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Practice exam question 

Race and gender in Othello 
Cathy O’Neill 

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

The opening of an answer 
In a play where the female characters are accused of being prostitutes, there is no doubt that Othello 
implies women are policed and controlled in both public and private spheres by men. The dramatic 
techniques that Shakespeare uses to present this abuse of male power could be a response to the 
new competing drama of the boys’ indoor stage across the Thames. These fashionable plays were 
more misogynistic than the female-centred drama that was popular at the Globe. Bart van Es argues 
that, in Othello, Shakespeare intentionally presented ‘the cynical frequenters of the boys’ playhouse 
[…] with a generic shock’, as it challenged their notions of comic convention through a rival tradition. 
Women in Othello are seen as wronged and their fates are presented with pathos, whereas in the 
indoor plays, faithful and loving women are presented cynically with an element of parody.  

Misogyny is still relevant in Othello but it is not presented comically. The women, rather than being 
laughed at, are given voice and authority. Emilia, unlike other characters from outside the ruling class, 
is given dramatic prominence in her discovery of the tragedy (5.2.187–90). Although Desdemona in 
Act 5 is ‘silent and self-effacing’ (Smith), the first act of the play and the first scene of Act 2 presents 
us with quite a different woman. Desdemona banters knowingly with Iago in Cyprus, waiting for the 
news of Othello in 2.1. In the first act, she speaks openly of her desire for Othello and her wish to live 
(and sleep) with him. She is not the pure innocent that her defenders want to find in the play, nor is 
she the property of her father and husband. She is also not ‘that cunning whore of Venice’ that Othello 
names her as in 4.2. This mixed presentation of women in the play suggests that it would be too 
simple to say they are entirely controlled by their husbands (despite their deaths), as the play itself 
seems to challenge this by giving Emilia defiance of the powerful men who seek to control her. 

In the first act, Desdemona behaves like a woman in a Shakespeare comedy. She shows agency in 
choosing Othello (initially without her father’s knowledge and then later in her defiance of his will) and 
speaks publicly about her desire for him with passionate openness: 

 That I did love the Moor to live with him, 

 My downright violence and scorn of fortunes  

 May trumpet to the world. (1.3.248–250) 

She is given force of character, rather like Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing, and is articulate, 
speaking to the Duke and Senate with the confidence of Portia, who commands the court as a lawyer 
in The Merchant of Venice. The respect Othello shows her (‘Let her have your voice […] I therefore 
beg it not/ To please the palate of my appetite […]/ But to be free and bounteous to her mind’ (1.3. 
260–262, 265) might suggest that women in this play have the possibility of choice over their 
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destinies, as is often the case in Shakespeare comedies. Yet if we look at the structure and mixed 
genre of Act 1, this reading of her as a comic heroine collapses. Iago (with Roderigo in tow) opens the 
play with misogynistic and rhetorically manipulative disruption, waking Brabantio in the middle of the 
night to warn him of the loss of his property: ‘Look to your house, your daughter, and your bags!’ 
(1.1.87). He also closes the act, telling the audience of his hatred of Othello (‘it is thought that ‘twixt my 
sheets/ He’s done my office.’ (1.3. 385–6) and his intended manipulation through Cassio (‘He hath a 
person and a smooth dispose/ To be suspected — framed to make women false’ (1.3.395–6)). Iago 
sees women as incidental; they are means to an end, controlled to such an extent that they are not 
named or given an identity. The mixed genre of this opening act and its enclosing structure sets the 
tone for the rest of the play. 

Emilia, in contrast, is shown to be totally controlled by Iago from the outset. Although resentful of his 
treatment of her (‘You shall not write my praise’ 2.1.116), she admits ‘I nothing but to please his 
fantasy’ (3.3.301) as she retrieves the handkerchief. Her loyalty and love for Desdemona, however, 
outweighs this subjugation. In the final scene, she defies Othello and Iago, accusing them repeatedly 
of wrongdoing. She offers the only defence of women in the play in the ‘willow’ scene, in which she 
explains to Desdemona why women are false to their husbands: 

But I do think it is their husbands’ faults 

If wives do fall… 

The ills we do, their ills instruct us so. (4.3.87–88, 104) 

Here Emilia offers a well-reasoned reply to all the casual and deliberate misogyny in the play.  

Commentary 
This is a sophisticated response that addresses the question and immediately engages with a 
contextual reading of the mixed genre of Othello, which helps it to explore how the play presents 
women rather than simply describing how women are subject to control. Two brief critical readings are 
used confidently in the opening to give weight to the contextual reading and the feminist reading (that 
sees Desdemona as written out of the play). 

The answer goes on to examine the extent to which is it possible to see Desdemona as a woman in a 
comedy by exploring the structure and mixed tones of the first act. This close reading helps to 
substantiate and develop the opening argument.  

The contrast of Emilia, in a shorter paragraph, is interesting. It would have helped to have some 
quotation from her authoritative defiance of Othello and Iago in Act 5 to make the argument stronger. 

The answer might go on to look more closely at the misogyny of the play by focusing on Iago’s 
language and its influence on Othello’s view of Desdemona, especially in the crucial 3.3. The 
argument about the mixed genre of the play might lead to a discussion of how the play has divided 
audiences since its early performances. A discussion of Thomas Rymer’s savagely critical view of the 
play in his Short View of Tragedy (1693) would help. You can find more on this, and on the competing 
theatrical traditions, in Bart van Es’s Shakespeare in Company (2013). 
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