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Abstract 

Discrimination is the burden borne by the alien in any society which is not their own. Shakespeare’s plays are rich in 
interactions between the familiar and the outsider. Since he was a playwright who was interested in diverse aspects of life, he 
necessarily explored the theme of the alien and his/ her manifestations in his plays. Mixed reactions of inclusion, expulsion and 
exploration of the psyche of the alien abound in his plays. The playwright’s humanistic approach comes through in these varied 
representations. Issues of apartheid and anti-semitism are not just issues of contemporary society but have been explored very often in 
the sixteenth century. Shakespeare and Marlowe did this long back. Morocco’s appeal against racial discrimination and Shylock's 
critique of anti- semitic sentiments are thought provoking appeals in a post- holocaust world. Othello, Aaron, the Jew of Malta are 
interesting portrayals of the outsider in this age. They may be considered sympathetic and introspective attempts to negotiate the 
complicated nature of this theme in Shakespeare’s age. 
 
Keywords:  Alien, Anti-Semitism, Apartheid, Discrimination, Representation. 
 
Introduction 

The relationship of the outsider in the mainstream white society of Shakespeare’s world is definitely a problematic theme. 
More often than not the alien is unwelcoming and is treated like an outsider who pollutes and is perceived as the antagonist. Writers 
like Shakespeare and Marlowe took the lead to engage with this theme. Morocco’s appeal in The Merchant of Venice against racial 
discrimination in the “Mislike me not for my complexion” speech and Shylock’s critique of anti- semitic sentiments in “Hath not a 
Jew eyes” are not just emotional outbursts.1 They are thought provoking reactions that have relevance in a post- holocaust world. 
Apartheid and anti-semitism arise out of preconceived and misconceived prejudices against the black man and the Jew and lead to 
ostracism on the basis of colour and race. At a point of time when most playwrights never felt the need to broach this theme, 
Shakespeare dealt with it and gave a sympathetic representation of this theme. The humanistic portrayal of these characters alongside 
the inhuman prejudice against these aliens exposes the problematic nature of the issue. 

 
Research Methodology 

In order to understand the position and treatment of the blacks and Jews in Elizabethan times, historical accounts need to be 
studied. The representation of the black and the Jew in some significant plays of Shakespeare such as Titus Andronicus, Othello and 
The Merchant of Venice are examined in relation to prevalent opinions of this age. Also, a comparative perspective is offered here 
by comparing the humanistic treatment meted out by Shakespeare in contrast to a similar yet different treatment of the black and the 
Jew in Marlowe's The Jew of Malta.2 

 

The Outsider in the Elizabethan World 
Elizabethan England was not isolated from the outer world. The influx of the Jews after the Norman conquest and a certain 

amount of exposure to blacks, Moors and Turks is mentioned in various accounts. The interactions with black people are accounted in 
sailor’s narratives such as Richard Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations as revealed by Eldred Jones. A number of royal edicts were 
issued relating to laws for the “great number of Negroes and blackamoors”.3James Walvin records how in the last decade of the 
sixteenth century England was plagued by the twin problems of growing population and food shortage. The immigrants, though a few 
in number were the first to be attacked by Queen Elizabeth’s edicts in which Lord Mayors were directed to deport some of them for 
the good of fellow Christians. Discrimination had appeared on the basis of colour, race and religion by this time. Douglas Lorimer 
discusses the early foundation of prejudice against blacks. He observes that since the earliest trading contacts with Africa in the mid-
sixteenth century, Englishmen had expressed “ethnocentrically based dislike of the African's physical appearance”.4 And this dislike 
became a moral judgement on African’s who then came to be associated with heathenism, witchcraft and natural savagery. 

 
As far as contacts with Jews are concerned a very few are reported in Elizabethan accounts. The Jews had migrated in large 

numbers after the Norman conquest but Edward I exterminated most Jews after his debts to them became too heavy.5 Even if the 
Elizabethans did not interact much with the Jews, alongwith the Turks, they were collectively perceived as a threat to Christianity. The 
Turks were hated more for being in the ascendant. They had attacked Malta in 1565. To guard against these ‘infidel’ forces, English 
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chapels organized special prayers “to excite godly people to pray unto God for the delivery of these Christians” who have been 
invaded by pagan Turks.6 The Jews on the other hand were discriminated not on the basis of interactions with Elizabethans. Rather, 
their treatment was coloured by the New Testament's abhorrence for them as traitors and crucifiers of Christ and on the basis of their 
legendary usury in the Bible. Besides this the attempt of Dr. Rodrigo Lopez in 1594 to poison the Queen had been foiled and this may 
have given the Elizabethans yet another reason for Elizabethans to scorn Jews.7 

 

The determination of the particular race to which these strangers belonged has been given due attention by critics like 
Barbara Everett but what is more interesting is the investigation of why and how these strangers were ostracized.8 “The experience of 
any coloured Everyman” was being presented through characters like the moor in Shakespeare’s plays.9 However, before him no 
playwright treated these aliens sympathetically. Black men were depicted in stereotypical and inhuman roles. They were portrayed as 
“physically ugly…sensually acute” and “mentally deficient; morally superstitious…savage, evil…” and emotionally “impulsive, 
unstable and ruled by passions”.10 

 

The representations of the black people and Jews had a history in English drama. Black men were introduced in medieval 
plays in folk drama and dances. In medieval drama the Jews too had been presented as stereotypical villains and the writer had nothing 
to do with their humanity. The well-known legends about Jews had led the English audience to believe that both the black and the Jew 
were of the devil’s party. Caricatures of Jewish usurers and devilish portrayals of blacks who were believed to be the descendants of 
Ham were common in Elizabethan drama. In 1605 Ben Jonson had written The Mask of Blackness on Queen Anne’s demand that 
“blackamores” should be introduced in the masque.11 The black complexion is mocked at in the masque where the twelve daughters of 
the Niger are shown aspiring for a fair complexion which leads them to look for cooler climes to make their skin white. As in this 
masque, mostly black characters were used for aesthetic effects. The aura of strangeness and exoticism that the black men possessed 
were exploited for the white audience. This was in contrast to the humanistic sublimation of the black in Othello. 

 
Marlowe’s treatment of the alien 

Before Christopher Marlowe, the black villain-hero was used by dramatists like Thomas Peele who in his play The Battle of 
Alcazar made use of the stereotype in the character of Muly Mahamet. This character is also presented in the negative light as 
Marlowe's autocratic Tamburlaine. Marlowe presented the stage with the villainy of both the Jew and a black in The Jew of Malta. 
He endows his Jewish merchant with some humanity in the first two Acts and raises him from the level of a merely avaricious Jew but 
the sudden reversal in the last three Acts is remarkable. Barabas, who is meant to be presented as a barbarian, is reduced to a mere 
vengeful Jew, capable of motiveless malignity like Aaron. His various asides and soliloquies testify to this and they enhance his 
personality to diabolic dimensions: 

As for myself, I walk abroad O'nights 
And kill sick people groaning under wells 
Sometimes I go about and poison wells  

                                    (The Jew of Malta, Act II, sciii,174-6) 
 

Marlowe particularly emphasizes the villainy of Barabas and Ithamore. The audience of the Elizabethan playhouse must have 
exulted watching the Anti-Christian villainy embodied in the character of Barabas (played with a false nose by Alleyn).12He agrees 
with Ithamore that: 

We are villaines both 
Both circumcised, we hate the Christians both 

                          (The Jew of Malta, Act II, iii,213-14) 
 

The audience can see that though Ferneze is not circumcised and is very much a Christian, he is no less than the other two in 
villainy. However, it is Barabas who is depicted as the arch villain. He is introduced by Machiavelli and endowed with Machiavellian 
traits. The audience must have been thoroughly entertained as he lives up to the role of the racial stereotype. In this play of cultural 
collisions, though no race is left unscathed, the Jew remains the most detested. Even though Marlowe may have not believed in anti – 
semitism he was exploring the levels of relative villainy. 
 
Shakespeare's moor in Titus Andronicus 

Shakespeare had seen the popularity of the revenge theme in the success of Marlowe's The Jew of Malta which was played 
at least thirty-six times by the Admiral's Men in London.13In his first experimental tragedy Titus Andronicus he took up the theme of 
revenge and employed the stereotype of the black villain. The outsider was introduced as a moor, the most villainous and devilish 
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outsider. This was done as G.K.Hunter has suggested because the black colour is more easily exploited to depict villainy than the 
“bottle- nose” of the Jew.14 

 

Difference and that too accentuated colour difference thus came to be exploited by dramatists in the Elizabethan age. Aaron 
in Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus was meant to be modelled on lines similar to Barabas in The Jew of Malta though with the 
advantage of colour difference. Shakespeare intended to depict not only the alien as enemy but wished to woo the groundlings through 
the introduction of the black presence. The colour of his skin is emblematic of his association with the prince of darkness. Initially, 
Aaron is no other than the Vice figure in a Morality play. Further, by depicting him as the man who arranges the rape and mutilation 
of Lavinia, Shakespeare was expressing a popular belief that black men are a threat to white womanhood (Roman society was 
acceptable at par with any white society to the audience). 

 
Aaron, a character black in colour and deeds, is associated with the libidinous lust of black men. Though a villain of the 

footlights, Shakespeare imbues him with some humanity. Initially he is presented as the illicit paramour of the Goth Queen Tamora 
who married Saturninus. Aaron, infuriated by the treatment meted out by Titus to Tamora and her son’s, makes the Andronici his 
target. He plans the rape of Lavinia alongwith the death of Quintus and Martius in the Forest scene. Not satisfied with this he 
treacherously asks Titus to cut his hand as ransom for his sons. After this he exults in his devilry and pernicious nature acknowledging 
that: 

O how this villainy 
Doth fat me with the very thought of it… 
Let fools do good, and fair men call for grace 
Aaron will have his soul black like his face 

                       (Act III, I 202-05) 
 

Aaron's redemption comes from his attack on Demetrius and Chiron, who along with the Nurse agree that the dismal, black 
issue of Aaron and Tamora should die (in Act IV, iii). The   Nurse’s comments on coloured baby illustrate the prejudice of the white: 

Here is a babe, as loathsome as a toad 
Among the fair- faced breeders of our clime (Act IV, ii,67-8) 

 
Aaron, in this Act is endowed with the compassion that is common to all parenthood. In Act IV and V, he defends his child 

from Demetrius and Chiron, later from Lucius. They are as villainous as him and Aaron reminds the audience, referring to them as 
“white-lim’d walls”. Shakespeare metamorphoses this man who cannot pass a day without committing evil into a compassionate 
father. For the sake of the child, he reveals the plot that Tamora's sons had plotted together and he climbs the ladder to comply with 
Lucius' orders in order to save his child at the cost of his life. However, in keeping with the expectations of the audience he is still the 
villain who exults in his villainy: 

If one good deed in all my life I did 
I do repent it from my very soul  
               (Act V, iii, 188-89)  
 

By placing Aaron and Titus side by side, Shakespeare tried to depict the polarities of “civilization and barbarism”.15 It is 
suggested that Aaron’s barbarism is absorbed and paralleled by Titus who organizes the cannibalistic feast for Tamora. Shakespeare in 
his treatment of Aaron does not endow him with the finesse of the villain that he granted Iago. However, he certainly transformed the 
black stereotype from the status of a mere stage-prop to a villain who is powerful and excels in his devilry. 

 
The moor in The Merchant of Venice 

Shakespeare was not content with the stereotypical image of the alien as presented in Titus Andronicus. He wished to 
explore the various shades and manifestations of the alien. In The Merchant of Venice, the Moorish prince Morocco is introduced as 
Portia's suitor in the casket scene. A black prince daring to woo a white woman must have tickled the audience in the Elizabethan 
theatre. Morocco’s speech against discrimination on the basis of complexion arises from a knowledge of accumulated prejudice 
rampant ever since the black and white communities came in contact with each other. Portia’s prejudice reveals itself even before his 
appearance on the stage. After the announcement of the arrival of the five suitors in Act I, sc.  ii, 126-28, Portia while venting her rage 
at the unending line of suitors expresses her bias against Morocco saying that “if he has the condition of a saint, and the complexion of 
a divell/ I had rather he should shrive me than wive me”. In him, Shakespeare was trying to depict the typical Moorish lover. He is 
ready to make an incision in his skin to show his love. This is characteristic of Turkish and Muslim lovers who as Picart has stated 
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“were passionate lovers” who would “endeavour to convince their mistress “of their love by cutting and slashing their bodies”. Hence 
Morocco is no more than a stereotype.16 

 

Portia’s denial that she is not led by “nice directions of a maiden's eyes” (Act II, ii, 13-15) does not prevent her prejudice 
from being revealed. She is clearly led by appearance even in choosing Bassanio. Morocco tries to enhance his value through the 
scimitar speech (Act II, I ,24-31). It gives us an insight into the black man's psyche. The blacks and Moors were valued mainly for 
their military prowess and this speech underlines that quality. When he is dismayed by his failure, Portia is relieved and feels no 
sympathy for his being condemned to celibacy all his life due to his oath. The playwright conveys the significant message through his 
character- that one should not be led by externalities, emphasizing to the audience that discrimination is evil. 

 
Treatment of the alien in Othello 

In Othello Shakespeare sets out to elevate the stature of the black man. Here the alien has risen in the hierarchy, is a General 
in the army and is apparently accepted by the society of Venice. Despite the difference of age, colour, birth between him and 
Desdemona, Othello marries her and becomes the son-in-law of a Venetian senator. However, he is not pedestalized but is meant to be 
seen as fallible, yet tragic and noble. For Othello, being a Moor marked by difference rising to an enviable position in the Venetian 
society must have been a challenging experience. 
 

The prejudice of the Venetian society to outsider had already been witnessed in the treatment of the Jew in The Merchant of 
Venice. Othello is introduced to us by the denizens of Venice in very loathsome terms. Iago and Roderigo call him the “thick lips”. 
Iago warns Barbantio that a “black ram” is tupping his “white ewe” (Act I, I,87-88). The contrast between Othello and Desdemona is 
clearly highlighted through descriptions such as the “thick-lipped” nigger and a rose-lipped Venetian beauty in Act I, scene i line 66. 
Iago's jealousy feeds itself on the anger against an outsider rising to a high rank. Othello is continuously disparaged during the course 
of the play as the “Barbary horse”, the “lascivious Moor” and the “wheeling stranger” in Act I scene i. As he is unacceptable, this 
marriage is perceived as “treason of the blood” by Barbantio and will produce only “bond-slaves and pagans” (Act I, iii,100). 

 
The marriage of Othello and Desdemona was founded on shaky ground and Iago understands this very well. He alludes in 

Act II, scene i to the absence of sympathy in years, manners and beauty in their marriage. Othello acknowledges that he is a displaced 
moor who has surrendered to the Venetian state. He is a christianized moor, left without his religion and devoid of the glamour of 
youth and beauty, he is left only with his chivalry. He is conscious of his position in an alien state. People like Barbantio accuse him 
for having used witchcraft to woo Desdemona as in his view it was unnatural for a white woman to marry a black man.   

 
Critics like Helen Gardner are right in calling this play a tragedy of the crisis of faith.17 Othello, a self-made man in Venetian 

society has placed his faith in an innocent white woman's love. He is untouched by the chicanery of Venice that is embodied primarily 
in characters like Iago and Roderigo. Being an outsider, he is more susceptible to the poisoning of mind that Iago undertakes. 
Surrounded by these circumstances, he is responsible for the tragedy to a great extent. As Albert Gerard has pointed out, his negroid 
physiognomy becomes representative of his “lack of intellectual acumen, psychological insight and even plain common sense”.18He is 
unable to discern Iago's villainy and becomes his victim. Instead of countering Iago’s charges of unchastity against Desdemona, he 
asks him to prove that she is unchaste. Though converted to Christianity, he seems to regress into the darkness of chaos. In the 
handkerchief episode (Act III, iv 55-68) he displays his return to his superstitious, pagan roots and savage beliefs. For him there is a 
lot of misplaced importance of the handkerchief and he believes the words of the Egyptian charmer to his mother. He is depicted as an 
outsider whose world view is very different. As Iago succeeds in poisoning his mind, he becomes obsessed with the contrast between 
the whiteness of skin with the blackness of deeds. In Act III, iii,392-94, he attacks Desdemona whose name once was “fresh/ As 
Diana’s visage” and now has become “begrimed and black”. He had earlier referred to the “white paper” on which is written the 
blackness of a “whore” (Act III, ii,69-70). Gradually it seems he himself comes to associate black with the colour of evil and 
depravation. 

 
In his last speech (Act V, ii,340-56) the journey from self-delusion to self-knowledge comes full circle. He confesses his 

misjudgement. In a beautiful expression of self- criticism, he compares himself with the “base Indian” and the “Turk in Aleppo” who 
are all barbarians who proved themselves unworthy of what is bestowed on them. They suffer because of their barbarian folly. 
Othello's self- repugnance leads him to associate himself with the racial stereotype of the “ turban'd Turk” and the “circumcised dog” 
that he refers to in his speech. This speech ironically raises the esteem for a character who is an outsider. However, Othello’s belief 
that he can be accepted by a white society is exploded. Nevertheless, Shakespeare catches his Elizabethan audience in a trap of guilt 
by obtaining their assent that Othello is a barbarian but reveals the irony of Iago as the villain. In doing so he metes out compassionate 
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and human treatment to the black stereotype. In doing so he is ahead of his times when such liberated representations of the alien were 
not possible. 

 
Humanization of the Jew in The Merchant of Venice 

Shakespeare adopted the same iconoclastic view towards the Jew figure in The Merchant of Venice. Marlowe’s treatment of 
the Jew in The Jew of Malta was that of a cynic and not a humanist. Unlike Marlowe’s Jew who is depicted as a villainous, 
avaricious embodiment of the stereotype, guilty of killing his own daughter Abigail for money, Shylock is a more humanized 
representation of the Jew. As we are aware, Jews were victims of Jew- baiting in literature due to their Judaic ancestry. The perception 
about them was coloured by the bias that they are heirs to treachery, usury (money- lending) and other anti- Christian practices. The 
Jew therefore emerges as a victim of the pre-conceptualized fallacies about himself in the Elizabethan mind. 

 
Shylock cannot be written off as a motiveless villain like Aaron in Titus Andronicus. On the other hand, Shakespeare takes 

care that he is not presented as an innocent victim of the lack of charity of Venice. Shylock's anger against Antonio has its roots in 
professional rivalry. Antonio, as we know lends money gratis. Besides, Shylock feels cheated as his daughter is won over by the 
Christians. His several diatribes reveal him as avaricious and vindictive but Shakespeare takes care to help him make an appeal to 
human sympathy. As a usurer in an alien society, he is blamed for more than his share of guilt. The baggage and prejudice of 
mainstream white Christian society is to be blamed for the ridicule that is directed towards him. The extravagance of the Venetians 
and Shakespeare’s contemporaries was in a way responsible for a representation that verges on a caricature. However, Shakespeare 
redeems him with many touching speeches. 

 
Shylock perceives this syndrome which affected the Christian minds and protests against the deep-seated bias: 

You call me misbeliever, cut- throat dog, 
And spit upon my gaberdine, 
And all for use of that which is mine own.      (Act I, iii,112-14) 

 
Shakespeare reveals that the biased attitude towards Jews is based on legendary perception rather than on reality. During the 

course of the play, he shows Antonio, Gratiano and other Venetians biased against Shylock even before he harms them in any way. He 
is easily made the scapegoat for the extravagance of the Venetians. Like the Jew of the morality plays he is available as a butt of their 
jokes and an accessible caricature. 
 

The play in its sympathetic treatment of the Jew and due to the successful appeal for the humanitarian of the Jews becomes a 
play about the Jew of Venice. The fact that Antonio is prodigal makes Shylock in his thrift appear attractive. Besides, Antonio also 
tries to tarnish his image at the Rialto. The gall of Venetians towards a man whom they owed their loans is but natural. The “Hath not 
a Jew eyes” speech (Act III, i,53-60) makes the old man seem more of a tragic figure than a blood – sucking usurer. He is certainly a 
victim and the elopement of Jessica is another crushing blow that upsets him. In the latter scenes his rage seems justified against the 
treatment meted out to him. Anger makes him cruel to the extent of inhumanity when in retaliation he demands Antonio's flesh. 

 
Shylock is constantly referred to as the Jew (about 58 times) so as to rouse the hatred towards him for being a Jew. It is done 

as Derek Cohen rightly points out to depersonalize him.19By putting into Shylock’s mouth the powerful pleas for sympathy, the 
playwright is certainly challenging perceptions of the audience. Launcelot's comments that the “Jew is a very devil incarnation” (Act 
II, ii,1-28) seems to represent the view of the audience which is implicated for holding a biased outlook. 
 

In the court scene Portia constantly calls him “the Jew” and though unquestionably doing what is legal, her attitude is tinged 
with heartlessness. The values of justice and mercy associated with Christianity are exposed. She gradually strips him of all he 
possesses by the laws of Venice which cannot treat an alien at par: 

It is enacted in the laws of Venice 
If it be proved against an alien… 
              (Act IV,i, 347-55) 

 
And Shylock, a broken man says “I am content” almost like “Amen”, thereby acknowledging the power of Christianity in a 

Christian state. 
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Conclusion 
Shakespeare was neither a racist nor an anti-semite. Nor did he believe in any ideology that discriminates against the alien in 

his world. He depicts the outsider with all his follies and flaws and yet makes a strong appeal for sympathy to them. The sceptical 
Marlowe could never have cherished the idea of the common humanity of various races. A compassionate treatment is meted out to 
these characters, both the black and the Jew by Shakespeare despite the prevalent prejudice of his times. While apartheid and anti -
semitism remain issues that the post- holocaust world is grappling with, Shakespeare much ahead of his times provoked his audience 
to ponder over these matters in his plays.  
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