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Questions about the political uses of the Middle Ages, and particularly the 
“whitening” of the medieval, its use by the far right, and its effects on 
contemporary social formations have taken center stage on the field of Medieval 
Studies for several years. Key events include the public polemics between 
Dorothy Kim and Rachel Fulton Brown, the public history produced for the online 
platform The Public Medievalist, the polemics over thematic exclusions at the 
2018 Leeds International Medieval Congress (IMC), the Kalamazoo debate about 
targeted rejections of paper proposals on these themes, the creation of the 
Medievalists of Color, and the compilation of a bibliography on race in the Middle 
Ages. The association of studies of race and medieval whitening with the field of 
Medieval Iberian Studies was polemically brought to the fore in two critical 
position papers in the online platform In the Middle in February-March 2018, 
which garnered strong replies from Iberianists. These intersections with Medieval 
Iberian Studies have yet to be fully fleshed out and connected with the questions 
of political uses and the whitening of the Middle Ages that has gripped a 
disciplinary field heavily slanted toward studies of the so-called core of Europe, 
and English medieval studies in particular.  
 
It is an undeservedly unknown fact that Iberianists, with or without the same 
nomenclature, have been working on "race" and examining the manifold 
problems related to a "white middle ages" for at least a century. As the tip of the 
iceberg, since the beginning of Medieval Studies in the nineteenth century, the 
Iberian peripheries were considered the foil onto which to distinguish a white 
Middle Ages from a Peninsula that was too culturally Muslim and Jewish, as well 
as too racially mixed to fit a proper European Middle Ages. At the beginning of 
the twentieth century, the late foundations of the Spanish national philology 
were also focused on a rehearsal of the “clash of civilizations,” where Spanish 
medieval studies rejected any significant contact with medieval al-Andalus or 
Sefarad. This white Christian Middle Ages was the official history of Spain during 
the almost thirty-five-year dictatorship of General Francisco Franco, while a most 
significant counterpart was the “convivencia” school instituted in the US and 
started by the exiled Spanish historian Américo Castro in 1948.  
 
This MLA roundtable discussion is particularly interested on the Iberian 
historiography of race, whitening, and its political uses, and seeks to address 
imbalances not merely through attention to the lack of engagement with Iberian 
documents on racial matters but specifically with the lack of knowledge and 



engagement with the theories and discussions that have been produced within 
Medieval Iberian Studies. It is based on the belief that to decolonize our 
practices and fully understand current topics such as racial thinking, we can start 
by taking more seriously the experiences of “the peripheries” where some of the 
questions that the disciplinary cores are starting to discover have been at the 
forefront for a demonstrably long time. The roundtable will therefore open 
among the panelists and the audience a discussion about the ways in which 
topics such as racial(ized) and ethnic minorities, the whitening of the middle 
ages and its effects, and disciplinary marginalization have developed from within 
Medieval Iberian Studies. It will endeavor to enrich the ongoing discussion on 
race not through attention to new prime materials from Iberia, but through 
attention to the field’s long theoretical engagement with these materials and 
critical discussions.  
	
This roundtable on Medieval Iberian race and its historiography is the first event 
in a longer-term plan involving further conferences and leading to a Special Issue 
for the MLA-affiliated journal La Corónica. This Special Session also intersects 
with the 2020 Presidential Theme of Being Human by engaging with how the 
human condition has been thought and written about in diverse historical periods 
and geographies, and the role of human and intellectual diversity in creating our 
current thinking of the world. This MLA 2020 roundtable plans to continue in 
panels, roundtables, and workshops to be planned for the IMC 2020 in Leeds 
(where Nadia Altschul is the Historiography strand leader) and the 2021 
International MLA at the School of Modern Languages and Literatures of the 
University of Glasgow, where Altschul is a faculty member. 
 
Panelists will open the Q&A conversation with 3-4 minute answers to the 
questions below, leaving ample time for the open-floor discussion. 
 
1. How has the longue-term history of Medieval Iberian Studies engaged with 
topics falling under the rubric of race/racialization, whitening of the Middle Ages, 
and (extreme) politicized uses of the medieval past? 
 
2. What can this long history of Medieval Iberian Studies offer to core areas of 
Medieval Studies which have veered toward the concerns above? 
 
3. Seen from the perspective of Medieval Iberian Studies, what differences need 
to be taken into account for these fields to have a productive discussion that 
effectively addresses the diversity of the topic in time and place? 
 


