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William Shakespeare, the renowned playwright of the Elizabethan era, has
captivated audiences for centuries with his timeless works. However, the
mystery surrounding his racial identity has intrigued scholars and
enthusiasts alike, sparking numerous debates and discussions.

Two prominent theories have emerged regarding Shakespeare's race:
African descent and white heritage. While definitive evidence remains
elusive, each theory presents compelling arguments based on historical
context and textual analysis.

Shakespeare's African Ancestry Hypothesis

Proponents of Shakespeare's African descent point to several historical
factors that support their claim. During Shakespeare's time, England was
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actively involved in the transatlantic slave trade, and there were numerous
black people living in London.

Moreover, some of Shakespeare's plays, such as Othello and The
Merchant of Venice, portray characters with African heritage and
demonstrate a familiarity with African cultures. For example, in Othello, the
protagonist's Moorish ethnicity plays a central role in the plot.

Furthermore, some scholars have argued that Shakespeare's own writing
style and vocabulary hint at his possible African roots. For instance, they
point to the use of certain words and phrases that were common in African
languages during that period.

Shakespeare's White Heritage Theory

Advocates of Shakespeare's white heritage maintain that there is no
definitive evidence to support the African descent hypothesis. They
emphasize that Shakespeare's name, birthplace, and known family
connections all suggest English origins.

Additionally, they argue that Shakespeare's plays often reflect the
prevailing social and cultural norms of his time, which were deeply
influenced by European traditions and values. While his works do mention
characters of African descent, they do so within the context of the prevailing
racial hierarchy of the Elizabethan era.

Proponents of the white heritage theory also point to the fact that no
contemporary accounts or documents explicitly identify Shakespeare as
being of African descent. They argue that if Shakespeare had been black, it
is highly unlikely that this would have gone unnoticed and unrecorded.



The Oxford Shakespeare Topics

The Oxford Shakespeare Topics series, published by Oxford University
Press, provides in-depth explorations of various aspects of Shakespeare's
work and life. Among these topics, the volume on Race and Colonialism
offers a comprehensive examination of the racial implications in
Shakespeare's plays.

The book features essays by leading scholars in the field, who present
diverse perspectives on Shakespeare's race and its significance for
understanding his work. The essays delve into the historical, social, and
cultural contexts that shaped Shakespeare's understanding of race and
colonialism.

The Oxford Shakespeare Topics on Race and Colonialism not only sheds
light on Shakespeare's own racial identity but also explores the wider
implications of race and colonialism in his plays. It provides a valuable
resource for students, scholars, and anyone interested in the intersection of
literature and history.

The question of Shakespeare's race remains an intriguing mystery, with
evidence supporting both African descent and white heritage theories.
While definitive proof may never be found, the ongoing debates and
discussions surrounding Shakespeare's racial identity offer valuable
insights into the complexities of race and colonialism in Elizabethan
England and beyond.

The Oxford Shakespeare Topics on Race and Colonialism serves as a
valuable resource for exploring these topics in more depth. By examining
the historical, social, and cultural contexts of Shakespeare's work, scholars



can gain a deeper understanding of the playwright's own racial identity and
its significance for our interpretation of his plays.
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