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It h a t h ever beene a c o m m o n c u s t o m e 
a m o n g s t Idle , a n d h u m e r o u s Poets, P a m -
phleters , a n d R i m e r s , o u t of pass ionate dis
contents , o r h a v i n g l i t t l e o t h e r w i s e to i m -
p l o y themselves about , to w r i t e some bitter 
S a t i r e - P a m p h l e t , o r R i m e aga ins t w o m e n : 
i n w h i c h a r g u m e n t he w h o c o u l d devise 
a n y t h i n g more bit terly, or sp i te fu l ly , against 
o u r sexe h a t h never w a n t e d the l i k i n g , 
a l l o w a n c e a n d a p p l a u s e of g i d d y - h e a d e d 
p e o p l e . 1 

W o m e n i n Shakespeare 's E n g l a n d , as i n the 
E n g l a n d of the W i f e of B a t h a n d J a n e k i n , were 
a m o n g the easiest a n d c o m m o n e s t targets of 
satire. A c c o r d i n g to L o u i s B . W r i g h t i n h i s Mid
dle Class Culture in Elizabethan England, the 
i n c r e a s i n g l y act ive ro le of w o m e n d u r i n g this 
p e r i o d " a r o u s e d the ire of conservatives, w h o 
vented the i r d i s p l e a s u r e i n p u l p i t a n d p a m 
p h l e t . " 2 T h e m i d - 1 6 t h century p u b l i c a t i o n of 
The School-House of Women (1542?) 3 r enewed 
the a r g u m e n t s for a n d against w o m e n w h i c h 
c o n t i n u e d t h r o u g h o u t the rest of the century . I n 
the early years of the next century , p a r t l y t h r o u g h 
the l icense g i v e n by K i n g James 's n o t o r i o u s d is 
l i k e of w o m e n , a n t i - f e m i n i s m gathered m o m e n 
t u m , a n d these years p r o d u c e d s u c h w o r k s as 
B a r n a b e R i c h e ' s Faultes, Faultes, and Nothing 
Else but Faultes (1606) a n d J o s e p h S w e t n a m ' s 
The Arraignment of Lewde, Idle, Forward and 
Unconstant Women (1615) w h i c h b r o u g h t p u b 
l i c responses f r o m o u t r a g e d w o m e n . T h r o u g h 
o u t Shakespeare 's l i f e t i m e , for a l l the g l o r i f i c a 
t i o n of E l i z a b e t h , there was a l i v i n g t r a d i t i o n of 
a n t i - f e m i n i s m . 

I n Othello, Shakespeare takes this E n g l i s h 
t r a d i t i o n of satire aga ins t w o m e n a n d uses it 
d r a m a t i c a l l y a n d i r o n i c a l l y : the o l d l ibe l s o n 
w o m e n are v o i c e d repeatedly by the speeches of 
the p r i n c i p a l m a l e characters w h i l e their fa ls i ty , 
i n a d e q u a c y , a n d destruct ive n a t u r e are d e m o n 
strated a m p l y by the a c t i o n s of the w o m e n i n the 
play. Tneanti - feminist invective of the play is weighed 
a g a i n s t the a c t i o n of the p l a y , i n w h i c h a l l three 
w o m e n are a l m o s t ent i re ly m o t i v a t e d by love 
a n d l o y a l t y , a n d i n w h i c h i n d e e d the i r m a j o r 
f u n c t i o n is to demonst ra te v a r i o u s k i n d s of l o v e 
a n d l o y a l t y . H e r e , as elsewhere, Shakespeare 
m a k e s use of c u r r e n t a n d faci le g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s 
a b o u t g r o u p s of p e o p l e ; he a l so c o m p e l s us i n 
v a r i o u s ways to q u e s t i o n s u c h g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s 
a n d to recognise that a n y person 's i n d i v i d u a l i t y 
a n d h u m a n i t y s ign i f i es m o r e t h a n h i s or her 
m e m b e r s h i p of a g r o u p . 

I a g o is o b v i o u s l y the ch ie f m o u t h p i e c e for 
s u c h at t i tudes i n Othello a n d e s p e c i a l l y for the 
attack o n w o m e n . A l t h o u g h he is n o t o r i o u s l y 
c h a m e l e o n - l i k e , a d a p t i n g h i s at t i tudes a n d h i s 
b e a r i n g to h i s c o m p a n y a n d to h i s o w n c o m p l e x 
m o t i v e s — " I a m n o t w h a t I a m , " he says of h i m 
self, ( I . i .65) 4 —the one c o n s t a n t feature i n h i s 
v a r i o u s guises , w h e t h e r he is w i t h C a s s i o , R o d e -
r i g o , o r D e s d e m o n a , is h i s c o n t e m p t for w o m e n . 
W h e n he is w i t h D e s d e m o n a a n d E m i l i a , he 
m a k e s this c o n t e m p t a p p e a r l i k e the j o v i a l b a n 
ter of a r o u g h s o l d i e r . C a s s i o , i n d e e d , ha l f -
a p o l o g i z e s to D e s d e m o n a for h i m i n jus t these 
terms: " Y o u m a y r e l i s h h i m m o r e i n the s o l d i e r 
t h a n i n the s c h o l a r " ( I I . i . 165). W h e n a l o n e w i t h 



h i s w i f e , I a g o s h o w s h i s c o n t e m p t i n d i r t y jokes 
a n d i n s u l t s : 

E m i l i a : I have a t h i n g for y o u . 

I a g o : A t h i n g for me? i t is a c o m m o n 
t h i n g — 

E m i l i a : H a ! 

Iago : T o h a v e a f o o l i s h w i f e . ( I II . i i i .301 -04) 

W i t h C a s s i o , Iago is m o r e c i r c u m s p e c t — n o 
d o u b t the " d a i l y b e a u t y " i n C a s s i o ' s l i f e w a r n s 
h i m o f f — b u t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f D e s d e m o n a 
i g n o r e s her f i n e r q u a l i t i e s a n d stresses her s e x u 
a l i t y a n d a v a i l a b i l i t y ; i t is a n i m p l i c i t tes t ing of 
C a s s i o ' s a t t i t u d e to D e s d e m o n a : " S h e is sport for 
J o v e — A n d , I ' l l w a r r a n t her , f u l l o f g a m e .... 
W h a t a n eye she has ! m e t h i n k s it s o u n d s a par ley 
of p r o v o c a t i o n ... a n d w h e n she speaks, is it n o t 
a n a l a r u m to l o v e ? " W i t h R o d e r i g o , w h o n o t a 
b l y lacks d a i l y beauty i n h i s l i f e , I a g o is m o r e 
o p e n l y c y n i c a l . D e s d e m o n a is a " g u i n e a h e n , " a 
" s u p e r s u b t l e V e n e t i a n , " a n d R o d e r i g o ' s love for 
her is " m e r e l y a lus t of the b l o o d a n d the p e r m i s 
s i o n of the w i l l " ( I . i i i .318 , 364 & 339). W i t h 
O t h e l l o , Iago p l a y s o n the c o m p a r a t i v e soc ia l 
i g n o r a n c e of h i s G e n e r a l a n d c a l u m n i a t e s Des
d e m o n a t h r o u g h a c o n d e m n a t i o n o f V e n e t i a n 
w o m e n i n g e n e r a l , thus m a k i n g use of t w o t rad i 
t ions of p r e j u d i c e : 

I n V e n i c e they d o let h e a v e n see the p r a n k s 
T h e y dare not let the i r h u s b a n d s see. T h e i r 
best consc ience 
Is not to leave't u n d o n e but keep't u n k n o w n . 

(III . i i i .202) 

W h a t e v e r f o r m this h o s t i l i t y takes, i t is a l w a y s 
present : o n e feature w h i c h I a g o never q u i t e d i s 
cards o r d isguises i n h i s c o n t e m p t for w o m e n 
a n d i n d e e d i t is s u p r e m e l y u s e f u l to h i m . 

H i s at tack o n w o m e n is i n e v i t a b l y the t rad i 
t i o n a l at tack; as D e s d e m o n a observes of h i s stric

tures o n w o m e n , " T h e s e are o l d f o n d paradoxes 
to m a k e foo ls l a u g h i n t h ' a l e h o u s e " (II . i . 140). 
Iago 's m i s o g y n y is s u c h that he a p p a r e n t l y feels 
that the h i g h e s t poss ib le feat of the best of poss i 
b le w o m e n is m e r e l y t r i v i a l l y d o m e s t i c : " t o 
s u c k l e foo ls a n d c h r o n i c l e s m a l l beer" (II . i . 159). 
W o m e n , a c c o r d i n g to Iago, are i d l e , s h r e w i s h , 
i g n o r a n t , w i l f u l , a v a r i c i o u s , v a i n a n d above a l l 
l echerous a n d a d u l t e r o u s — I a g o accuses every 
o n e of the w o m e n of the p l a y of fai thlessness to 
the m a n she loves. Every one of these faults is a 
c o m m o n p l a c e of the E l i z a b e t h a n sat ir is ts ' case 
a g a i n s t w o m e n . T h o m a s N a s h e for instance 
b r i n g s a l l h i s l e a r n i n g — o r p e r h a p s a l l h i s 
i n v e n t i o n — t o the cause: 

T h e o l d e Sages d i d a d m o n i s h y o u n g m e n , 
i f ever they m a t c h t w y t h a n y w i f e , no t to 
take a r i c h w i f e , because i f she be r i c h , shee 
w y l l n o t be c o n t e n t to be a w i f e , but w i l l be 
a M a s t e r o r Mistresse , i n c o m m a u n d i n g , 
c h i d i n g , correc t ing & c o n t r o l l i n g . . . Socrates 
deemed it the desperatest enterprise that 
one c a n take i n h a n d , to governe a w o m a n s 
w i l l ... Demosthenes saide, that it was the 
greatest tormente , that a m a n c o u l d i n v e n t 
to h i s enemies v e x a t i o n , to g ive h i m h i s 
d a u g h t e r i n m a r r i a g e , as a d o m e s t i c a l l 
F u r i e to d i s q u i e t h i m n i g h t a n d day . Demo-
critus a c c o u n t e d a faire chaste w o m a n a 
m i r a c l e of mirac les , a degree of i m m o r t a l 
i ty , a c r o w n e of t r y u m p h because shee is so 
harde to be f o u n d e . 5 

T h e v iews ascr ibed to D e m o c r i t u s here r e m i n d 
o n e of Iago c o n s o l i n g O t h e l l o by r e f e r r i n g to the 
n o r m a l i t y , even u n i v e r s a l i t y , of female adul tery . 
" T h i n k every beared f e l l o w that's but y o k e d m a y 
d r a w w i t h y o u " ( IV. i .65-67) . O n the c o m m o n 
E l i z a b e t h a n theme of the v a n i t y of w o m e n 
N a s h e wri tes : 

She h a d rather v i e w her face a w h o l e m o r n 
i n g i n a l o o k i n g Glasse then w o r k e by the 
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h o w r e G l a s s e , shee is m o r e s p a r i n g o f her 
S p a n i s h needle t h a n her S p a n i s h gloves , 
occupies oftner her sett ing stick then sheeres, 
a n d joyes m o r e i n her J ewels then i n her 
Jesus . 6 

T h e related s i n of female p r i d e — i n d e e d w h e n 
r e a d i n g some satirists one m i g h t a l m o s t be 
t e m p t e d to say female s i n of p r i d e — i s u s u a l l y 
c e n t r a l i n the sat ir ists ' v e r s i o n of the female 
character . F o r Iago , " she that was ever fa i r a n d 
never p r o u d " ( I I . i . 149) is a rare, p e r h a p s n o n e x 
istent, w o m a n . F o r A r t h u r D e n t , w r i t i n g i n 1601, 
f emale p r i d e was a l m o s t l i t e r a l l y e a r t h - s h a k i n g : 

A n d t r u l y wee m a y t h i n k e the very stones 
o n the streete, a n d the beames i n the h o u s e 
d o q u a k e , & w o n d e r at their m o n s t r o u s , 
i n t o l l e r a b l e , a n d excessive p r i d e : for i t see-
m e t h that they are a l toge ther a l u m p e of 
p r i d e , a mass of p r i d e , even a l together 
m a d e of p r i d e , a n d n o t h i n g else b u t p r i d e , 
p r i d e . 7 

R o d n e y P o i s s o n has w r i t t e n i n t e r e s t i n g l y of the 
" I t a l i a n a t e a n t i f e m i n i s m " of Iago, i n a n ar t i c le 
w h i c h establishes the relevance of R e n a i s s a n c e 
a n t i - f e m i n i s m to th is p l a y . 8 T h e r e is n o need to 
p lace the a n t i - f e m i n i s m as p a r t i c u l a r l y I t a l i a n : 
there is a b u n d a n t a n t i - f e m i n i s t m a t e r i a l w r i t t e n 
i n E n g l i s h , p u b l i s h e d i n E n g l a n d i n Shakes
peare's l i f e t i m e . Iago's p o i n t of v i e w w o u l d be 
f a m i l i a r e n o u g h to the average m e m b e r of S h a 
kespeare's audience . 

Shakespeare uses this a n c i e n t t h o u g h s t i l l 
l i v e l y t r a d i t i o n to p lace Iago a n d h i s h a t r e d a n d 
fear of w o m e n a n d s e x u a l i t y . Indeed, Iago is 
presented as a character w h o is p r e p a r e d to 
accept a n d to voice g r o u p hatred i n genera l , a n d 
c l i ches a b o u t g r o u p s . R o b e r t H e i l m a n c o m 
ments o n Iago's use of p l u r a l s , gener ic s i n g u l a r s 
a n d abstract ions to " s u b t l y i m p l y u n i v e r s a l 
e x p e r i e n c e . " 9 It is Iago too w h o uses the w e l l -
k n o w n c o n t e m p o r a r y n a t i o n a l s l u r s : " Y o u r 
D a n e , y o u r G e r m a n , a n d y o u r s w a g - b e l l i e d H o l 

lander ... are n o t h i n g to y o u r E n g l i s h [as d r i n k e r s , 
that i s ] " ( I I . i i i .79-80) . It is he w h o c o n d e m n s 
V e n e t i a n w o m e n w i t h the t r a d i t i o n a l i n s u l t ; i t is 
he w h o stresses O t h e l l o ' s b lackness a n d strange
ness: Iago describes O t h e l l o as " a n o l d b l a c k 
r a m , " a " B a r b a r y h o r s e " (I.i.88,112) a n d " a n 
e r r i n g B a r b a r i a n " a n d as a t y p i c a l m e m b e r o f h i s 
race: " T h e s e M o o r s are c h a n g e a b l e i n the i r w i l l s 
( I . i i i .355) . Because of this v i s i o n of p e o p l e as 
g r o u p e d a n d l a b e l l e d , he c a n speak of D e s d e m o -
na 's l o v e f o r O t h e l l o as b e i n g , because i t is e x o -
g a m o u s , a s e x u a l p e r v e r s i o n , as d i s p l a y i n g a 
" w i l l m o s t r a n k " ( I I I . i i i .232) . A n d O t h e l l o t r a g i 
c a l l y comes to accept th is g e n e r a l i z e d v i e w of h i s 
m a r r i a g e a n d the g e n e r a l i z e d v i e w of D e s d e m 
o n a . 

F o r as I a g o g r a d u a l l y takes possess ion of 
O t h e l l o , O t h e l l o loses s i g h t of the a c t u a l Des
d e m o n a , h i s w i f e w h o m he trusts a n d a d m i r e s 
a n d of w h o s e l o v e he has a m p l e ev idence ; he sees 
i n s t e a d o n l y the s e x u a l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n , the w o 
m a n , the V e n e t i a n , the stranger . T h o u g h h i s 
o w n senses assure h i m of her t r u t h : " I f she be 
false, t h e n H e a v e n m o c k s i t s e l f , " he prefers 
rather to trust Iago's w o r d s . Indeed, this p l a y is 
very m u c h c o n c e r n e d w i t h the p o w e r of w o r d s as 
o p p o s e d to the lesser p o w e r of evidence. O t h e l l o 
comes to see D e s d e m o n a as a " l e w d m i n x " 
( I I . i i i .476) , " p u b l i c c o m m o n e r " ( IV . i i . 73 ) , " i m 
p u d e n t s t r u m p e t " ( IV . i i . 81 ) a n d " t h a t c u n n i n g 
w h o r e of V e n i c e " ( I V . i i . 8 9 ) . O t h e l l o is , as R o d 
ney P o i s s o n p o i n t s o u t , a l l the m o r e eas i ly c o n 
v i n c e d by I a g o because Iago 's a c c u s a t i o n s w o u l d 
s o u n d a l l too f a m i l i a r to h i m , as to a n y m a n or 
w o m a n of the p e r i o d . T h e p a t t e r n is ready w a i t 
i n g for a n y c a l u m n i a t e d w o m a n to be f i t ted i n t o 
i t , as I m o g e n was f i t ted i n t o i t , a n d even the 
u n a c c u s e d H e r m i o n e . A n d O t h e l l o k n e w l i t t l e 
of w o m e n a n d of the o r d i n a r y w o r l d of s o c i a l 
in tercourse : 

L i t t l e of this great w o r l d c a n I speak 
M o r e t h a n p e r t a i n s to feats of b r o i l a n d 
batt le 

(I . i i i .86-87) 
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T h i s is w h y I a g o chooses to r u i n O t h e l l o i n the 
w a y that he does, r e a l i z i n g that O t h e l l o depends 
o n h i s a n c i e n t ' s s u p e r i o r k n o w l e d g e of the V e n e 
t i a n w o r l d a n d of w o m e n . O t h e l l o says of Iago: 

T h i s f e l l o w ' s of e x c e e d i n g honesty, 
A n d k n o w s a l l q u a l i t i e s , w i t h a l earned 
s p i r i t 
O f h u m a n d e a l i n g s 

(III . i i i .258-60) 

Othello, t h e n , is a p l a y w h i c h voices c l e a r l y a 
bi t ter h o s t i l i t y towards w o m e n a n d towards sex. 
W o m e n are w h o r e s o r m a d a m s , sheep a n d 
mares . B u t w h i l e v o i c i n g this a t t i tude , Othello 
a l s o demonstra tes c lear ly , t h o u g h w i t h h a r d l y 
a n y direct c o m m e n t , a c o n t r a s t i n g v i e w , so that 
there is a n i r o n i c c o u n t e r p o i n t between w o r d s 
a n d a c t i o n . T h e a c t u a l w o m e n of the p l a y c o m 
p e l o u r a d m i r a t i o n p a r t l y f o r their c o m m a n d of 
the very v i r tues w h i c h Iago a n d the satirists 
be l ieve t h e m to lack . D e s d e m o n a has i n d e e d 
been c r i t i c i z e d as b e i n g excessively s a i n t l y . W h e n 
C a s s i o greets her: 

H a i l to thee, l a d y ! a n d the grace of heaven, 
Before , b e h i n d thee, a n d o n every h a n d 
E n w h e e l thee r o u n d 

(II.i.85-87) 

h i s w o r d s s o u n d m o r e l i k e a d e s c r i p t i o n of her 
present state t h a n a w i s h for her f u t u r e state. H e r 
c h a s t i t y is so i n s t i n c t i v e that she c a n n o t i m a g i n e 
c o n s i d e r i n g a d u l t e r y . H e r c h a r i t y is a l m o s t be
y o n d c o m p r e h e n s i o n : despite her n a t u r a l terror 
of d e a t h , she e n t i r e l y forg ives O t h e l l o to the 
p o i n t of l y i n g w i t h her last b r e a t h to s h i e l d h i m . 
She even forg ives a n d prays for her u n k n o w n 
defamer , w h e n E m i l i a guesses that s u c h a p e r s o n 
m u s t exis t : " I f a n y s u c h there be, H e a v e n p a r d o n 
h i m " ( I V . i i . 135). E v e r y speech i n its very s truc
ture a n d d i c t i o n s h o w s her f rankness a n d her 
s i m p l i c i t y : even her t w o l ies reveal her n a t u r e , 
o n e i n its c h i l d l i k e a n x i e t y to avert the a n g e r of 
a n a u t h o r i t y , the o ther i n its f i n a l n o b i l i t y . 

A b o v e a l l , Shakespeare stresses D e s d e m o n a ' s 
love for O t h e l l o . H e presents her w i t h s u p e r b 
e c o n o m y so that she becomes a sort of e m b o d i 
m e n t of love i n speech a n d a c t i o n . She is pre
p a r e d to c o u r t O t h e l l o , to defy her father for h i m , 
to g o to w a r w i t h h i m , to bear his b l o w s a n d 
i n s u l t s , a n d to l i e w i t h her last breath for h i s 
sake. Indeed, as W i n i f r e d N o w o t t n y has s h o w n , 
i t is the very s t re ngth of the l o v e for w h i c h she 
m a r r i e s a s t ranger w h i c h leaves her par t i cu lar ly -
v u l n e r a b l e to Iago's i n s i n u a t i o n s i n the t empta 
t i o n scene. 1 0 F o r O t h e l l o too easi ly forgets that 
her b o l d a c t i o n s are tokens of love , a n d i n h i s 
l a c k of c o n f i d e n c e i n h i s o w n j u d g e m e n t of s u c h 
matters , is m a d e to t h i n k t h e m rather s igns of 
female d e p r a v i t y . H e has been t o l d that w o m e n 
are d e p r a v e d : h i s k n o w l e d g e that a w o m a n c a n 
l o v e is based m e r e l y o n h i s o w n senses. E v e n by 
the e n d of the p l a y , O t h e l l o has not f u l l y grasped 
the completeness a n d d e p t h of D e s d e m o n a ' s 
love , for if he h a d , he c o u l d never c l a i m that he 
was " o n e that l o v e d not w i s e l y , but too w e l l . " 
T h e c o m p a r a t i v e pover ty of h i s love w o u l d be 
too clear. H i s love is r i c h e n o u g h i n its p o w e r to 
d e l i g h t : even w h e n he is c o n v i n c e d of her a d u l 
tery, h i s sense o f her graces a n d talents c o m p e l 
h i m to a c k n o w l e d g e " the p i t y of i t " ( I V . i . 197); 
even as he is a b o u t to k i l l her, he is o v e r c o m e 
w i t h her beauty. H i s love is a lso s t r o n g e n o u g h 
i n its p o w e r to shatter l ives . Yet it is less t h a n 
D e s d e m o n a ' s i n that it lacks the p o w e r of for
giveness , a n d of perfect trust . A s P h i l i p E d w a r d s 
says, " t h e fact that he c a n a l l o w s u s p i c i o n of 
D e s d e m o n a to enter h is m i n d ... argues h is love 
as s i m p l y not o n her l e v e l . " 1 1 

D e s d e m o n a i n her l o v i n g n e s s a n d v i r t u e is 
o b v i o u s l y r e m a r k a b l e a n d e x c e p t i o n a l . A s s u c h , 
she c a n n o t rea l ly be seen as necessari ly counter 
a c t i n g the v iews of the a n t i - f e m i n i s t s , as most of 
the satir ists after a l l w o u l d be p r e p a r e d to c o n 
cede some r e m a r k a b l e e x c e p t i o n s to their r u l e — 
p e r h a p s the V i r g i n M a r y , p e r h a p s the V i r g i n 
Q u e e n . B u t , of course, D e s d e m o n a is not the 
o n l y female character of the p l a y . A n d if her 
v i r t u e s seem rare a n d remote , t h e n those of 



E m i l i a a n d B i a n c a are m u c h m o r e r e a d i l y i m a g 
i n a b l e a n d a c c e s s i b l e — m o r e h u m a n i n that they 
are m o r e f l a w e d . 

E m i l i a , i n d e e d , voices the one e x p l i c i t defence 
of w o m a n i n the p l a y by s tress ing the c o m m o n , 
f l a w e d h u m a n i t y of m e n a n d w o m e n , i n m u c h 
the same w a y that S h y l o c k expresses the c o m 
m o n needy h u m a n i t y of Jews i n The Merchant 
of Venice—Shakespeare's earl ier V e n e t i a n p l a y 
of jus t ice a n d forgiveness: 

H a t h n o t a J e w eyes? h a t h not a J e w h a n d s , 
o r g a n s , d i m e n s i o n s , senses, af fect ions , pas
sions? fed w i t h the same f o o d , h u r t w i t h the 
same w e a p o n s , subject to the same diseases, 
hea led by the same means , w a r m e d a n d 
c o o l e d by the same w i n t e r a n d s u m m e r as a 
C h r i s t i a n is? If y o u p r i c k us, d o we not 
bleed? If y o u t i c k l e us, d o we n o t l a u g h ? If 
y o u p o i s o n us, d o we not die? a n d i f y o u 
w r o n g us s h a l l we not revenge? 

( I l l . i .62-70) 

I n a s i m i l a r v e i n , w i t h s i m i l a r r h e t o r i c a l ques
t ions , a n d s i m i l a r l y to defend a h y p o t h e t i c a l o r 
p r o p o s e d w r o n g a c t i o n , E m i l i a p o i n t s o u t the 
o r d i n a r y h u m a n f a l l i b i l i t y of w o m e n : 

Le t h u s b a n d s k n o w 
T h e i r wives have sense l i k e t h e m . T h e y see, 

a n d s m e l l , 
A n d have the i r palates b o t h for sweet a n d 
sour , 
A s h u s b a n d s have. W h a t is it that they d o 
W h e n they c h a n g e us for others? Is it sport? 
I t h i n k it is. A n d d o t h a f fec t ion breed it? 
I t h i n k it d o t h . Is't f ra i l ty that thus errs? 
It is so too. A n d have not we affect ions, 
Desires for sport , a n d f ra i l ty as m e n have? 

( IV. i i i .94-102) 

A s E . A . M . C o l m a n p o i n t s out , " E m i l i a ' s a p o 
l o g i a , even by its very pace a n d tone, establishes 

for Othello as a w h o l e , the f e e l i n g that reason
ableness s t i l l exists , that despite a l l the perver
s i o n a n d furies a n o r d i n a r y r e c o g n i s a b l e w o r l d 
w i l l s o m e h o w p r e v a i l . " 1 2 L i k e her h u s b a n d , 
E m i l i a is w e l l aware of h u m a n weaknesses; b u t 
whereas he responds to s u c h weakness w i t h a 
k i n d of g l o a t i n g c o n t e m p t , her r e a c t i o n is m o r e 
h u m a n e a n d c h a r i t a b l e . E m i l i a , i n her basic 
h u m a n i t y , has a m o s t u s e f u l f u n c t i o n i n the p l a y 
i n that she p r o v i d e s a k i n d of release for the 
a u d i e n c e by v o i c i n g its o r d i n a r y s p o n t a n e o u s 
" l o w " react ions to the speech a n d a c t i o n s of the 
m a j o r characters . F o r ins tance , after D e s d e m o 
na's b r e a t h - t a k i n g prayer for her h y p o t h e t i c a l 
accuser " H e a v ' n p a r d o n h i m , " E m i l i a retorts " A 
hal ter p a r d o n h i m a n d h e l l g n a w h is b o n e s , " 
( I V . i i . 136), a n d i n the f i n a l scene, she relieves the 
a u d i e n c e great ly by a c t u a l l y n a m i n g O t h e l l o a 
f o o l . She is n o t too s c r u p u l o u s to p i l f e r the 
h a n d k e r c h i e f , n o t too p u r e to use the w o r d 
" w h o r e " o r to c o n s i d e r a s u i t a b l y r e w a r d e d a d u l 
tery; yet it s h o u l d be n o t e d that i n these faul ts she 
is i n a twis ted w a y c o n s i d e r i n g her h u s b a n d ' s 
wel fare . H o w e v e r , f i n a l l y she rises above the 
m o r a l level at w h i c h her m a r r i a g e has estab
l i s h e d her: " T i s p r o p e r I obey h i m , b u t not n o w " 
( V . i i . 195). I n extremes, her i n s t i n c t is for t r u t h 
a n d for f a i t h f u l n e s s to the best that she k n o w s , 
w h i c h is D e s d e m o n a . She tells her h u s b a n d i n 
o u t r a g e d love a n d t r u t h : 

Y o u t o l d a l ie ; a n o d i o u s , d a m n e d l i e ; 
U p o n m y s o u l , a l ie , a w i c k e d l i e . . . 

( V . i i . 180-82) 
I w i l l speak l i b e r a l as the n o r t h . 
L e t heaven a n d m e n a n d d e v i l s , let t h e m 
a l l , 
A l l , a l l cry s h a m e aga ins t m e , yet I ' l l speak. 

(V. i i .220-22) 

She s h o w s a n u n q u e s t i o n i n g c o u r a g e i n the face 
of the swords of b o t h Iago a n d O t h e l l o : 

T h o u hast n o t h a l f the p o w e r to d o m e 
h a r m 



A s I have to be h u r t . 
(V.ii.257-61) 

L i k e D e s d e m o n a , she dies at the h a n d s o f her 
h u s b a n d ; l i k e D e s d e m o n a , she dies f u l l of love , 
v i n d i c a t i n g the p e r s o n she loves best: 

H a r k , cans t t h o u hear me? I w i l l p l a y the 
s w a n 
A n d d i e i n m u s i c , [ s i n g i n g ] W i l l o w , w i l 
l o w , w i l l o w . 
M o o r , she was chaste; she l o v e d thee, c r u e l 
M o o r ; 
S o c o m e m y s o u l to bl iss as I speak true; 
S o s p e a k i n g as I t h i n k , I d ie , I d i e . 

(V. i i .257-61) 

U l t i m a t e l y , her m o t i v e a n d her va lues are the 
same as D e s d e m o n a ' s : E m i l i a ' s essential r o l e as 
the revealer of the t r u t h i n this last scene o f the 
p l a y is a n e x p r e s s i o n o f love . 

Indeed, th is is true of a l l the w o m e n i n the 
p l a y . T h e t h i r d of these, B i a n c a , is of course 
f o o l i s h , i n a r t i c u l a t e a n d r i d i c u l o u s , b u t a g a i n 
w h a t is s i g n i f i c a n t a n d r e m a r k a b l e a b o u t her is 
her l o v e for C a s s i o , a l o v e w h i c h , l i k e D e s d e m o 
na ' s f o r O t h e l l o a n d E m i l i a ' s for D e s d e m o n a , i s 
u n c o m m o n , i n excess o f w h a t is n o r m a l l y ex
pected: " I never k n e w a w o m e n love m a n s o " 
( I V . i . l l l ) . S h a k e s p e a r e r a p i d l y e s t a b l i s h e s 
t h r o u g h her speech hab i t s t w o s i g n i f i c a n t ele
ments of B i a n c a ' s love , its a b s u r d i t y a n d its j ea l 
o u s t e n d e n c y . H e r a b s u r d i t y is e s t a b l i s h e d 
t h r o u g h her use o f the s t a n d a r d lover ' s h y p e r 
b o l e , a p p r o p r i a t e e n o u g h i n the l i p s of a J u l i e t 
b u t n o t o n those of a w h o r e : 

W h a t , keep a week away? Seven days a n d 
nights? 
E i g h t score e i g h t hours? A n d lovers ' absent 
h o u r s 
M o r e tedious t h a n the d i a l e i g h t score t imes 
O weary r e c k ' n i n g . 

(III.iv.172-75) 

H e r j e a l o u s y appears t h r o u g h v i g o r o u s , v u l 
gar (and to ta l ly real ist ic) s c o l d i n g : 

T h i s is some m i n x ' s t o k e n a n d I m u s t take 
o u t the w o r k ? T h e r e ! [She throws down the 
handkerchief]. 
G i v e i t to y o u r h o b b y h o r s e . 

( IV.i .151-55) 

B o t h the j e a l o u s y a n d the a b s u r d i t y are s i g n i f i 
cant because O t h e l l o m u s t see C a s s i o l a u g h at 
B i a n c a a n d t h i n k he is l a u g h i n g at D e s d e m o n a , 
a n d because he m u s t a l so see B i a n c a t h r o w d o w n 
the h a n d e r k e r c h i e f . T h e s e ac t ions , w h i c h s p r i n g 
f r o m her excessive p a s s i o n , p r o v i d e B i a n c a w i t h 
a d r a m a t i c f u n c t i o n . H e r i n o r d i n a t e love gives 
her a ro le i n the p l a y , i n the same w a y as E m i l i a ' s 
l o v e gives her the ro le of revealer of the t r u t h i n 
the last scene, a n d D e s d e m o n a ' s love p r o v i d e s a 
bas ic tenet of the w h o l e p l o t . A n d a l t h o u g h l i k e 
O t h e l l o B i a n c a is jealous, her love is not l i k e h i s — 
u l t i m a t e l y destruct ive, but protect ive . H e r love 
gives her courage , as it gave c o u r a g e to Desde
m o n a a n d E m i l i a ; i t gives her the c o u r a g e to stay 
w i t h the w o u n d e d C a s s i o , the c o u r a g e to a v o w 
her a c t i o n s to Iago, a n d to defy h i s c o n d e m n a 
t i o n of her. 

T h u s a l l the w o m e n i n the p l a y are lovers, are 
f a i t h f u l a n d c o u r a g e o u s . I n contrast w i t h m o s t 
of the m e n of the p l a y , w i t h R o d e r i g o , C a s s i o 
a n d of course , above a l l O t h e l l o , they are u n c o r -
r u p t e d , u n m o v e d f r o m their a v o w e d s tandards 
a n d a c k n o w l e d g e d a l l iances . U n d e r pressure 
f r o m Iago's mastery of w o r d s a n d s k i l l i n 
m a n i p u l a t i n g es tabl ished pre judices , R o d e r i g o 
a b a n d o n s h i s hazy sense of D e s d e m o n a ' s v i r t u e 
a n d the s p e c i a l na ture of h is love for her, C a s s i o 
h i s abst inence , a n d O t h e l l o h i s trust i n D e s d e m 
o n a ; but B i a n c a , E m i l i a a n d D e s d e m o n a stay 
f i r m . 

T h e i n t e n s i t y of this p l a y , w h i c h is re in forced 
by its speed, the singleness of its p l o t , a n d its 
s m a l l cast, is m a d e yet stronger by its cons tant 



references to heaven a n d h e l l , to the u l t i m a t e 
d e s t i n a t i o n of the s o u l . 1 3 A l l the m a i n characters 
refer, h o w e v e r t h o u g h t l e s s l y , to r e d e m p t i o n a n d 
d a m n a t i o n : the bitterest par t of O t h e l l o ' s f i n a l 
s u f f e r i n g s is h i s sense of h i s e ternal severance 
f r o m D e s d e m o n a . 

W h e n we s h a l l meet at c o m p t , 
T h i s l o o k of t h i n e w i l l h u r l m y s o u l f r o m 
heaven 
A n d f iends w i l l snatch at i t . 

(V. i i .276) 

T h i s stress o n eternal jus t ice has a n i r o n i c re la
t i o n w i t h O t h e l l o ' s ins is tence o n t e m p o r a l jus 
tice, for this is i n clear contrast to D e s d e m o n a ' s 
i n s t i n c t i v e forgiveness . W h a t e v e r Shakespeare 's 
beliefs were, a n d this is not at issue here, this p l a y 
o b v i o u s l y uses i n its " e v a l u a t i o n of jus t ice i n its 
r e l a t i o n to l o v e " 1 4 the P a u l i n e contrast between 
the n e w c o v e n a n t a n d the o l d , between grace a n d 
l a w , forgiveness a n d jus t i ce . It is , i n this context , 
the w o m e n of the p l a y w h o e m b o d y C h r i s t i a n 
va lues . T h e y are m o t i v a t e d by love , n o t by j u s 
tice, that is by the n e w covenant a n d not the o l d . 
D e s d e m o n a ' s love for O t h e l l o is larger t h a n h i s 
for her because it i n c l u d e s agape as w e l l as eros. 
F u t h e r m o r e , their b e h a v i o u r is C h r i s t i a n i n that 
they are n o t t ransmit ters of the p a i n they receive, 
as Iago is w h e n he t u r n s h is large a n d genera l 
sense of b e i n g w r o n g e d i n t o a b r i l l i a n t c a m 
p a i g n of d e s t r u c t i o n , o r as O t h e l l o is w h e n h is 
a g o n y of j e a l o u s y dr ives h i m to m u r d e r . Des
d e m o n a , i n f o r g i v i n g a n y w r o n g w h i c h has been 
d o n e her, at tempts to prevent that w r o n g f r o m 
p a s s i n g o n , w h i l e E m i l i a , m o r e effectively, f i n a l l y 
ins is ts o n f u l l p u b l i c i t y for the t r u t h a n d thus 
prevents her h u s b a n d ' s l ies f r o m d o i n g a n y 
fur ther d a m a g e . 1 5 

T h e issue between Iago a n d E m i l i a is honesty 
a n d d i s h o n e s t y , as the issue between O t h e l l o a n d 
D e s d e m o n a is love a n d just ice . Indeed, the c o m 
p l e x i n t e r a c t i o n between the t w o marr iages is 
i l l u m i n a t i n g . I n this p l a y , we see Iago d e l i b e r 
ately lead O t h e l l o a w a y f r o m his trust i n Des

d e m o n a , h i s w i f e , i n t o c o r r u p t i o n a n d f o l l y . 
D e s d e m o n a , q u i t e u n c o n s c i o u s l y , causes E m i l i a 
to be led f r o m her trust i n Iago, her h u s b a n d , a n d 
thus f r o m c o r r u p t i o n a n d f o l l y . D e s d e m o n a 
w e i g h s a g a i n s t I a g o n o t o n l y w i t h O t h e l l o b u t 
w i t h E m i l i a . M a n gravitates t o w a r d s m a n des
t ruct ive ly , w o m a n towards w o m a n r e d e m p t i v e l y . 
E m i l i a has a n O t h e l l o - l i k e ro le a g a i n i n A c t F i v e 
where , as O t h e l l o h a d before, she m u s t face a n 
a c c u s a t i o n a g a i n s t her spouse . B u t i n O t h e l l o ' s 
p o s i t i o n , E m i l i a is d i rec t , i m m e d i a t e : i m m e 
d i a t e l y a n d p u b l i c l y she faces her h u s b a n d w i t h 
the c h a r g e a g a i n s t h i m a n d insis ts o n v e r i f i c a 
t i o n . O t h e l l o h a d i n d e e d a l s o asked for v e r i f i c a 
t i o n : 

V i l l a i n be sure t h o u p r o v e m y love a 
w h o r e ! 
Be sure of i t ; g i v e m e the o c u l a r p r o o f ; 
O r by the w o r t h of m y eternal s o u l , 
T h o u hadst been better have been b o r n a 
d o g 
T h a n a n s w e r m y w a k e d w r a t h . 

(III . i i i .359-63) 

B u t th is d e m a n d is sat isf ied m o r e by its o w n 
d r a m a t i c force t h a n by a p r o p e r a n s w e r a n d is i n 
a n y case addressed to the w r o n g p e r s o n . O t h e l l o 
is d i v e r t e d by the e x t r e m i t y of h i s o w n e m o t i o n , 
a n d by the v e h e m e n t e x p r e s s i o n of i t , a n d yet i t is 
s incere e m o t i o n . E m i l i a is n o t w i t h o u t fee l ings : 
i n d e e d she's a l m o s t d u m b s t r u c k : " m y h u s b a n d " 
she repeats i n c r e d u l o u s l y ; yet u n l i k e O t h e l l o , 
she does n o t a l l o w the s t rength of her feel ings to 
diver t her f r o m a c t i o n a n d the quest for t r u t h . 

O f course , par t of the tragedy s p r i n g s f r o m the 
i n a d e q u a c y of the w o m e n of the p l a y , f r o m 
B i a n c a ' s a m o r o u s n e s s , E m i l i a ' s w i l l i n g n e s s to 
p i l f e r a n d above a l l D e s d e m o n a ' s re luctance to 
o p p o s e a n d q u e s t i o n O t h e l l o . Ye t o n the w h o l e , 
the w o m e n of the p l a y are d r a m a t i c c o n t r a d i c 
t i o n s of Iago's g e n e r a l i z e d a n d d is tor ted v i e w of 
h u m a n n a t u r e because they are c o n c e r n e d w i t h 
love , a n d because, as J o h n B a y l e y says i n h i s 



d i s c u s s i o n of O t h e l l o , " t h e c a p a c i t y to l o v e — 
t h o u g h i t c o n t a i n s the desire of p o s s e s s i o n — i s 
q u i t e separate f r o m the urge to d o m i n a t e by 
k n o w i n g a n d p l a c i n g , " 1 6 as Iago does. 

T h e w i d e c u r r e n c y i n Shakespeare 's E n g l a n d 
of the t r a d i t i o n a l prej udice agains t w o m e n w h i c h 
I a g o voices is d e m o n s t r a t e d by the host of p a m 
p h l e t s w i t h s u c h tit les as: The Proude Wyves 
Pater Noster; The deceyte of women, to the 
instruction and example of all men, yonge and 
olde; A glass to view the Pride of Vainglorious 
women; My Ladies Looking Glasse; The Slights 
of Wanton Maids a n d so o n . T h i s t r a d i t i o n 
c l e a r l y enables the j e a l o u s h u s b a n d s of f a i t h f u l 
wives i n Shakespeare 's later p l a y s , O t h e l l o , P o s -
t h u m u s , a n d L e o n t e s , to t u r n c i r c u m s t a n t i a l 
ev idence i n t o a n i n s t a n t c o n v i c t i o n of g u i l t a n d a 
h a t r e d of w o m a n — " t h e r e ' s n o m o t i o n / T h a t 
tends to vice i n m a n , but I a f f i r m / i t is the w o m 
an ' s p a r t " (Cymbeline II.v.20-22). I n Othello, 
s u c h prej u d i c e is used to p lace e v i l : I ago is p l a c e d 
p a r t l y by h i s use of s u c h destruct ive a n d d e m o n 
strably false g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s a n d c y n i c a l stock 
at t i tudes . A n d these at t i tudes i n t u r n are i m p l i c 
i t l y a n d s t r o n g l y p l a c e d by the very fact that they 
are the s tock- in - t rade of s u c h a m a n as Iago. 
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