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Endopsychic Drama in Othello 
ROBERT ROGERS 

HE poet whose characters make a thousand sly jokes at the ex- 
pense of cuckolds wrote a charming spoof on pastoral love in 
which he has two of his "country copulatives" say: 

Audrey: Would you not have me honest? 
Touchstone: No, truly, unless thou wert hard-favored, for honesty 

coupled to beauty is to have honey a sauce to sugar. 

Audrey: I am not a slut, though I thank the gods I am foul. 
Touchstone: Well, praised be the gods for thy foulness! Sluttishness may 

come hereafter. But be it as it may be, I will marry thee.... 
(As You Like It III. iii) 

Awareness of the light, frolicsome manner with which Shakespeare treats 
sexual honesty in As You iUke It and elsewhere serves to deepen our interest 
in the tragic, terrifying construction he places on marital infidelity in Othello, 
where fair seems foul and foulness-or the mere suspicion of it-has a pe- 
culiarly prurient fascination for both the hero and villain alike. 

In accounting for this fascination and in attempting to explain why Othello 
deals at such length with two fundamentally different conceptions of the nature 
of womankind it will be helpful to review some of the more significant pro- 
nouncements about Othello and Iago. A. C. Bradley's conception of Othello as 
one "not easily jealous" and altogether noble has been disputed by a number of 
commentators, among whom T. S. Eliot, F. R. Leavis, R. B. Heilman, and Leo 
Kirschbaum may be taken as representative.1 They argue with some force that 
the man who loves not wisely but too well is really given to self-dramatization, 
or "cheering himself up" as Eliot puts it, and that in his last great speech 
Othello does not arrive at anything like a just estimate of his own folly. Views 
of Iago differ widely. Those who hold them might be grouped as follows: the 
Apologists, who regard Iago as a much-wronged and rather good sort of fellow; 
the Diabolists, who see him as a fiend incarnate or a stock Machiavel; and the 
Realists, who find him evil enough yet a man withal, neurotic or psychotic 
perhaps but essentially mirroring a real human being and not an evil spirit or 
stereotype. The Apologists are rare and feeble. The Diabolists, most common 
of all, may be represented for the moment by Coleridge, who speaks of Jago's 
1'motive-hunting of a motiveless malignity" and of his "passionless character" 

1 A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (New York: Meridian Books, [955), Lecture V; T. S. 
Eliot, "Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca", Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace & 
Co., 1932); F. R. Leavis, "Diabolic Intellect and the Noble Hero", Scrutiny, VI (December, 1937); 
R. B. Heilman, Magic in the Web (Lexington: Univ. of Kentucky Press, I956); Leo Kirschbaum, 
"The Modern Othello", ELH, II (1944), 283-296. 

2 Marvin Rosenberg gives a good account of the many views of Tago in his "In Defense of 
lago", SQ, VI (Spring, 1955), I45-158. 
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which is "all will in intellect", and by E. E. Stoll, who sees Jago as simply a 
stock Machiavel embodying the convention of the credible calumniator.3 The 
Realists may be represented by A. C. Bradley (p. 151), who finds in Iago a 
power-loving egotist, bent upon executing his intricate, dangerous design in an 
ecstatic "joy of artistic creation", and by Marvin Rosenberg, who regards Iago 
as a man plagued by an ulcer. 

Anyone approaching Othello from a psychoanalytic point of view-as I do- 
must take his stand with the Realists even if he is dissatisfied with the specific 
views of Iago just attributed to Bradley and Rosenberg. He will look at the 
drama as a whole in human as well as artistic terms, subscribing to the state- 
ment that "if the play is to be anything more than a parable, we must feel 
that it represents conflict between, and within, actual human beings."4 In 
taking this position my paper stresses the presence of conflict within, as distinct 
from between, human beings. It explains the necessity of understanding the 
opposition between Othello and Iago as the dramatic portrayal of what is 
fundamentally an endopsychic conflict. 

Earlier psychoanalytic studies have shown much insight in apprehending 
the play in terms of inner conflict." The best effort in this vein, later supported 
with additional evidence by Gordon Ross Smith, was made by Martin Wangh. 
As Ernest Jones does in the case of Hamlet's procrastination, Wangh discounts 
all of the reasons Iago offers for his revenge. Wangh argues that where so 
many are given, none is likely to be true. Specifically he says (p. 203), "If the 
first motivation [that of being passed over for promotion] is the true one, then 
the play should end in the second act with the displacement of Cassio. If the 
second motivation [that Iago suspects Othello and Cassio with his "nightcap"] 
is the true one, why is it not present at once?" According to Wangh the real 
reason why Iago seeks revenge is an unconscious one: he is a paranoid per- 
sonality suffering from repressed homosexuality who unknowingly regards 
Desdemona as a rival for the love of Othello. Thus Othello's marriage pre- 
cipitates the action of the play, not the promotion of Cassio. The plan of 
revenge itself stems from the basic paranoid defense mechanism, projection: 
Iago's jealousy of his own wife, a defense against repressed homosexuality, is 
projected onto Othello.! From a strictly psychoanalytic viewpoint, this analysis 

3 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, in Shakespeare Criticism: A Selection, ed. D. Nichol Smith (Lon- 
don: Oxford Univ. Press, 1946), pp. 266 ff.; E. E. Stoll, Othello: An Historical and Comparative 
Study (Minneapolis, 1915) and Art and Artifice in Shakespeare (Cambridge at the University 
Press, 1934). 

4 Frank Prentice Rand, "The Over Garrulous Iago", SQ, I (July, 1950), 157. 
5 A list of the psychoanalytic commentary on Othello consulted follows: Martin Wangh, 

"Othello: The Tragedy of Iago", Psychoanalytic Quarterly, XIX (1950), 202-212; Gordon Ross 
Smith, "Iago the Paranoiac", American Imago, XVI (Summer, 1959), 155-i67; A. B. Feldman, 
"Othello's Obsessions", American Imago, IX (June, 1952), 147-164; Stephen A. Shapiro, "Othello's 
Desdemona", Literature and Psychology, XIV (Spring, 1964), 56-6i; Robert Fliess, Erogeneity and 
Libido (New York: International Universities Press, Inc., 1956), pp. 65-69; Maud Bodkin, 
Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (New York: Vintage Books, 1958), Part V; Thomas F. Connolly, 
"Shakespeare and the Double Man", SQ, I (January, 1950), 30-35; John P. Emery, "Othello's 
Epilepsy", Psychoanalysis and the Psychoanalytic Review, XLVI (Winter, 1959), 30-32; Simon 0. 
Lesser, Fiction and the Unconscious (New York: Vintage Books, 1962), pp. I16-118; A. Andre 
Glaz, "Iago or Moral Sadism", American Imago, XIX (Winter, 1962), 323-348. Rosenberg's 
article might well be included in this group. 

6 Wangh uses Freud's distinction among three types of jealousy (competitive or normal, 
projective, and delusional) as a point of departure; he shows that Iago suffers primarily from 
the last type; and he quotes Freud as saying that delusional jealousy "represents an acidulated 
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fits Iago like the skin on a snake. The only serious limitations to Wangh's 
contributions are, first, that in his eagerness to analyze Iago he almost ignores 
Othello and, second, he does not explain why it is Othello who is involved 
rather than some other chance person. In other words, the particular traits 
and values of Othello as an individual do not enter into the equation which 
Wangh sets up, so that Othello figures only as a handy victim. But surely 
Othello and Iago are bound together by more than a fortuitous predator- 
victim relationship. 

One cluster of critical opinion contributes a partial explanation of the special 
relationship between Othello and Iago and at the same time depicts the 
conflict of the play as "inner" in a more profound way than Wangh does. 
According to this view the conflict subsists not simply within Othello or Iago 
as separate individuals, or between them, for the reason that the two characters 
taken together constitute a single psychological entity; in other words, Othello 
and Iago are doubles or decomposed parts of a single self.7 The relevant equa- 
tion takes the form: conflict between = conflict within. What appears on the 
stage as conflict between two persons depicts endopsychic warfare. The main 
action of the play represents an antagonism between two inseparable com- 
ponents of a single psychological configuration. 

Perhaps the honor of being the first to record this insight belongs to Joyce, 
who has Stephen Dedalus say of Shakespeare, "In Othello he is bawd and 
cuckold.... His unremitting intellect is the hornmad Iago ceaselessly willing 
that the moor in him shall suffer."8 Several academic scholars echo this general 
idea. Maud Bodkin regards Iago as "a projected image of forces present in 
Othello" and "the shadow-side of Othello, the devil-shape that the resistant clay, 
'moving awry,' generates from the imposition of that too single-hearted ideal 
which Othello as a hero represents" (pp. 215-239). Unhappily the Jungian strain 
in Miss Bodkin's archetypal criticism beguiles her into stopping short with a 
formula too generalized to be valuable: "The devil is our tendency to rep- 
resent in personal form the forces within and without us that threaten our 
supreme values." Simon 0. Lesser, who remarks in Fiction and the Uncon- 
scious (pp. ii6-i88) that Jago succeeds in convincing Othello "because the 
doubts he whispers in Othello's ear are Othello's own", supports Miss Bodkin's 
assertions, though without refining them. Thomas F. Connolly, who regards 
the "double man" as a common feature of Shakespeare's plays, sees the pair 
as reflecting the "day and night" sides of man (pp. 30-33). Two other critics 
take much the same position in non-psychoanalytic terminology: F. R. Leavis 

homosexuality and rightly takes its position among the classical forms of paranoia. As an 
attempt at defense against an unduly strong homosexual impulse it may, in a man, be described 
in the formula: 'Indeed I do not love him, she loves him' "; and Wangh adds, "the sufferer 
suspects the woman's relation to all the men he himself is tempted to love." 

The most relevant papers by Freud are "Certain Neurotic Mechanisms in Jealousy, Paranoia and 
Homosexuality", Collected Papers, II; "Psycho-Analytic Notes upon an Autobiographical Account 
of a Case of Paranoia", CP, III; and "The Most Prevalent Form of Degradation in Erotic Life", 
CP, IV. 

7 The considerable body of psychoanalytic literature on the subject of decomposition begins in 
1914 with Otto Rank's Der Doppelgiinger. Two notable applications to Shakespeare are Ludwig 
Jekels' "The Riddle of Shakespeare's Macbeth", reprinted in Psychoanalysis and Literature (New 
York: E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., i964), and chapter 12, "Prince Hal's Conflict", in Ernst 
Kris's Psychoanalytic Explorations in Art (New York: International Universities Press, 1952). 

8 Ulysses (New York: Random House, Inc., 1934), p. 210. 
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contends that what we must see in Iago's prompt success "is not so much Tago's 
diabolic intellect as Othello's readiness to respond. Iago's- power, in fact, in the 
temptation scene is that he represents something that is in Othello. . .. The 
essential traitor is within the gates" (italics added); and J. I. M. Stewart re- 
marks that "Othello is the human soul as it strives to be, and Iago is that 
which corrodes and subverts it from within.'* While all of these views share 
the valuable perspective of discerning the conflict between Othello and Tago to be 
endopsychic in essence, they share the common weakness of being too broadly 
formulated in terms of such grand antimonies as good and evil, day and night, 
with the result that at their lowest common denominator the exponents of these 
views belong more in the camp of the Diabolists than in that of the Realists 
with respect to the character of Iago. 

The psychoanalytic study of A. B. Feldman constitutes an exception to this 
oversimplification. Like Wangh (though independent of him), Feldman 
perceives in the intensity of Iago's hatred for Othello the fury of an outraged 
homosexual love, but unlike Wangh and like the others just mentioned Feld- 
man considers Othello and Iago to be doubles: 

I have suggested that lago's devotion to the Moor is the outcome of un- 
conscious lust. Possibly there is another reason for their sinister alliance, a 
reason springing from the unconscious tendency of Shakespeare's art in 
creating characters. Dr. Ludwig Jekels once argued (in Imago, V, i9i8) 
that the poet frequently split his characters in two, converting them to 
separate personae, each of whom appears not altogether comprehensible 
until combined again with the other. Macbeth and his Lady, according to 
Jekels, presented the dramatic poles of such a schism. I believe that Othello 
and Tago offer a more reliable proof of his theory.... We might describe 
the ancient as the Moor's evil alter-ego. When Tago observes the encounter 
of Cassio and Desdemona he utters a noncommittal sentence or two and 
repeats the questions his master flings at him. At once the Moor declares: 
'By heaven, he echoes me, As if there were some monster in his thought 
Too hideous to be shown.' (III, iii) There is no hint of a monster in Tago's 
words; the hideousness hides in Othello's own heart. (P. 156) 

Worthy of note as this passage may be, most of Feldman's paper must be 
rejected on grounds of inconsistency of logic and lack of sensitivity to and 
respect for the work of art. Having set up Iago as an alter-ego of Othello, 
Feldman makes the lamentable error of confusing one "self" with the other 
and the part with the whole in that he attributes all of Iago's failings and 
cravings to Othello. As a result he arrives at such untenable conclusions as 
these: "It should be obvious by now that Othello's love for Brabantio's 
daughter was a makeshift passion, the device of a mind in terror of certain 
chaos to save itself [sic]"; this chaos which the Moor fears, Feldman defines as 
"a madness resulting from a revelation of his inner lack of manliness. This 
fear of unvirility springs from a deeply repressed homosexual impulse, mani- 
fested by his passion for Cassio." Feldman argues that Othello's "sentiment" 
for Desdemona constitutes a defense-mechanism "against the pull of his bar- 
baric past, the return of the repressed. The magnetic spell of barbarism in 

9 Leavis, "Diabolic Intellect and the Noble Hero", Scrutiny, VI (December, 1937), 264; Stewart, 
Character and Motive in Shakespeare (London, 1949), p. io8, quoted from Rosenberg, pp. 145-146. 
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Othello's id functioned indivisible from his craving for sodomy. His martial 
exterior deceives nobody outside the play; the essence of Othello is effeminate" 
(pp. I58-I59). The embarrassed literary critic who is psychoanalytically oriented 
must repudiate such balderdash. 

A satisfactory account has to be rendered of the precise psychosexual 
relationship between Othello and Iago if the pregnant suggestion that they 
are doubles is to bear fruit. When given, such an account will reveal the play 
as being not so much an Aristotelian fable, an imitation of an action, but 
rather the representation through action, character, and poetry of an attitude 
or series of attitudes towards sexuality in general and woman in particular. 
The drama may be regarded as portraying intrapsychic rather than inter- 
personal conflict, the specific tension involved being between competing sexual 
orientations. The dynamics of this tension are in part reflected in the dissocia- 
tion of personality manifested by Othello and Iago, and the outcome of the 
tension is symbolized by the action of the play. 

A glance at two other plays composed within a couple of years or so of 
Othello will help to clarify the nature of these competing sexual orientations. 
Both All's Well That Ends Well and Measure for Measure deal extensively in 
masculine attitudes toward marriageable and unmarriageable women. In All's 
Well Parolles' words of advice to young Bertram depict the supposed draw- 
backs and imagined perils of connubial sex: 

He wears his honor in a box unseen 
That hugs his kicky-wicky here at home, 
Spending his manly marrow in her arms, 
Which should sustain the bound and high curvet 
Of Mars's fiery steed. (II. iv. 296-300) 

As compared to Othello, who takes his bride with him to the wars, Bertram 
leaves his marriage unconsummated and his wife behind (or so he thinks). 
This frantic flight from Venus to Mars can be conceived-without offering 
conclusive support here-as representing a dualistic attitude toward women 
born of an unconscious incest prohibition, for we recall that Bertram entertains 
no inhibitions about enjoying the favors, as he supposes, of Diana (whom he 
regards as no better than a prostitute), and we know that his physician wife, 
Helena, can almost be said to be his sister.10 As for so strange and problematic 
a play as Measure for Measure-one peopled by hot bawds and cold saints, 
prurient pimps and sexual hypocrites-no more can be said at the moment 
than to call attention to the fact that the fantastic, Lucio, gives clear evidence 
of a sexual double standard when he declares with apparent earnestness to 
Isabella that, "though 'tis my familiar sin / With maids to seem the lapwing, 
and to jest, / tongue far from heart", he holds Isabella herself 

... as a thing enskied and sainted, 
By your renouncement, an immortal spirit, 
And to be talked with in sincerity, 
As with a saint. (I. iv. 3Iff.) 

10 Both his mother and father have Helena under their protection; moreover, the Countess 
says, "You know, Helen, I am a mother to you", at which way of putting the relationship 
Helena balks, saying, "Or were you both our mothers, / I care no more for than I do for Heaven / 
So I were not his sister" (I. iii. I44 and i69 ff.). 
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This same Lucio is sentenced by the Duke at the end to marry the whore he 
got with child, a cruel and comic punishment for this idealist who pretends to 
cynicism. 

When we survey Othello with the subject of masculine attitudes toward the 
fair sex in mind it seems astonishing how great a proportion of the play is 
devoted to their exposition." The inquiry may well begin with Cassio, who 
presents the sexual double standard in classic form. Do not the mannered 
speeches of the handsome cavalier to Desdemona bear a striking resemblance 
to the elaborate rhetoric of Lucio just quoted? Cassio tells Montano that 
Othello has married 

Most fortunately. He hath achieved a maid 
That paragons description and wild fame; 
One that excels the quirks of blazoning pens, 
And in th' essential vesture of creation 
Does tire the ingener. (II. i. 6iff.) 

Shakespeare allows Cassio an overelaborate verbiage in speaking of Desdemona 
which Cassio does not customarily use elsewhere in the play, one distinctly 
artificial as compared to Othello's sublime yet controlled passages about 
Desdemona. We encounter hyperbole again when Cassio declaims at the news 
of her arrival in Cyprus: 

Tempests themselves, high seas, and howling winds, 
The guttered rocks and congregated sands, 
Traitors ensteeped to clog the guiltless keel, 
As having sense of beauty, do omit 
Their mortal natures, letting go safely by 
The divine Desdemona. (II. i. 68ff) 

The style of these passages reveals the exaggerated nature of Cassio's respect 
for Desdemona, though the well-bred courtier would presumably treat any 
lady of Desdemona's station to similar speeches; he even extends his "bold 
show of courtesy" to the lower-caste Emilia a few moments later by kissing 
her hand. Cassio gives further evidence of his idealization of women during 
Iago's futile attempts at the beginning of Act II, Scene iii, to arouse in Cassio an 
erotic interest in Desdemona: to Iago's suggestive "man-talk" speculations 
about how voluptuous Desdemona may be in bed, Cassio-the perfect gen- 
tleman-responds primly with polite compliments about the "exquisite lady". 
Yet Cassio, like Lucio, has his whore, and he shows no reluctance to indulge in 
persiflage with respect to his mistress in the scene where Iago pretends to 
Othello that he and Cassio speak of Desdemona. Cassio laughs about Bianca's 
passion for him, and when Iago mentions marriage Cassio responds, "I marry 
her? What, a customer? Prithee bear some charity to my wit; do not think it 
so unwholesome" (IV. i). 

Thus in view of the sexual double standard that Cassio entertains the 
suggestion here put forth for the first time that he functions as a psychological 
"double" or component part of Othello acquires special point. That this re- 

" Most of the first two acts (apart from the more perfunctory portions such as the details 
of the war with the Turks) deal with the matter, directly or indirectly, not to mention many later 
portions of the play such as the brothel scene. 
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lationship obtains seems at least tentatively indicated on the grounds that 
Cassio was present at Othello's wooing of Desdemona; that he stands as 
Othello's "second" or lieutenant; that he takes Othello's place as governor of 
Cyprus; that he takes Othello's sexual welfare to heart, hoping that he will 
survive the storm to make "love's quick pants in Desdemona's arms"; that he 
shares Othello's idealization of women; and that just before Othello dismisses 
Cassio from his position he declares, "He that is approved in this offense, / 
Though he had twinned with me, both at a birth, / shall lose me" (II. iii. 
2II-2I2; italics added). In a sense what happens is that just after Othello 
cashiers Cassio he jettisons-by calling into doubt-the worshipful attitude 
toward women he has in common with Cassio, his psychic twin in many 
respects. 

The trouble with the plaster-cast conception of Desdemona which Othello 
shares with Cassio is that it is so friable. Othello's conscious worship of his 
"cunning'st pattern of excelling nature"-however noble and admirable- 
betokens an unrealistic and therefore precarious assessment of womankind. 
The audience knows that the beautiful, honorable, devoted Desdemona is 
only human and hence fallible: she is evasive if not mendacious about the 
handkerchief when straightforwardness might have saved her, she peevishly 
charges that Othello's insistance about the handkerchief is "a trick to put me 
from my suit", she grovels in the face of death ("Kill me tomorrow; let me live 
tonight"), and she is doubtless a bit devious with her father concerning her 
love for Othello. Leo Kirschbaum remarks (p. 292) in calling Othello a ro- 
mantic idealist who overvalues Desdemona, "He loves not Desdemona but his 
image of her." Perhaps it should be said that he loves both but cannot 
distinguish between the two. Although there is only one Desdemona involved, 
there are at least two psychic dispositions of Othello to contend with. One 
of these, represented by Cassio, is that of the manly warrior whose arms have 
heretofore found "their dearest action in the tented field" and whose bed has 
been "the flinty and steel couch of war"-a man who if he knew women at all 
must have known them either politely and remotely or else in passing dalliance, 
as Cassio has. As opposed to this double standard, another disposition is that 
of the normal, sensual, integrated Othello, that of a man able under ordinary 
conditions to combine the currents of affection and eroticism, a man who can 
say to Desdemona without any romantic claptrap, "The purchase made, the 
fruits are to ensue; / That profit's yet to come 'tween me and you" (II. iii. 
9-IO) and who reveals that "the young affects" in him are not entirely defunct 
when he cries in the brothel scene, "O thou weed, / Who art so lovely fair, and 
smell'st so sweet, / That the sense aches at thee... 

What has just been described as the sensual side of Othello obviously con- 
trasts more sharply with the component represented by Iago than that by 
Cassio. Wived or not, Iago hates women. At the very beginning of the play 
he speaks, in that puzzling line, of Cassio as "almost damned in a fair wife." 
The animal imagery he typically uses in sexual contexts, and which Othello 
employs after succumbing to Iago's medicine, betrays the anti-feminine in 
him which is but the obverse of his latent homosexuality. "Plague him with 
flies", he tells Roderigo as he incites him to approach Brabantio in Act I, and 
to the latter he says, "An old black ram / Is tupping your white ewe", "You'll 
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have your daughter covered with a Barbary horse", and "Your daughter and 
the Moor are now making the beast with two backs." But the truest words 
Iago speaks against women (true for him) are spoken in seeming jest in Act 
II, scene i, where he is indeed nothing if not critical: 

You are pictures out of doors, 
Bells in your parlors, wildcats in your kitchens, 
Saints in your injuries, devils being offended, 
Players in your housewifery, and housewives in your beds. 

Following this speech Iago presents his series of clever paradoxes in mock 
praise of Desdemona. All of them besmirch women for infidelity. Still another 
jest betraying Iago's subterranean attitudes occurs when he says, in response to 
Emilia's "I have a thing for you" (the handkerchief), "It is a common thing-"; 
when Emilia gets angry, Iago softens his joke by adding, "to have a foolish 
wife" (III. iii. 30I-305). Equally unamusing but even more expressive of Iago's 
latent homosexuality is the anal fantasy he articulates in an aside upon watching 
Cassio kiss his fingers to the ladies: "Would they were clyster pipes for your 
sake!" (II. i. I79). 

That most of Iago's scatalogical remarks denigrate women is no coincidence 
nor simply a matter of dramatic and thematic relevance. Allardyce Nicoll 
recognizes Iago's anti-feminism but attributes it to his cynicism (without con- 
sidering the psychological roots of cynicism, which is a defense against anxiety) 
and presumes that Iago "had experience of frail women", arguing with quaint 
logic that because Iago's nature is essentially masculine he despises or ignores 
the women he encounters.12 Quite the contrary, his behavior reflects that of a 
paranoid personality whose repressed homosexual tendencies have erupted 
under stress in the form of delusions of persecution and jealousy, as Martin 
Wangh's sound analysis reveals. With the paranoid's marvelous ingenuity he 
converts his delusional system into a plan of revenge. That this plan singles 
out Cassio as the cuckolder of Othello is overdetermined. Consciously Iago 
wants revenge on Cassio because of the promotion. Unconsciously he wants 
revenge because the characteristic envy of Cassio he experiences: "He hath a 
daily beauty in his life / That makes me ugly" and "The knave is handsome, 
young, and hath all those requisites in him that folly and green minds look 
after." This envious antipathy masks the sexual desire he has for Cassio, re- 
minding us of the similar "pale ire, envy, and despair" which Melville's Clag- 
gart experiences with respect to Billy Budd for similar reasons. Wangh suggests 
that, as both dreams and lies embody wishes, Jago's "dream-lie" about Cassio 
further substantiates his latent homosexual tendencies: 

And then, sir, would he gripe and wring my hand, 
Cry "0 sweet creature!" and then kiss me hard, 
As if he plucked up kisses by the roots 
That grew upon my lips; then laid his leg 
Over my thigh, and sighed, and kissed, and then 
Cried "Cursed fate that gave thee to the Moor!" (III. ii 421-426) 

But Wangh's assertion that Iago unconsciously yearns for Othello and identifies 
with Desdemona, whom he regards as a rival, must be called a misleading 
oversimplification. 

12 Studies in Shakespeare (London: Hogarth Press, 1927), pp. 97-98. 
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Why this is so can be understood if Othello be conceived of as a com- 
posite character with certain conflicting tendencies of the composite represented 
by Cassio and Iago. Better yet, let there be a paradigm of three Othellos. One 
may be called the Normal Othello, a man more gifted than the average, but 
normal and healthy psychologically in that he possesses control ("Keep up your 
bright swords, for the dew will rust them"), awareness of reality, and self- 
respect. This is the "noble Moor whom our full Senate / Call all in all 
sufficient", the man "Whom passion could not shake" (IV. i. 275ff.). He is 
good and trusting, "of a free and open nature / That thinks men honest that 
but seem to be so" (I. iii. 405-406). He is a manly, masculine man, the man 
called to mind by G. Wilson Knight's description of Othello as "a symbol of 
human-especially masculine-'purpose, courage, and valour"'; Knight further 
says, "Othello is essential man in all his prowess and protective strength" 
and Desdemona is "essential woman, gentle, loving, brave in trust of her 
warrior husband."13 This is the Othello described earlier as the integrated, 
sensual man who is able under ordinary circumstances to combine the cur- 
rents of affection and lust. Next there is the Romantic Othello, more refined, 
sensitive, idealistic, whose impulses in these respects are exaggerated in Cassio, 
especially in the matter of the sexual double standard for women. Finally there 
is the Psychotic Othello, personified by Iago, who can experience neither affec- 
tion nor lust except in perverted form. 

Confusing as this multiplication of Othello may seem at first, it makes 
perfect sense from a clinical point of view when seen in terms of the origin 
of the sexual double standard. If Freud's formulation of the Oedipus complex 
has any meaning and validity, then the male child must at some time both 
experience a possessive lust for his mother and eventually deny that lust. He 
must also both recognize that she has sexual appetites and as a defense against 
this unbearable fact deny that she has any such appetites and attribute a false 
sexual purity to her. During the course of psychosexual maturation he comes 
eventually to accept a substitute for her in marriage and to resolve the dual 
view he has had to entertain of women as sexual saints or sinners by dropping 
the distinction altogether. When so-called fixation on the mother occurs, with 
its attendant incest fear, or when because of father-son hostility too much 
castration anxiety is mobilized, then the reconciliation of the two views of 
women either never takes place or else is resolved in a negative fashion by flight 
into homosexuality. In application of these matters to the play, it is argued that 
the sexual double standard is perceptible in Othello, obvious in Cassio, and 
symbolized in extreme pathological form by Othello-Iago. One trifle light as 
air, the handkerchief, tends to confirm because of its history and multiple 
symbolism that Desdemona enjoys the (natural) position of a surrogate of 
Othello's mother.14 Intimations of conflict with the father are also present in 
the play. Brabantio says to the Moor, "She has deceived her father, and may 
thee" (I. iii. 294). Since psychologically speaking Brabantio and Othello are 
father and son as well as father-in-law and son-in-law, the oedipal overtones 
are discernible. Thus, as previously mentioned, the true precipitating factor in 

13 The Wheel of Fire (London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1949), pp. 109-Ill. 
14 For discussion of the handkerchief symbolism, see items by Feldman, Fliess, and Smith 

mentioned in note 5. 
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the play is not the promotion of Cassio but the marriage of Othello; in contrast 
to Wangh's contention, however, the reason lies not so much in the mobiliza- 
tion of jealousy on Iago's part as in the flood of excitation aroused in Othello 
by the marriage and the simultaneous conflict with the father. This conflict in 
turn promotes confusion with respect to sexual role and makes Brabantio's 
threat to Othello that Desdemona may deceive him too seem a real possibility, 
particularly when Iago reminds Othello of it later.15 

The significance of considering Othello as a composite character and the 
play as an endopsychic drama whose action symbolizes certain conflicting 
possibilities of sexual orientation seems considerable. Perhaps now the un- 
answerable plea, "Demand that demi-devil / Why he hath thus ensnared my 
soul and body", has been answered. And Iago's reply, "Demand me nothing. 

/ From this time forth I never will speak word", makes peculiar sense 
in that when Othello kills himself Iago may be said to expire with him 
(so that in terms of formal resolution of the dramatic conflict, the artist at 
this point silences the voice of divisiveness, which no longer has any power to 
create a split in Othello's soul). The interpretation offered helps to highlight 
many minor aspects of the play, such as the parallel that both Othello and 
Iago murder their own wives; the profound significance of the brothel scene; 
the ease with which Iago succeeds in tempting Othello; the attendant "echo" 
effect of the temptation; the implications of Iago's cryptic and ambiguous 
"Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago" (I. i. 57); the narcissism which Othello 
and Iago share (cf. Othello's "my perfect soul" and Iago's "I know my price"); 
their complementary masochism and sadism; the deeper function of Emilia's 
earthy sexual realism at the end of Act IV as a foil to Desdemona's naivete; 
the castration overtones of Othello's closing "I took by th' throat the circum- 
cised dog / and smote him-thus." 

One special gain of regarding Othello as a composite character is that of 
having resolved to some extent the disagreement about his nature. This dis- 
cord exists in large part because critics must find it difficult to distinguish 
among the various guises or facets of Othello; hence they are generally right 
even when they differ with each other. As Heilman suggests (p. I38), "There 
is no master term for Othello." Certainly there is room for both A. C. Bradley's 
noble Moor and for T. S. Eliot's escapist from reality. In the light of the present 
paper perhaps Kirschbaum has passed the most accurate and comprehensive 
judgment on Othello in saying that "It is the close interweaving of the great 
man, the mere man, and the base man that makes of Othello the peculiarly 
powerful and mysterious figure he is" (p. 295). 

15 The same complex of factors presides in Cymbeline: the conflict between Cymbeline and 
Posthumus Leonatus (who resembles Othello in many ways) is that of father and son (for the 
King raised him as a son); an unsanctioned marriage precipitates the conflict; and the wife of 
Posthumus is a mother-substitute. All of these features appear in the lines spoken by Posthumus 
after he is led by the deceitful Iachimo (cf. Iago) to believe that Imogen has been unfaithful: 

We are all bastards, 
And that most venerable man which I 
Did call my father was I know not where 
When I was stamped. Some coiner with his tools 
Made me a counterfeit. Yet my mother seemed 
The Dian of that time: so doth my wife 
The nonpareil of this. (III. i. i-8) 
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As for the measure of tragic insight Othello attains, it may be argued 
that at the end he comprehends that he loved too well and that this adoration 
was unwise but not why it was unwise. His talk of "one not easily jealous" and 
his choice of metaphor in saying, "threw a pearl away", suggest that he has 
not yet grasped how his idealization of Desdemona betrayed him into the 
strategy of employing all his troops in conducting an external defense against 
an imaginary danger instead of attacking the real, internal enemy-the one 
within the gates, as Leavis puts it. 

State University of New York at Buffalo 
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