
 

 If it helps, distribute Student 

worksheet f)ii Attitudes to 

race answer sheet 

 What does the choice of language 

show us about Shakespeare’s 

presentation of Othello as a foreign 

man, and of how other characters 

treat him? 

Othello > Characterisation > 

Othello, the hero 

Othello > Themes in Othello > 

Prejudice 

Othello > Imagery and symbolism 

in Othello > Black and white 

Othello > The language of Othello 

> Language and social status in 

Othello 

 

 Discussion ideas: Consider racial 

prejudice in terms of the context of 

production and reception. Teacher leads 

a class discussion and creates a mind 

map, centring on the idea: To what 

extent is the play a reflection of its 

times, and to what extent is the theme 

and message of racial prejudice as 

powerful today as it was then?  

Possible points to raise/discuss: 

 In 1600 and 1601, Shakespeare 

would have had opportunity to 

observe the Moorish ambassador in 

London. Other ‘blackamoors’ were 

also recorded to have been in 

London at the time.  

 To what extent might the 

language and racial assumptions 

made in the play be 

representative of the attitudes in 

London at the time? 

 To what extent do you think the 

character Othello might be a 

realistic portrayal of an African’s 

experiences in Europe? 

 In Shakespeare’s day, the audience 

would be familiar with the biblical 

associations of white (purity) and 

black (evil).  

 To what extent might Othello’s 

race have been interpreted as 

symbolic? 

 Inter-racial marriage was considered 

unnatural even until the mid-

twentieth century. Do even today’s 

audience have their doubts about 

the sustainability of an inter-race 

marriage, in the way that Iago and 
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 Lesson focus: To explore the play’s 

presentation of racial prejudice. 
 

 

 Opening exercise: Discuss what 

the characters Othello and Bianca have 

in common (e.g. badly treated, 

misunderstood)  

 The central idea is that they are 

outsiders from society and 

therefore victims of prejudice - 

Othello because of his race, 

Bianca because of her role as a 

sex worker 

 In 1997, in Washington D.C., Jude 

Kelly produced a version of Othello 

starring Patrick Stewart as the lead 

character. The cast was photo 

negative – all the actors except 

Othello and Bianca were black (see 

http://www.thepsn.org/psn/playtitl

e.asp?playid=19) 

 Ask students to consider: 

 What is their response to this 

casting idea? 

 How might it affect a viewing of 

the play?  

 What themes would be 

highlighted? 

 What ideas might not work? 

 

 

 Textual examination: Distribute 

Student worksheet f)i Attitudes to 

race so everyone has a copy and play 

‘Who said it?’ Read the quotations (all 

refer to Othello and/or his relationship 

with Desdemona). Students 

remember/guess who said it then 

discuss and make notes about what is 

revealed – about the speaker and 

his/her attitudes (e.g. what 

assumptions are made about black 

men, inter-racial marriage, or how is 

Othello spoken to by others?)  

 What conclusions/observations can 

be drawn from these quotations? 

(e.g.  

 Racial prejudice/racist language 

is widespread 

 Authority figures e.g. the Duke, 

respect Othello 

 Strong feelings that the inter-

racial marriage is unnatural 

 Recurrent associations of black 

= evil, and white = good) 
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the other characters do? 

 For example, the film ‘O’ (2001), 

set in a modern American high 

school, successfully uses the 

theme of the difficulties of mixed 

race relationship 

 As well as considering how 

audiences respond the play at 

different points in time, how might 

people in different geographical 

places, or people of different races, 

respond to the play differently? 

 For example, performance of the 

play was avoided in South Africa 

during the era of apartheid 

 There has been some controversy 

over the race of actors who have 

played Othello.  

 Does it matter if the character is 

played by a black man, or by a 

white actor in make-up?  

 Why/why not? 

 If time, and resources allow, 

perhaps show some clips from 

different productions and modern 

adaptations of Othello, and discuss 

how the race theme is presented. 

Othello > Themes in Othello > 

Prejudice 

Othello > Imagery and 

symbolism in Othello > Black and 

white 

Othello > Critical responses to 

Othello > Post-colonial 

interpretation 

 

 

 Recreative task: Could the story 

of Othello still hold together if Othello 

was the same race as the other 

characters?  

 Does Othello need to be an 

‘outsider’ if even in a different 

sense e.g. disability, language, or 

religion?  

 Try drafting plots which experiment 

with Othello and his race/status as 

an outsider or victim of prejudice 

 How would these different takes 

on Othello affect the play’s 

message and impact? 

Othello > Characterisation > 

Othello, the hero 

Othello > Themes in Othello > 

Prejudice 
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 Critical task: Plan and/or write an 

essay addressing the following: 

 ‘Othello is the tragedy of a black 

man struggling against the 

prejudice of European society.’ To 

what extent do you think 

Shakespeare presents Othello’s 

downfall as the result of his race? 

Othello > Characterisation > 

Othello, the hero 

Othello > Themes in Othello > 

Prejudice 

Othello > Imagery and 

symbolism in Othello > Black and 

white 

 

 

 Extension task: Try reading / 

researching one of the following: 

 G. K. Hunter: Othello and colour 

prejudice (1967) 

 Leslie A Fiedler: The stranger in 

Shakespeare (1972) 

 Stephen Greenblatt: 

Shakespearean negotiations 

(1988) 

 How convincing do you find their 

interpretations of the play, and 

their focus on the theme of racial 

prejudice? 

Othello > Critical approaches to 

Othello > Post-colonial 

interpretation 

 

 


