-author of Shakespeare's Titus Andronicus, another play 

featuring a Moorish character). A portrait of him from that year, 

at left, shows him to be lighter-skinned, with a turban, a black 

beard, and an ornate hook-handled sword. Elizabeth declined to 

enter into direct military action against Spain at that time – still 

plenty occupied with a proxy war in the Netherlands – but 

opened trade agreements with Morocco, including an arms trade. 

England traded armor, ammunition, timber, and metal in 

exchange for Moroccan sugar, prompting a papal legate in Spain 

to declare that “there is no evil that is not devised by that 

woman, who, it is perfectly plain, succored Mulocco with arms, and especially with artillery.” English 

privateers also collaborated with Morrocans against the Spanish naval forces. This alliance held until the 

English Civil War broke out in 1642, and Charles II renewed it after his Restoration to the throne in 1660. 

 

Activity: Race in Early Modern Europe 

 Give your students Handout #4: Early Modern Views on Race. 

o These passages are drawn not just from English accounts, but from other European 

travelers in the 16th and 17th centuries. All of these accounts were published in England 

before 1603, and thus would have been available to Shakespeare as he was writing Othello. 

While there is no way of knowing whether or not he did read these sources, he certainly could 

have, and the selections represent a range of early modern attitudes that would have been 

present in Shakespeare’s world. 

o Discuss the European perspective on other races. 

 Was there a single monolithic opinion on non-Europeans? 

 How did Europeans agree or disagree with each others' accounts? 

o What distinctions did the Europeans draw between North Africans and Sub-Saharan 

Africans? 

o How did the Europeans view foreigners from places other than Africa, such as Russians, 

East Asians, and Americans? 

 Based on these accounts, what sort of a person do your students think Shakespeare most likely had 

in mind when he calls Othello a Moor?  

o Have your students use the text, both of Shakespeare's play and from Handout #4, to justify 

their arguments. 
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o Which descriptions seem to match your students' conceptions of Othello's character? 

o Which match Iago's descriptions of him? Desdemona's? The Duke’s? 

 

Production History of Othello 

The first actor to play the role of Othello was Richard Burbage, the eminent tragedian of Shakespeare's  

company who also played Hamlet and Richard III. He seems to have 

played the role in blackface, though the exact type of makeup used 

remains unknown. (See ASC actor Rick Blunt's article in The 

Materiality of Color, http://www.ashgate.com/isbn/9781409429159, 

for more). In the 18th century, the role was played in a white-

powdered wig, with an Othello dressed in a general's uniform, 

emphasizing the martial aspects of the character. Tradition has it that 

Edmund Kean in 1814 broke several traditions when he took on the 

role, such as playing a taking a more introspective and less bombastic 

interpretation of the character, and also using brown or tawny 

makeup instead of darker blackface. Kean also played the role as 

exotic, with elaborate Eastern-influenced costumes and jewelry (see 

picture, right). In 1848, G. Y. Brooke played a less violent, but still 

definably exotic, Othello in a long, embroidered kaftan. 

 

In the mid-19th century, Ira Aldridge became the first black man to play Othello. The American grandson 

of a Senegalese chieftain, he could not take the stage in the U.S., but toured to great success across Europe. 

White actors remained the standard, however, until the mid-20th century. In 1930, Paul Robeson (pictured 

below, in 1930 at the left and in 1942 at the right) played the role in London; like Aldridge, he was an 

American who crossed the Atlantic in order to have the opportunity to act. He eventually did return to the 

U.S. in the role, but not for another twelve years, and only after an extensive search for a white actress 

willing to play Desdemona. Beginning in the 1960s, the role increasingly became exclusive to black actors. 

Notable exceptions include the 1997 “photo-negative” version of the play with Patrick Stewart as the lone 

white man on an otherwise black, Hispanic, or mixed-race cast. Some productions have also experimented 

with an Othello of a different racial minority: Raul Julia played a Puerto Rican Othello in Central Park in 

1979, and half-Indian Ben Kingsley played the role at Stratford, England, in 1985-6. 
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Activity: Race in the Play 

 Divide your students into five groups. 

 Assign each group one of the five acts of the play. 

 As a homework assignment, have your students search their acts for references to Othello's race. 

o Have them mark which lines they find such references. Keep a list of which are positive and 

which are negative. 

 In class, discuss how different characters describe Othello's race and react emotionally to it.  

 Whose opinions are most what we would call racist?  

 How might other characters' opinions be qualified as not malicious but still ignorant? 

 Who speaks well of Othello? What language do those characters use when talking about him 

positively? 

 How does Othello speak of himself? Does the way in which he describes himself change 

during the play? 

 Have your students also look for instances where characters talk about “light,” “dark,” “day,” and 

“night” in ways that are not explicitly about race. 

o Discuss what these concepts may mean when taken in conjunction with the racial overtones 

of the play. 

o The term “light,” apart from meaning pale or bright, could also mean insubstantial, 

frivolous, promiscuous, or blighted. (You may wish to examine the many different 

definitions of “light” in the Oxford English Dictionary, if you have access to it, or in your 

classroom dictionary). When is “lightness” associated with negative qualities in the play?  

o Can your students find any instances of “darkness” having a positive connotation? 

 Have your students respond, in an essay or journal entry, to what they have discovered about the 

language of race in Othello. 

 

Topics for Discussion: 

 Examine the stage history of Othello, as detailed above. 

o How do your students feel about the depiction of Othello over time? 

o How do the different ways of having a white actor portray “blackness” or “African-ness” or 

simply “other-ness” reflect the views and standards of acceptability for different historical 

periods? 

o How do your students feel the role might continue to evolve in the future? 

 Consider that the play is set in Venice and then on the island of Cyprus. The Italian race is as likely 

to be swarthy as fair, and Cypriots have Greek, Turkish, and Egyptian origins.  

o Just how white are the white men in Othello's world?  

o Is Othello different from the other men in the play men in ways besides race – wealth, social 

status, military ranking, intellect, talent, ability? 

o Is the prejudice to Othello's race specifically, or because he is, not only a minority, but the 

only one of his kind in his locations? 

o Does it matter more than Othello is black, or that he is demonstrably different from 

everyone who surrounds him? 

 What other ways could this play be staged? 

o What are the implications of a Japanese Othello in a World War II era production? 

o A Korean Othello in a Chinese cast? 
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o A white Othello in a Native American cast? 

o A Muslim Othello in a Jewish cast? 

o An Iraqi or Afghani Othello in a modern American cast? 

o Are there other possibilities that your students could name? 

 Have your students choose one of the above listed suggestions, or one that the class comes up with 

in discussion, and write a short essay exploring the possibilities of such a production. 

 

 

FURTHER EXPLORATION 

 Discuss the role of race in modern casting for theatre, movies, and television, especially the problem 

of “Hollywood white-washing” – casting exclusively white actors when the source material calls for 

another race, or when there is no reason not to consider a racial minority for a part. Your students 

may be familiar with issues of race and casting in some of the following: 

o The Hunger Games 

o Avatar: The Last Airbender 

o Prince of Persia 

o Argo 

o A Game of Thrones 

o The Dark Knight Rises 

o Star Trek: Into Darkness 

 Have your students research the current demographic breakdown of the US versus the demographic 

breakdown of races as represented in fictional media. 

o This infographic may provide a good jumping-off point: 

http://bahstudios.tumblr.com/post/35688190795/casting-practices-in-hollywood 

 Challenge your students to re-cast one of the above suggestions, or another film they consider 

white-washed, using a cast whose diversity more nearly represents either the source material or the 

racial demographics of the US or the country in which the story takes place. 

 Discuss instances when media has changed a character’s race to make the cast more diverse rather 

than less (such as Samuel L. Jackson playing Nick Fury in the Avengers franchise, the diversity of 

Asgardians in Thor, or the latest incarnation of Spiderman in the Marvel comics). 

o Does it fundamentally change anything about the narrative? If so, how? 

o What have the responses to the change been from the public? 

 Creative Writing Challenge: Have your students write a description of their own physical 

characteristics as though viewed by an alien culture. Encourage them to think with all their senses – 

not just visual, but olfactory, tactile, aural. How big a role does race play in this description as 

compared to other factors? Does it play a different role for different students? 
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Handout #4: Early Modern Views on Race 

 

Joannes ab Indagine, German priest, 1523 
If a man be so curious, he may have the colour & 
proportion whereby to judge… Red colour is 
always suspect, declaring a hot complexion, a 
swarth & leaden colour is never commendable for 
besides a saturnine disposition and black choler 
doth also show the evil affections of the mind, as 
envy, anger, rancor, machinations & privy hatreds, 
a white feminine colour, soft & cold, declareth a 
cold, soft, and tender person, except when a certain 
sanguine redness be mixed with it, as we may 
behold in sanguine complexion, this colour is only 
most commendable, for it causeth also a man to be 
inclined and disposed to all good & honest things. 
 
Joannes Leo Africanus, a Spanish-born 
Moroccan, raised as a Spanish Christian, 1550 
(published in England 1600) 
Those Arabians which inhabit in Barbary or upon 
the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, are greatly 
addicted unto the study of good arts and sciences: 
and those things which concern their law and 
religion are esteemed by them in the first place. … 
No nation in the world is so subject unto jealousy; 
for they will rather lose their lives, than put up any 
disgrace in the behalf of their women. 
 
Nicolas de Nicolay, French ambassador to the 
Turks, 1551 
All along the river and the shore the Moorish 
women and maiden slaves of Alger do go to wash 
their linen, being commonly whole naked, saving 
that they wear a piece of cotton cloth of some 
strange colour to cover their secret parts… But as 
for the wives of the Turks or Moores, they are not 
seen to go uncovered, for they wear a great 
bernuche made of a blanket of white, black, or 
violet colour, which covereth their whole body and 
the head… The Turks's wives do delight at all time 
to haunt the baths, as well for the continuance of 
their health, as beautifying their persons… The 
other and principalest reason is, to have good 
occasion and honest excuse to go abroad out of 
their houses, within the which they are continually 
closed up for the great jealousy of their husbands. 
 
 
 

 
 
Richard Willes, London, 1577 
It so falling out, that the Chineans are the greatest 
eaters in all the world, they do feed upon all things, 
specially on pork… Frogs are sold at the same price 
that is made of hens, and are good meat amongst 
them, as also dogs, cats, rats, snakes, and all other 
unclean meats. … The inhabitants of China be very 
great idolaters, all generally do worship the heavens. 
Some do worship the Sun and some the Moon. … 
If you ask them what they do think of souls 
departed, they will answer that they be immortal, 
and that as soon as any one departeth out of this 
life, he becometh a devil if he have lived well in this 
world, if otherwise, that the same devil changeth 
him into a buffalo, ox, or dog.  
The noble island, Japan… the people are tractable, 
civil, witty, courteous, without deceit, in virtue and 
honest conversation exceeding all other nations 
lately discovered, but so much standing upon their 
reputation, that their chief idol may be thought 
honour. … Albeit the Japans received out of Siam 
and China their superstitions and ceremonies, yet 
do they nevertheless condemn all other nations in 
comparison of themselves, and standing in their 
own conceit do far prefer themselves before all 
other sorts of people in wisdom and policy. 
 
William Harrison, Anglican clergyman, 1577 
The Britons are white in colour, strong of body, 
and full of blood, as people inhabiting near the 
north, and far from the equinoctical line, where the 
soil is not so fruitful, and therefore the people are 
less of stature, weaker of body, more nice, delicate, 
fearful by nature, blacker in colour, and some so 
black indeed as any crow or raven… And albeit 
that our women through bearing of children do 
after forty begin to wrinkle apace, yet they are not 
commonly wretched and hard favored to look 
upon in their age, as the French women, and 
diverse of other countries with whom their men 
also do much participate. 
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Stephen Batman, London, 1582 
For the country of Mauritania is the most hottest 
country in Ethiopia, in the which country for great 
heat the blood is burnt between the skin and the 
flesh, and maketh all the members black. And so he 
that first dwelled in Ethiopia was made black. But 
afterward by continual heat of the sun such 
blackness sprang into all his offspring. And of black 
father and black mother cometh black children. … 
And contrariwise, the Almaynes and Scots that 
dwell in cold countries, for in them cold stoppeth 
the holes and pores without and the heat is drawn 
inward, and therefore the skin is white without.” 
 
Bartoleme de las Casas, Spanish traveler, mid-
16th century (printed in England 1583) 
God created all these innumerable multitudes [of 
Indians] in every sort, very simple, without subtlety, 
or craft, without malice, very obedient, and very 
faithful… In the Isle of Hispaniola… They are also 
people very gentle and very tender and of an easy 
complexion, and which can sustain no travail, and 
do die very soon of any disease whatsoever… They 
are also very poor folk, which possess little, neither 
yet do so much as desire to have much worldly 
goods, and therefore neither are they proud, 
ambitious, or covetous… The cause why the 
Spanish have destroyed such an infinite number of 
souls hath been only that they had held it for their 
last scope and mark to get gold, and to enrich 
themselves in a short time… In the Isle of 
Hispaniola, the Spaniards with their horses, their 
spears and lances, began to commit murders and 
strange cruelties. They entered into towns, 
boroughs, and villages, sparing neither children, nor 
old men, neither women with child, neither them 
that lay in, but that they ripped their bellies and cut 
them in pieces. 
 
Abraham Ortelius, Antwerp, 1603 
On Barbary and Biledugerid. The people are 
generally all tawny, moors, very sturdy and strong 
of body. The citizens are skillful in architecture and 
the mathematics, and other sciences, as by their 
buildings may be judged. … They are very jealous 
of their wives, ambitious, greedy, and covetous of 
wealth, and therefore are great merchants. 
 
 
 
 

Giles Fletcher, English ambassador to Russia, 
1589 
[On Tartars] For person and complexion they have 
broad and flat visages, of a tanned colour into 
yellow and black, fierce and cruel looks, thin haired 
upon the upper lip and pit of the chin, light and 
nimble bodied, with short legs…  
[On Russians] As touching the natural habit of their 
bodies, they are for the most part of a large size, 
and of very fleshly bodies: accounting it a grace to 
be somewhat gross and burly, and therefore they 
nourish and spread their beards, to have them long 
and broad. But for the most part, they are very 
unwieldy and inactive. Which may be thought to 
come partly of the climate and the numbness which 
they get by the cold in winter… make them of a 
dark and sallow complexion, their skins being 
tanned and parched both with cold and with heat, 
especially the women that for the greater part are of 
far worse complexions than the men…. The 
women, to mend the bad hue of their skins, use to 
paint their faces with white and red colours, so 
visibly that every man may perceive it. 
 
George Abbot, A briefe description of the 
whole worlde, 1599 
Of Russia, or Moscovia. The people of this country 
are rude and unlearned, so that there is very little or 
no knowledge amongst them of any liberal or 
ingenious art… the people are, by reason of their 
ignorant education, dull and incapable of any higher 
understanding. 
Of Africke and Egypt. Although this country of 
Egypt doth stand in the self-same climate that 
Mauritania doth, yet the inhabitants there are not 
black, but rather dun, or tawny, of which colour 
Cleopatra was observed to be; who by enticement, 
so won the love of Julius Caesar and Antony. … 
All the people in general to the south, lying with the 
Zona Torrida, are not only blackish like the Moor, 
but are exceeding black. And therefore as in old 
time by an excellency, some of them are called 
Nigritae, so at this day they are named Negros, as 
them whom no men are blacker.


