
Race in William Shakespeare's Othello: Social
Issues In Literature
William Shakespeare's tragedy "Othello" stands as a timeless masterpiece
that delves into the intricate depths of race and its profound impact on
human relationships and society. This essay will delve into the complexities
of race portrayed in the play, examining how Shakespeare uses his
characters and plot to explore the social issues prevalent in his era and
their relevance to contemporary times.

Race and Identity

Othello, a valiant Moorish general, finds himself at the heart of the play's
racial conflict. As a black man in a white-dominated society, Othello
navigates the challenges of being an outsider and facing prejudice from
those around him. Shakespeare portrays Othello's racial identity as a
defining characteristic that influences his experiences and interactions with
others. The play raises questions about race-based bias and
discrimination, exposing the deep-seated prejudices that shape the
Venetian society in which the story unfolds.
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Iago's Racism

The play's antagonist, Iago, is a cunning and malicious character driven by
envy and ambition. His hatred towards Othello is fueled in part by his racist
beliefs and fear of miscegenation. Iago's manipulation of Othello's
insecurities and his cunning plan to destroy the general reveal the depths
of racial prejudice and the ease with which it can be used to damage and
divide individuals.
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Iago's racism towards Othello drives his malicious plot to destroy the general.

Venetian Society

"Othello" offers a glimpse into the complex social structure of Renaissance
Venice. The play depicts a society deeply rooted in racial biases and
prejudices. White characters often view Othello with suspicion and fear,
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while black characters face discrimination and exclusion. Shakespeare's
portrayal of Venetian society highlights the ways in which social norms and
expectations shape individuals' perceptions and behaviors.

Othello as an Outsider

Throughout the play, Othello's outsider status is both literal and
metaphorical. As a black man, he does not fully belong in the white-
dominated world of Venice. This sense of alienation and isolation adds
depth to his character and highlights the struggles faced by those who are
different or marginalized.
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Othello's outsider status isolates him in Venetian society.

Desdemona's Innocence

In contrast to the racial tensions surrounding Othello, Desdemona, his wife,
represents innocence and love. She is a white woman who defies societal
norms by marrying a black man. Desdemona's genuine love for Othello
serves as a beacon of hope and a reminder of the possibility of overcoming
racial prejudice. However, her tragic end highlights the destructive forces
that can result from hatred and intolerance.
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Envy and Jealousy

Iago's manipulative scheme exploits Othello's insecurities and jealousy. His
envy of Othello's success and happiness drives his desire to destroy the
general. The play explores how envy and jealousy can lead to irrational
behavior and have devastating consequences. Shakespeare uses Iago's
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character to demonstrate the destructive power of these emotions and their
potential to destroy lives.

Iago's envy and jealousy fuel his malicious plot.

Social Commentary in Othello

"Othello" is not merely a tale of tragedy and love but also a reflection of the
social issues prevalent in Shakespeare's time. The play holds a mirror up to
the audience, inviting them to examine their own prejudices and biases.
Through its exploration of race, identity, and social inequality, "Othello"
continues to resonate with audiences today, challenging us to confront the
complexities of race and its enduring impact on society.
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William Shakespeare's "Othello" is a powerful and enduring masterpiece
that delves into the complexities of race and its profound impact on
individuals and society. The play explores the themes of identity, prejudice,
envy, and jealousy, exposing the social issues prevalent in Shakespeare's
era and their relevance to contemporary times. Through its captivating
characters and thought-provoking plot, "Othello" invites readers and
audiences alike to confront their own biases and challenge the enduring
legacy of racial inequality.
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