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Shakespeare’s Othello – A Critical Analysis 

The English dramatist and poet William Shakespeare (1564 – 1616 ) was 

the author of the most widely admired and influential body of literature 

by any individual in the history of Western civilization. His work 

includes 36 plays, 154 sonnets, and 2 narrative poems. His great 

tragedies— Hamlet (1601 ), Othello (1604 ), King Lear (1605 ), Macbeth 

(1606 ), and Antony and Cleopatra (1606 )—look deeply into the springs 

of action in the human soul. His earlier dark tragedies were imitated in 

style and feeling by the tragedy author John Webster in The White Devil 

(1612) and The Duchess of Malfi (1613-1614). In Shakespeare’s last 

plays, the so-called dramatic romances, including The Tempest (1611 ), 

he sets a mood of quiet acceptance and ultimate reconciliation that 

was a fitting close for his literary career. His early plays, unlike his more 

mature work, are characterized to a degree by formal and rather 

obvious construction and by stylized verse. Chronicle history plays were 

a popular genre of the time, and four plays dramatizing the English civil 
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strife of the 15th century are possibly Shakespeare’s earliest dramatic 

works . These plays, Henry VI, Parts I, II, and III (1590 -1592 ) and 

Richard III (1593 ), deal with evil resulting from weak leadership and 

from national disunity fostered for selfish ends. 

Shakespeare’s third period includes his greatest tragedies and his so-

called dark or bitter comedies. The tragedies of this period are 

considered the most profound of his works.  Hamlet (1601 ), perhaps 

his most famous play, exceeds by far most other tragedies of revenge in 

picturing the mingled sordidness and glory of the human condition. 

Hamlet feels that he is living in a world of horror. Confirmed in this 

feeling by the murder of his father and the sensuality of his mother, he 

exhibits tendencies toward both crippling indecision and precipitous 

action. Interpretation of his motivation and ambivalence continues to 

be a subject of considerable controversy. 

 Othello (1604) portrays the growth of unjustified jealousy in the 

protagonist, Othello, a Moor serving as a general in the Venetian army. 

The innocent object of his jealousy is his wife, Desdemona. In this 

tragedy, Othello’s evil lieutenant Iago draws him into mistaken jealousy 

in order to ruin him. 

King Lear (1605 ), conceived on a more epic scale, deals with the 

consequences of the irresponsibility and misjudgment of Lear, a ruler of 
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early Britain, and of his councilor, the Duke of Gloucester. The tragic 

outcome is a result of their giving power to their evil children, rather 

than to their good children. Lear’s daughter Cordelia displays a 

redeeming love that makes the tragic conclusion a vindication of 

goodness. This conclusion is reinforced by the portrayal of evil as self-

defeating, as exemplified by the fates of Cordelia’s sisters and of 

Gloucester’s opportunistic son. 

Othello is the story of a noble military general of the same name , who 

has enjoyed many successes on the battlefield, but because of mistakes 

of judgment and his outsider status in his society, sabotages his most 

intimate relationship and himself.  

The play begins on the grand scale of a military romance unfolding on 

the Mediterranean Sea. However, the action of the drama shrinks to 

the claustrophobic ending in the cramped bedroom where Othello kills 

himself after smothering his innocent wife, Desdemona.  The play’s 

constricting trajectory suggests that negative emotions like jealousy put 

an emotional chokehold on a person, strangling their ability to think 

clearly and thus preventing them from acting reasonably.  

“….O, beware, my lord, of jealousy!  

 It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock . 
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The meat it feeds on."                            (Othello, Act 3, Scene 3) 

The incident that sets the protagonist and antagonist on a collision 

course occurs before the play begins, when Othello chooses Cassio as 

lieutenant. In being passed over for promotion, Iago feels cast aside 

and left to fill the role of “ancient” (i.e., ensign), a military position that 

ranks at the very bottom of all commissioned officers. Though angry 

with Othello’s choice, Iago feels equally upset that the coveted job 

went to Cassio, who Iago considers less qualified than he is.  

Iago also later reveals that he believes Cassio might have slept with his 

wife (in addition to suspecting Othello slept with her): “For I fear Cassio 

with my night-cap too.” (II.i.) Iago feels doubly degraded: a promotion 

he believes was rightfully his went to another man, and both men 

responsible for the slight – Othello and Cassio – may be sleeping with 

his wife. At this point, the audience’s sympathies are aligned with Iago, 

as we haven’t yet seen Othello, and Iago does have just cause for his 

grievances. 

Iago’s makes a disastrous plan . He hatches a conspiracy and weaves a 

series of incidents and events which ultimately convinces Othello of the 

illicit relationship between his wife and Cassio .The play heightens the 

tension between the truth and deception.  As Iago easily succeeds in his 

plot to get Cassio drunk, incite him to fight Roderigo, and convince 
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Othello to fire him – all the while acting as though he loves Cassio – we 

see what a skilled manipulator he is. Iago’s scheming, cynical nature is 

starkly contrasted with the rest of the characters in the play, who are 

all undone by their own trusting, honest natures and their inability to 

see through Iago’s deceptions. 

Iago’s treacherous plot unfolds with a brutal inevitability. Othello shifts 

from believing Desdemona could never betray him, to demanding proof 

of her infidelity so he can feel justified in killing her. When Iago 

suggests Othello strangle Desdemona in the bed in which she was 

allegedly unfaithful, Othello says “Good, good, the justice of it pleases!”  

Othello still loves his wife passionately, but rather than considering her 

virtues as arguments against Iago’s accusations, instead sees them as 

reasons to be all the more upset by her alleged infidelity: “O Iago, the 

pity of it, Iago!”.  

Deranged with jealousy, Othello conspires with Iago to murder Cassio 

and devises his plan to kill Desdemona. He kills Desdemona . However, 

later on  Othello discovers that  he believed the wrong person. When 

he at last realizes his error, he kills himself, rather than live in a world 

where honor and honesty have no value. 

Although Othello has frequently been praised as William Shakespeare’s 

most unified tragedy, many critics have found the central character to 
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be the most unheroic of Shakespeare’s heroes. Some have found him 

stupid beyond redemption; others have described him as a passionate 

being overwhelmed by powerful emotion; still others have found him 

self-pitying and insensitive to the enormity of his actions. However , 

despite this , all of these denigrations pale before the excitement and 

sympathy generated for the noble soldier in the course of the play. 

 Samuel Johnson (1709-84), one of the most influential essayists and 

commentators of the period, defended the play specifically on the basis 

of its compelling portrait of human behavior. In this excerpt from the 

commentary in his 1765 edition of Shakespeare's plays, for instance, 

Johnson highlights the aesthetic value of Othello, and then argues that 

the play offers crucial insight into human nature: 

“….The fiery openness of Othello, magnanimous, artless, and credulous, 

boundless in his confidence, ardent in his affection, inflexible in his 

resolution, and obdurate in his revenge; the cool malignity of Iago, 

silent in his resentment, subtle in his designs, and studious at once of 

his interest and his vengeance; the soft simplicity of Desdemona, 

confident of merit, and conscious of innocence, her artless 

perseverance in her suit, and her slowness to suspect that she can be 

suspected, are such proofs of Shakespeare's skill in human nature, as, I 

suppose, it is vain to seek in any modern writer..” 
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As Romantic poet and critic Samuel Taylor Coleridge's (1772-1834) 

comments  that Othello depicts fundamental truths about human 

nature did not always lead to the sort of condemnation of its central 

character . 

In A.C. Bradley's Shakespearean Tragedy (1904), the play gained a place 

alongside Hamlet, King Lear, and Macbeth in the pantheon of 

Shakespeare's greatest tragedies. Bradley finds Othello "the most 

painfully exciting and the most terrible" of the tragedies, arguing that 

"the reader's heart and mind are held in a vice, experiencing the 

extremes of pity and fear, sympathy and repulsion, sickening hope and 

dreadful expectation" . 
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