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Practice exam question 

Jealousy in Othello 

Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the exam question on p. 5 of the magazine. 

The opening of an answer 
It is tempting to see Othello as a jealous lover, actively contributing to his own downfall. In this 

soliloquy, for example, he suggests that being cuckolded (that is, having an unfaithful wife) is part of 

being human — inescapable: ‘’Tis destiny unshunnable, like death:/ Even then, this forked plague is 

fated to us/ When we do quicken’ (lines 18–20). This would seem to suggest a jealous nature, 

expecting and finding his wife to be unfaithful to him. But in almost the same breath, as he catches 

sight of Desdemona, he overturns this thought — ‘If she be false, O, then heaven mocks itself!/ I’ll not 

believe’t’ (lines 21–22). Although the long central scene from which this extract comes ends with Iago 

and Othello kneeling and committing themselves to the murder of Cassio and Desdemona, at this 

stage Othello is still oscillating between seeing her infidelity as fated and realising that she cannot be 

false. 

This suggests that Othello is not a straightforward story of a jealous lover who kills his wife, becoming 

his own destructive enemy. Shakespeare took his story from Cinthio’s Hundred Tales (1565) but 

places far more emphasis on race than Cinthio does, which alters our reading of jealousy in the play. 

Racial prejudice, common in Shakespeare’s London, is made explicit by the racist language and 

assumptions that occur throughout the tragedy. Othello absorbs Iago’s deliberately placed racist slurs 

(‘She did deceive her father, marrying you;/ And when she seemed to shake and fear your looks,/ She 

loved them most’( 3.3.204–206)), as in this extract, where Othello draws upon two stereotypes — one 

racial and one to do with his age (as in the popular farcical story of old January and young May) — to 

explain why Desdemona might have deceived him: ‘Haply, for I am black...or for I am declined/ Into 

the vale of years’ (lines 6–9). 

The jealousy that Othello experiences has been constructed for him by Iago’s words (he has two 

hundred lines more than Othello and is a convincing liar): it is this powerful web of deceit that has 

stirred Othello’s sexual jealousy. In Othello’s own speech before he kills himself he claims he was ‘not 

easily jealous, but, being wrought,/ Perplexed in the extreme’ (5.2.338–9), which is confirmed by 

Desdemona’s denial to Emilia when she asks her if Othello is a jealous man ‘Who, he? I think the sun 

where he was born/ Drew all such humours from him’ (3.4.27–28). These views suggest that 

Shakespeare was influenced by A Geographical History of Africa (translated in 1600) by Leo 

Africanus, a Moroccan Muslim who converted to Catholicism. This view of Africans as not naturally 

jealous but responding fiercely once provoked comes from geohumoralism, which linked psychology 

(or humours) to geography and climate. Shakespeare, however, chooses to focus the tragedy not on 

Othello’s jealous nature but on how it has been wrought by his ensign Iago, who builds on Othello’s 

trusting nature and on suggestions that he does not understand Venetian women to lay his trap: ‘I 
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know our country disposition well:/ In Venice they do let heaven see the pranks/ They dare not show 

their husbands; their best conscience/ Is not to leave’t undone but kept unknown (3.3.199–202).  

Therefore, the tragedy hinges not on Othello’s jealousy and how he brings about his own downfall but 

on the double nature of the repeatedly named ‘honest Iago’ — as he declares in the first scene ‘I am 

not what I am’ (1.1.63) — and on how inevitable it is that Othello will believe his stories. As Walter 

Cohen comments, ‘It is a tragedy wrought of prejudice and guesswork, and, most dangerously, of the 

two combined’. In this scene, for example, we see a chance moment that plays into Iago’s hands. The 

handkerchief falls from Desdemona’s hand — Othello says it is ‘too little’ to bind his head. She cannot 

heal his headache (as it is far more than a physical pain) and the way she attempts to do so becomes 

the means that will destroy her. Immediately after this extract Emilia picks it up and gives it to Iago. It 

then becomes the ‘proof’ he needs to demonstrate that Cassio sleeps with Desdemona.  

As an audience watching Othello, we are unable to intervene. In this extract and repeatedly elsewhere 

in the tragedy, what we witness reveals a tender and loving marriage being destroyed by assertions 

and false suspicion that come from outside Othello but are soon part of him, like poison. At the 

opening of the extract we hear Othello assert a complete untruth — ‘This fellow (Iago) is of exceeding 

honesty,/ And knows all qualities, with a learned spirit,/ Of human dealings’ and we cannot stop his 

total misreading. His language veers around from this excessive (and totally wrong) praise, to a 

complex image from falconry that links love, loss and nobility, to grotesque views of women and 

sexual coupling (‘I had rather be a toad’ etc.). By contrast, when Desdemona talks to him she shows 

love and tender concern.  The disjunction between her straightforward repeated attentions (‘Are you 

not well?’ ‘Within this hour/ It will be well’ and ‘I am very sorry that you are not well’) and his dangerous 

self-division in which he cannot establish a fixed view of her or of himself, demarcates the tragedy. As 

Pete Bunten notes, ‘Othello’s declaration to Desdemona “I have a pain upon my forehead” is an 

ominous sign of further suffering to come.’  

Commentary 
This answer’s strength is in its confident command of argument and its assuredness in focusing in on 

the extract, while also ranging widely, but with sensitivity and selective depth, throughout the play. It 

tackles, and rebuffs, the title quotation with conviction from the beginning, and pursues its bold thesis 

as to why the play is not simply about jealousy bringing about its own downfall. The perception and 

assuredness of the argument, which shows a sophisticated and confident engagement with the 

question and the text, is typical of a high Band 5 answer. 

Although the answer quotes aptly from the passage and from elsewhere in the play, there is little close 

reading in this opening section. However, the analysis towards the end, which compares Othello’s 

disjunctive speech with Desdemona’s consistency of language, does demonstrate perceptive 

understanding of the language of the extract. 

There is also perceptive understanding of relevant contexts, which are well integrated into the 

argument, for example, the comments about racial prejudice in Elizabethan London and the analysis 

of geohumoralism. Connections with other texts from the period are well established, with the brief use 

of Cinthio and Leo Africanus.  

Critical readings are used sparsely but confidently. Reference to how particular performances have 

explored Othello’s jealousy in different ways might feature later in the answer. 


