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Adelman, Janet.  “Iago’s Alter Ego: Race as Projection in Othello.” Shakespeare Quarterly 48.2 (1997): 125‑44.

In this essay, Adelman reads Othello as a test case for Kleinian psychoanalysis’ ability to deal with problems of race. She is interested in identifying the ways in which racism is the psychic property of the racist rather than the victim. The focus of the analysis is largely based on explaining Iago as an example of Kleinian envy. This notion of envy comes from Klein’s theory about rage and the fantasy of the good breast versus the bad breast (the maternal object that doesn’t provide enough). Kleinian envy is directed at the good breast. The idea is that the baby would rather destroy the good breast by poisoning it (with feces) and obtain control rather than punish the bad breast. Adelman contrasts Iago as the spokesperson for interiority (emptiness) with Othello’s fullness in act one. Iago is able to conflate the hidden with the hideous in Othello and make Othello a projective receptacle for Iago’s envy. Iago projects racist ideology into Othello whose blackness then becomes an external sign for the symbolic feces that Iago injects into the good breast (Othello). Through a projective identification with Othello, Iago is able to give birth to a fantasy of control over the good breast. Adelman also notes that Othello does change as a result of Iago’s projections; however, Othello remains in a depressive position and instead of envy creates a fantasy of the purification of the tainted breast, Desdemona. The essay is an interesting theoretical approach and a useful close reading of Iago’s role in the play.

Pechter, Edward.  “'Have You Not Read Some Such Thing?’: Sex and Sexual Stories in Othello.” Shakespeare Survey 49 (1996): 201‑16.

Ostensibly, the goal of Pechter’s essay is to reclaim the work of A. C. Bradley, which the absence of in current critical inquiry is “the consequence of denial” (203). In reality, Pechter uses Bradley as an excuse to take a romp through Othello criticism from 1904 through 1996. He speaks mainly through the quotes of others, but does give a broad overview of random bits of Rorty, Grady, Anderson, Bayley, Greenblatt, Burke, Altman, Adelman, Gill, Cavell, etc. With no less than sixty-eight lengthy footnotes, Pechter incorporates arguments from Kleinian psychoanalysis, Lacanian psychoanalysis, Freudian psychoanalysis, historical materialism, postmodernism, high modernism and so on. His conclusion is that in this “production-driven research culture [...] Stanley Fish is right: like virtue, literary study is its own reward” (216). Read it for the footnotes.

Bartels, Emily C.  “Strategies of Submission: Desdemona, the Duchess, and the Assertion of Desire.” Studies in English Literature 36.2 (1996): 417‑33.

Bartels’ essay plays off “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” by Joan Kelly-Gadol. The question posed is, why do the “most outspoken women of the early modern period reiterate the terms that would prevent women from ‘inhabiting their own subjectivity?’” (417). The argument that she makes is that since self-making is part of the public sphere (male dominated) women gained power (not authority) by filling established roles. Bartels is arguing for a space between rejection and reaffirmation of the roles prescribed to women. In this performative space, she argues that woman could exert power over their lives. Bartels uses the Duchess of Malfi and Othello as examples of the women empowered by acting in established roles. The Duchess uses her unique power as a widow to assert her will. Desdemona also plays on the roles of women when she aligns herself with her mother in act one to make her behavior expected. This reading of Othello explains the shifts in Desdemona’s character very well. Even the lie before she dies fits a performance in that by playing the role of the good wife she is redeemed and turns the passive “nobody” into the subjective “I myself.” Bartels provides a useful analysis of perfomativity in the play.

Slights, Camille Wells.  “Slaves and Subjects in Othello.” Shakespeare Quarterly 48.4 (1997): 377‑90.

In this historical approach, Slights is interested in the “new form of personal identity” in the early modern period and its relation to the English slave trade. She argues that the emerging form of selfhood and attitudes about slavery inform each other when viewed in a historically informed context. Slights views the early modern conception of identity as a transitional period between the subject that locates the self as an inherent part of a meaningfully ordered cosmos and the internally constructed, independent self. This emerging sense of self includes the notion of “possessive individualism” which has the ownership of property at its core. The reaction to this new sense of self was fear of social fragmentation and isolation. Slights argues that Othello illustrates this new sense of self by showing two sides of the self-made man in Othello and Iago. Both men base their position in society on their individual achievement rather than kinship or feudal allegiance. Slavery enters the discussion as a point of anxiety. Although modern racial slavery does not yet exist, slavery was viewed with pity and “horrified contempt.” Othello, Slights argues, simultaneously foregrounds and distances slavery through the brief mention of Othello’s slavery and then the subsequent use of the word “slave” throughout the play as an “epithet of abuse.” Slavery and the fear about the new form of identity come together in the realization that a historically contextualized definition of slave could be conflated with a person who is totally alienated from society. Slights argues that both senses of slave are brought to bear on Othello and registers the ambivalence of this transitional period. 

McAlindon, Tom.  “The Evil of Play and the Play of Evil: Richard, Iago and Edmund Contextualized.” Shakespeare's Universe: Renaissance Ideas and Conventions. Ed. John Mucciolo. Hauts: Scholar Press, 1996. 148-54.

McAlindon is arguing that the jocular, histrionic villains like Richard, Iago and Edmund owe their roots to the devil and not from Vice of the moralities, and he further argues that the playwrights knew this. He takes a basic historical approach and shows how the association of evil with play and games has a tradition in the ‘privative’ concept of evil. This association with games and play is strengthened by the Christian campaign to distinguish its values from pagan values. He weakly argues that Marlow was concerned about puritan criticisms of drama and purposely deployed a theological argument to appease them. He also links the play-within-the play device from Augustine to Kyd to Marlowe to Shakespeare, and relates the Satanic myth to Shakespeare’s “noon day fiend” and “false angel of light.” This article might be a good place to start if you are doing an analysis of evil in Renaissance plays. 

Butler-Evans, Elliot.  “'Haply, For I Am black': Othello and the Semiotics of Race and Otherness.” Othello: New Essays by Black Writers. Ed. Mythili Kaul. Washington, DC: Howard UP, 1997. 139‑50.

Butler-Evans provides an ideological reading of Othello using semiotics to provide a “new and refreshing dialogue on the play.” He argues that the play is an exploration of ethnic and racial issues, at the subtextual level, in which the issues are left unresolved. Butler-Evans argues that through the descriptions of Othello, he is characterized as a “moor” and “black,” both signs which lead to the signemes of his “Negroness.” He makes a good case in his analysis of the signs, “moor” and “black,” which conflate to signify Othello’s Otherness as a non-European. Butler-Evans also analyzes the use of the qualifier “noble” when combined with “moor” and concludes that Othello is split between the Venician “noble moor” and the moor he has become under Iago’s influence. The final proof of this is when he literally splits himself. Although limited in scope, I found Butler-Evans to be useful in his close analysis of key words.

