
Project: Reading Race in Medieval Europe 

I attended the NEH Summer Institute for College and University Teachers, 
“Cultural Hybridities: Christians, Muslims, and Jews and the Medieval 
Mediterranean,” which was held in Barcelona, Spain from 4 July to 31 July 
2010.  During my time there, I was working on my current research project, a 
book partially based on my dissertation, tentatively entitled “Reading Race in 
Medieval Europe.”  The NEH Institute helped me to broaden my research to the 
literary and cultural contact zones of medieval Iberia and the general 
Mediterranean.  Specifically, I was gaining a cultural context for the Arabic 
translation of Orosius’ Histories against the Pagans, and its use by the 
fourteenth-century North African historian Ibn Khaldun in 
his Muqaddimah (The Introduction to History).  Through this Institute, I gained 
a deeper knowledge of the intersections in Spain of Latin antiquity and Arabic 
historical texts.  The comparative framework of medieval Iberia has brought me 
added insight into early theories of globalization and hemispherical 
contact.  The various linguistic communities residing in its borders and across 
the Mediterranean Sea influenced translation sites such as Toledo, Córdoba, 
Barcelona, and Valencia, all of which were situated between a number of 
different sectarian and ethnic groups. This NEH Institute has challenged and 
expanded my book project, which currently excavates the prehistory of the 
modes of representing ethnic and racial difference in literary and historical 
writing in medieval Europe.  I found both the readings and the seminar 
discussions immensely useful, and the side conversations among my Institute 
group proved equally stimulating. 

My research in medieval studies is comparative in its approach, having focused 
on English, French (including Anglo-Norman), and Latin literatures.  My 
doctoral dissertation examined the ways in which the encyclopedic 
representations of “monstrous races” shaped a literary discourse of 
ambivalence towards race, especially in medieval texts that were used for 
transmitting geographic, social, and historical knowledge.  I demonstrated that 
typologies of monstrosity became a foundational convention of imagining 
cultural identity in medieval Europe, as concepts of “race” (or “ethnicity”) and 
“nation” emerged as distinct, albeit fluid and contestable categories in 
vernacular literatures.  My current book project is partly based on my 
dissertation, and intervenes in the post-colonial medieval studies by questioning 
how the monstrous body’s racialization in the European imagination is founded 
upon a dual body dynamic intimately entangled with sovereign violence.  I 
examine a broad array of literary and historical works to show how these 
identities are then defined around theories of diasporic and “native” identities 



in England’s foundational historical texts.  My project asks how medieval 
Europe has been positioned as a site for the construction of early theories of 
“race” by suggesting that the category of monstrosity transformed and 
conflated both cultural and moral characteristics of their own foundational 
mythologies. 

Among the many ways that this Institute has shifted my research 
methodologies and trajectories has been in the study of Catalan chronicles of 
the fourteenth century.  As my previous research has indicated, I have a 
primary specialization in English, French, and Latin chronicle writing in Britain 
and France from the twelfth through the fourteenth centuries.  However, having 
used the various libraries available in Barcelona, I have begun to research two 
Catalan chronicles, detailing the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries: King 
James I of Aragon’s Llibre dels fets, considered the first royal autobiography, 
and Ramon Muntaner’s Chrònica, which narrates the history of Catalonia from 
a unique historical perspective.  I hope to produce from this an article about 
comparative English and Spanish histories of the fourteenth centuries, as 
chronicles that describe the events surrounding the Wars of the Two Peters and 
its proxy function in the Hundred Years’ War between England and 
France.  This will add to the growing body of literary scholarship about 
medieval chronicles in general, and contribute to early discussions of Anglo-
Iberian relations before the early modern era. 

At Stockton College, our goal of promoting global education would entail that 
courses on premodern Europe also cover wider Mediterranean cultural and 
economic interactions.  From this NEH Institute, I have developed a new 
course for our Literature program, “Literatures of the Medieval 
Mediterranean,” which focuses on literary transmissions in the medieval 
Mediterranean, connecting African, European, and Asian cultural influences, 
reading texts such as The Arabian Nights, Boccaccio’s Decameron, the Spanish 
epic, Cantar de mio Cid, and Andalusian and troubadour poetry.  This course 
will run in Spring 2011 as a Senior Seminar in our Literature Program at 
Stockton College.  I eventually hope to make it a regular offering as an upper-
division course for Literature majors. 

I would like to conclude that not only were my research and teaching goals 
accomplished in this NEH Institute, but my colleagues and I agree generally 
that this Institute will lead to future collaborative projects, as all our research 
stood to gain from the conversations we had in Barcelona.  I would like to 
personally commend Professors Catlos and Kinoshita for convening this 
Institute for the second time, for their selection of participants and faculty, and 



for their gracious time in organizing what is perhaps the most intellectually 
gratifying experience in my short academic career. 
	  


