
 

 

Othello 

Analytical essay 

Within all societies there is an ever-present struggle for power. This struggle leads to tension 

between individuals surrounding their standings in society and is influenced by issues such as gender 

and race; the people with power become centred, and the ones without consequently get driven to 

the margins (postcolonial theory) It is at these margins where individuals who resist subject positions 

and attempt to return to the centre can cause the most volatile of human nature to reveal itself. In 

Shakespeare’s tragedy ‘Othello’ we see this struggle within the Venetians as they push down people 

of colour and women, their mistreatment leading to other issues that result from a lack of control, 

including jealousy and desperation. In this context the ways that race and gender have impacted the 

characters is indicated, as well as the possibility of Shakespeare’s purpose being to reveal the causes 

and consequences of marginalisation and empowerment.  

The simple notion of all societies being based on an individual’s grappling attempt for power means 

that racist prejudice can be viewed as a threat to the power of some. This highlights the significance 

of Othello’s race; it is not because it causes him to act a certain way, but rather makes him 

vulnerable as an outsider who is affected by the views of others. His own struggle for power can be 

seen throughout the play as seen in Act I Scene iii: ‘Rude am I in my speech, and little blessed with 

the soft phrase of peace,’-where he says this in order to take away from the eloquence of his 

speech. Yet at the same time he displays his military power through the metaphor ‘keep up your 

bright swords, for the dew will rust them!’ indicating his wisdom and poise at the beginning of the 

play which is soon contrasted to his later degradation of speech. Although Othello does possess this 

military power, the speech of many of the characters and his being referred to as ‘the Moor’ and 

‘devil’ show that he is close to losing his power and once again being thrust to the margins of 

society. It is when he returns to the margins after the Temptation scene (Act III Scene iii) that we 

begin to see his jealousy shine through in what appears to be an attempt to regain authority from 

his lack of power.  

Kruse mentions that ‘jealous people do not need a real cause,’ however the cause for Othello’s 

transformation into a ‘jealous, psycho monster’ is in this case his desperation for power, and his 

choice to take it from Desdemona, perhaps as her role as a woman grants her less opportunity to 

resist. It is also here where his line ‘Chaos is come again’ seems to make sense, as his literal 

returning to the margins of society and resisting the subject position possibly mirrors his personal 

past, or could allude to his personality, a foreshadowing of later events or be a form of dramatic 

irony. Therefore, Othello’s degradation that has previously been seen as a result of racial prejudices 

can be viewed as these racism comments allowing him to become vulnerable, in this case to a lack of 

power, and his desperate attempt to regain it, to jealousy.  

The idea of masculine power and ‘Self’ paired with the feminine ‘Other’ is one that causes a huge 

power imbalance within many societies. Venetian society was a clear misogynist culture, and it can 

be questioned whether Desdemona finds it so difficult to break free from these barriers as she was 

brought up with these ideas, and if this is the reason for her continued reversion to a passive 

woman. In this case, as put by Ryan in 1989, does Desdemona not succeed in her rebellion as a 

result of the ‘prevailing social and ideological tides which sweep them (Othello and Desdemona) 

unawares out of their depth’? In this way, it is also possible to view Desdemona’s actions through 

the lens of her constant presence on the margins of society, and her repeated (yet fruitless) 

attempts to deconstruct gender stereotypes and become a part of the centre: seen through her 



 

 

defiance against her father and intrusion in the public sphere when talking about her relationship 

with Othello: ‘I am hitherto your daughter.’ Brabantio’s reaction to Desdemona’s elopement with 

Othello is also indicative of the way women were perceived within society, as his switch to rhyming 

couplets on line 208 of Act I Scene iii clearly demonstrates his disbelief and hint at sarcasm when the 

Duke attempts to console him.  

However, as the play goes on there is less evidence of Desdemona attempting to break free from the 

margins, and this is possibly because of her ‘equal’ love and standings with Othello, although this 

degrades later in the play when Othello himself ironically takes on the view of women as ‘other’- ‘Yet 

she must die, else she’ll betray more men’ –to pardon his murder of her. So, it becomes clear that 

Othello’s desperation for power that causes his jealousy against Desdemona is also what causes him 

to continually push her back to the margins of society that she tries to escape from during their 

relationship; it is almost as if she cannot do anything right. Therefore, whether she was a passive or 

active character becomes somewhat irrelevant, as according to the Student Writing ‘her potential 

is…persistently stifled by the action of the men in the play, …her death is a result of this…pervading 

masculine and military culture.’ Desdemona, like Othello, is part of a group that was oppressed 

within Venetian society, and it so happens that Othello’s reaction to this-jealousy and a desperate 

attempt for power- is what caused Desdemona’s continued position on societal margins, and 

consequently, her death.  

The eternal struggle for power is seen in all societies, and is clearly present within Shakespeare’s 

‘Othello.’ It is what causes the separation of classes from the centre to the margins of society, and 

the degradation of some such as Othello from powerful to powerless in relation to issues of race and 

gender which are largely based on this power struggle. ‘Othello’ is a play that explores all of these 

notions in a way that makes us question our own society, and in turn own tragic flaws and the 

nature of the human condition in relation to violence and oppression.  

 

 

 

Within all societies there is an ever-present struggle for power. This struggle leads to tension 

between individuals surrounding their standings in society and is influenced by issues such as gender 

and race; the people with power becomes centred, and those without consequently get driven to 

the margins. It is at these margins where those who resist the subject positions and attempt to 

return to the centre can cause the most volatile of human nature to reveal itself. In Shakespeare’s 

tragedy ‘Othello’ we see this struggle within the Venetians as they push down people of colour and 

women, their mistreatment leading to other issues that result from a lack of control, including 

jealousy and desperation. In this context the ways that race and gender have impacted the 

characters is indicated, as well as the possibility of Shakespeare’s purpose being to reveal the causes 

and consequences of marginalisation and empowerment.  

The simple of notion of all societies being based on an individual’s grappling attempt for power 

means that racial prejudices can be seen as stemming from a lack of the power of some. This 

highlights the significance of Othello’s race, it is not that it causes him to act a certain way but rather 

makes him vulnerable as an outsider who is affected by the views of others. This is seen in act I 

scene iii where Othello says ‘Rude am I in my speech,’ to take away from the risky eloquence of his 

speech in which he states his innocence before the court. Yet he demonstrates his military power 

through the use of the metaphor ‘keep up your bright swords, for the dew will rust them!’ indicating 



 

 

his wisdom and poise at the beginning of the play which is then contrasted to his later degradation 

of speech. Although Othello does possess this military power, the speech of other characters and his 

being referred to as the ‘Moor,’ and ‘devil’ show that he is close to once again losing his power and 

being thrust to the margins. It is when he returns to the margins after the Temptation scene (act III 

scene iii) where we see his jealousy begin to shine through in what appears to be an attempt to 

regain authority where only the absence of power exists. 

Kruse once mentioned that ‘jealous people do not need a real cause,’ however the cause for 

Othello’s transformation into a ‘jealous, psycho monster’ is in this case his desperation for power, 

and his choice to take it from Desdemona, possibly as her role as a woman offers her less 

opportunity to resist. It is also here where Othello’s line ‘Chaos is come again’ begins to make sense, 

as his literal return to the margins and resisting the subject position possibly mirrors his personal 

past, or could allude to his personality, foreshadow later events, or be a form of dramatic irony. 

Therefore, Othello’s degradation that was previously a result of racism can be viewed as the racist 

comments allowing his character to become vulnerable, in this case to a lack of power, and in his 

attempt to regain it to jealousy.  

The idea of masculine power and ‘self’ paired with the feminine ‘other’ is one that causes huge 

power imbalances within many societies. Venetian society was a clear misogynist culture, and it can 

be questioned whether Desdemona finds it so difficult to break free from many barriers as she was 

brought up with these ideas, and if this is the reason for her continued reversion to a passive 

woman. As put by Ryan in 1989, does Desdemona not succeed in her rebellion as a result of the 

‘prevailing social and ideological tides that sweep them (Othello and Desdemona) unawares out of 

their depth’? In this way, it is also possible to view Desdemona’s actions through the lens of her 

constant presence on the margins of society, and her repeated (yet fruitless) attempts to 

deconstruct gender stereotypes and become a part of the centre: seen through her defiance against 

her father and intrusion into the public sphere when talking about her relationship with Othello 

where she says to Brabantio ‘I am hitherto your daughter’. Brabantio’s reaction to Desdemona’s 

elopement with Othello is indicative of the way women of the time were perceived, seen by his 

switch to rhyming couplets on line 208 of act I scene iii, which demonstrates his disbelief and hints at 

sarcasm as the Duke attempts to console him.  

However, as the play continues there is less evidence of Desdemona attempting to break free from 

the margins, possibly a result of her ‘equal’ love and standings with Othello; this degrades later in 

the play when Othello himself ironically takes on the view of women as ‘other’ when he says ‘Yet she 

must die, else she’ll betray more men’- to pardon his murder of her. So, it becomes clear that 

Othello’s desperation for power that became jealousy relating to Desdemona and Cassio is also what 

keeps restricting her to the margins that she tries to escape during their relationship; Desdemona’s 

own desperation leads to her not being able to get anything right. Therefore, whether she was a 

passive or active character becomes somewhat irrelevant, as according to the Student Writing ‘her 

potential is…persistently stifled by the action of the men in the play…her death is a result of 

this…pervading masculine and military culture.’ Desdemona, like Othello, was part of a group that 

was oppressed within Venetian society, and is so happens that Othello’s reaction to this-jealousy 

and a desperate attempt for power- is what caused Desdemona’s continued position on societal 

margins, and consequently, her death.  

The eternal struggle for power is seen in all societies, and is clearly present within Shakespeare’s 

‘Othello’. It is what causes the separation of classes from the centre to the margins of society, and 

the degradation of some such as Othello from powerful to powerless in relation to issues such as 

race and gender which are largely based on this power struggle. ‘Othello’ is a play that explores all of 



 

 

these notions in a way that makes us question our own society, and in turn our own tragic flaws and 

the nature of the human condition in relation to violence and oppression.  

 


