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I

Among all the critiques of the new historicism that are currently available, Carolyn Porter's remarkable essay, 'Are we being historical yet?', seems to me to explain most fully the process by which subversive elements are contained and marginal elements subordinated, dominated and othered in some new historicist practices. 'The problem lies ... in being limited to one set of discourses--those which form the site of a dominant ideology--and then reifying that limit as if it were coterminous with the limits of discourse in general. It is this issue of framing the discursive field which new historicists most urgently need to address.'1 I would like to approach this problem by examining the text of Othello as presenting a range of ideologies on women and marriage that interact with one another, on the assumption, which I have illustrated elsewhere, that there were also multiple discourses on those subjects available within English Renaissance culture.2 An obvious place to look within the text for at least one alternative discourse is where it is hardest to find in recent productions--in the scene that has so troubled modern editors and directors that it has been complained about and cut in performances of the play. That is the conversation about women between Iago and Desdemona in Act II, scene i. 

No one has objected to the scene more than M. R. Ridley, who calls it 'one of the most unsatisfactory passages in Shakespeare' because it is 'unnatural' to Desdemona's 'instinct' and 'distasteful to watch her engaged in a long piece of cheap backchat with Iago'.3 Ridley's comments show that he is offended by Desdemona's 'vulgarity', as Lisa Jardine has already pointed out;4 his own critical discourse also attempts to establish an interpretive purity for which objection becomes 'backchat' and backchat is always 'cheap'. Reading Shakespeare apart from other texts of the period, including those in the debate about women that Jardine connects briefly to the play, he is a critic who objects to the bad bits in the bard from the safety of his editorial sanctuary. There is a drive to ideological tidiness in this approach that functions much like Ridley's impulse 'to wash an Ethiop white' in his treatment of Othello, a subject that Karen Newman has explored in her essay on the play. Jardine and Newman object to Ridley's sexism and racism and also address what Newman terms the 'historical contingency' of the Renaissance text.5 

Yet while asserting the claims of history and showing how Othello figures monstrosity in the play, Newman creates her own totalising gesture by describing 'the white male norms' of the play encoded through Iago, Roderigo and Brabantio.6 This gesture, made in an important essay that expands our knowledge of the racism in western culture, also occurs with disturbing frequency in less sophisticated feminist criticism--in uses of patriarchy as a monolithic and unvarying phenomenon, in assumptions that the forms by which men dominate women are the same across cultures, and in the compatible assumption that women's oppression is similarly felt and repressed at various historical moments. If very different totalising moves have marginalised women in the texts of new historicists, as feminist critics we need to be wary of comparable gestures that totalise and reify men, in order to free our own critical practices from complicity in the operations we seek to criticise and resist. 'What we do not need', Porter points out, and her 'we' applies to feminist as well as historical critics, 'is a criticism which re-others those voices which were and are marginalised and disempowered by dominant discourses.'7 Nor do we need a criticism that essentialises white men. 

Porter's caution applies whether marginal voices arise from persons of other races or classes, from women, or from men as malevolent as Iago. So rather than seeking alternative discourses only through the differences of race, class or sex in Othello, I want to consider Iago not as an archetype of patriarchy or of evil,8 but as one who articulates a marginal discourse in English Renaissance culture, a discourse that was and is in a particularly unstable relation with the dominant discourses available both then and now. I will argue that Iago's conversation with Desdemona in Act II, scene i, associates him quite specifically with the residual Renaissance discourse of misogyny. Through Iago's influence on Othello, the misogynist text of the Renaissance is written onto Desdemona's body after the woman's text that marks her as chaste has been displaced. While my focus will be on the play's allusions to the writing of texts in the Renaissance debate about women, and on the historically specific ideological positions and gender differences arising from it and from discourses on marriage, I want also to comment on how the discourses we privilege in relation to Renaissance texts inscribe the criticism we produce about them. 

Misogyny is especially effective as an ideology when it masquerades or is taken for something else, and it has been taken for much besides misogyny in discussions of this play, as if Shakespeare could not possibly have understood what he was writing. Thomas Rymer confused it with '"Jack-pudding farce ... that runs with all the little plays, jingle, and trash below the patience of any Country Kitchenmaid with her Sweetheart"'. Ridley quotes him and comments: 'It is difficult not to sympathise for once with Rymer, who, for all his regrettably crude ebullience of expression, does sometimes hit the nail on the head.'9 But which (gendered) head? In Rymer's remark Iago's discourse on gender is effaced as the discourse of class, too low even for the kitchen-maid; and in Ridley's, the critic also becomes 'crude'. Peter Stallybrass, in his essay addressing Othello, observes that members of oppressed groups sometimes deny class boundaries by 'collapsing ... women into a single undifferentiated group' through the articulation of 'misogynist discourse'.10 What happens in this critical discourse on the play is a related, although reverse, move: Ridley affirms Rymer's displacement of the concerns of gender onto class, thereby muting issues in the play relating to women, and simultaneously condemns Rymer's remarks as evincing a lower-class style like its subject matter, thereby reasserting the class boundaries of critical discourse that Rymer supposedly violated. In this way an elitist critical discourse maintains the marginalisation of gender while asserting the primacy of class in style and content. Since displacements such as these occur frequently in Renaissance drama and its criticism, effecting a double silencing of gender issues, misogyny has often not been addressed as a discourse that articulates the distrust and hatred of women. Yet in its undisplaced form it was prevalent in medieval and Renaissance literature. 

The Middle Ages was so known for it that Howard Bloch remarks in 'Medieval misogyny' that the title of his essay may seem redundant, 

because the topic of misogyny ... participates in a vestigial horror practically synonymous with the term medieval, and because one of the assumptions governing our perception of the Middle Ages is the viral presence of antifeminism. ... The discourse of misogyny runs like a rich vein throughout the breadth of medieval literature.11
Christine de Pisan was so angered to find it in Matheolus that she wrote The Book of the City of Ladies in response, and incited the querelle des femmes in French literature. Chaucer provides a good bibliography of medieval misogyny through the texts listed in Jankyn's 'boke of wikked wives' from The Wife of Bath's Prologue. Jean de Meun's portions of The Romance of the Rose made Le Jaloux's tirades against women widely available to medieval and Renaissance readers, but they could also find misogyny in the Bible, in writings of the church fathers, in books on courtly love and in countless proverbs.12 While these texts raise interpretive complexities, there was still nothing subtle about their denunciation of women. It was blatant: 

All you women are, will be, and have been whores, in fact or in desire, for, whoever could eliminate the deed, no man can constrain desire. All women have the advantage of being mistresses of their desires. For no amount of beating or upgrading can one change your hearts, but the man who could change them would have lordship over your bodies.13
Such passages are designed to persuade as fully against marriage as against women, and Bloch identifies 'the defining rhetorical context of all misogynistic literature' as that 'which seeks to dissuade from marriage'.14 

During the Renaissance, misogyny does not disappear but is seemingly contained through an association with specific characters. Lord Gasper in Castiglione's Courtier, Master Gualter in Tilney's Flower of Friendshippe, the eponymous characters of the anonymous play, Misogonous, or Beaumont and Fletcher's The Woman Hater: these figures articulate a misogyny that is directed against marriage as well as women but is condemned by other participants in the fictions. There is also a misogynist in Shakespeare's source for Othello, Cinthio's Gli Hecatommithi, a fellow named Ponzio who rejects Fabio's praise of marriage in the debate that opens the collection of tales on the grounds that 'women are dangerous beings'. Ponzio quotes from Menander, '"Better bury a woman than marry her"', from King Alfonso of Naples, '"For there to be peace between husband and wife the husband must be deaf and the wife blind'", and from other authors to support his position.15 In Women and the English Renaissance, Linda Woodbridge discusses over three dozen stage misogynists, Iago among them, and she describes their 'antimasque function' as embodying all doubts, fears and hatred of women, so that when the misogynist is converted, banished or killed, those responses to women appear to be, too.16 By the time William Gouge published his Domesticall Duties in 1612, it was even possible to charge a Puritan clergyman who discussed marital duties with misogyny. Although Gouge advocates the subjection of wives, he also resists husbands' abuse of their authority, so he protests that wives have no cause to complain about his advice: 'This just Apologie I have beene forced to make, that I might not ever be judged (as some have censured me) an hater of women.'17 Gouge did not carry the badge of misogynist proudly, especially since that criticism could have implied that he advocated a Catholic, rather than Protestant or Puritan, position on marriage. Through its frequent use as a charge, the term came to function as a threat, much as the charge of 'shrew' functioned for insubordinate wives. 

The illusion that misogyny was contained or destroyed by these Renaissance texts is important to a character who was nearly always recuperated, for attributing misogynist attitudes only to him obscured similar assumptions within other characters and the defences they offered on behalf of women. Gasper and Gualter are both threatened with being thrown out of the restricted aristocratic worlds that they inhabit by the female participants in their dialogues, and their continued presence within courtly society depends upon their containment. The existence of the misogynist in a text does not, therefore, guarantee its position on women from a modern perspective, for as an identifiable ideology, misogyny was overdetermined during the Renaissance. While it was presented as a residual ideology that the dominant discourse had put aside, the debate about women in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century texts was one means by which misogyny was fully sustained in the culture. It was residual in the sense that Raymond Williams uses that term to identify an ideology that 'has been effectively formed in the past, but ... is still active in the cultural process.'18 During the Renaissance, misogynist discourse had a history and continued to make history. 

The frequent identification of misogyny in Renaissance texts distinguishes it from the dominant ideology, usually with the implication that the later writers are superior for having spurned such outmoded ways of thinking. But literary misogyny was still being produced. In 1596, for example, C. M. (perhaps Christopher Middleton), the author of a very conventional romance, defended the title of his text by remarking on misogyny's residual position in the culture. The Nature of a Woman tells of twin brothers who are 'blessed in all worldly wealth, except the unfortunate choyse of two wicked wives, ... both wicked, because both women'. These women become the occasion for discord between the brothers and their children, and after many fabulous episodes in the woods, everyone is reconciled when the two wives admit their guilt. For the reader who is wondering why such a story has this title, C. M. explains in his preface to the second part that he was 'loath to breake square' with his real purpose, so he used the present title, 'which though therein it answer not everie mans privat expectation in what they meane, yet could not I fit it better to the matter, containing indeede nothing but the envious practises of two wicked women.' His title is admittedly misleading, but it has a kind of validity given his misogynist text. Then he explains the cause: 'wherein if any take offence, let him for this time winke at my fault, as rather affecting to frame my selfe to the new fashion, that it should be accounted new stuffe, then following the old be esteemed as too stale.'19 The old fashion here referred to is literary misogyny, which is C. M.'s mode within a romance genre; the new stuff is the more positive presentation of women that would have been signalled by the apparently neutral phrase, 'the nature of a woman'. We can now read that phrase as naturalising yet another, hardly neutral, construct of woman; but in 1596, at least in C. M.'s opinion, the most blatant form of misogyny that associated women with evil was clearly old hat. Yet it was not so outmoded or irrelevant that he felt obliged to apologise for producing a misogynist text: he merely asks pardon for the disjunction between text and title. 

In 'Discourse in life and discourse in art', Volosinov/Bakhtin makes a distinction that explains why a residual ideology such as misogyny would appear even more visible in a culture than one that was dominant: 

If a value judgment is in actual fact conditioned by the being of a given community, it becomes a matter of dogmatic belief, something taken for granted and not subject to discussion. On the contrary, whenever some basic value judgment is verbalized and justified, we may be certain that i[t] has already become dubious, has separated from its referent, has ceased to organize life, and, consequently, has lost its connection with the existential conditions of the given group.20
The very presence of misogynist discourse in the Renaissance suggests the instability of that view of women. It was not that no one any longer associated women with evil, but that the ideology was at issue and not an unquestioned presupposition or a given of the culture. Many texts in the Renaissance debate position themselves against that ideology. Thomas Elyot's Defence of Good Women places a character named Candidus against Caninius, who 'lyke a curre, at womennes condicions is alwaye barkynge': Candidus is not unambiguously feminist,21 but Caninius is clearly antifeminist and is prompting a humanist defense of women's worth. The misogynists in Renaissance texts engender controversy over that ideology rather than belief: they keep misogyny alive at the same time that they call it into question. 

What this discourse also diverts attention from are the misogynist assumptions about women's inferiority and inadequacies that patriarchal structures often assert in historically different forms and modes. Less explicit forms of misogyny or sexism were not frequently contested during the Renaissance, so the observation that Candidus's domesticated and idealised prescriptions for women in The Defence of Good Women also restrict women's agency, or that Cassio treats women as others in a way similar to Iago, requires working against the distinctions between discourses available at that time, since the rhetoric that both characters use is markedly different from Iago's. Gouge's resistance to being identified as a woman-hater is similarly justified on rhetorical grounds, since he does not associate women with evil. Yet the women who charged him with misogyny may have felt that his justifications for wives' subjection to their husbands were based not on an articulated hatred, but on a structural requirement of the subordination of women in theology and in social formations that also assumes a deep distrust of women. By what means can we distinguish more pervasive and less explicit forms of misogyny, which are still with us, from the local version so readily identified by its rhetoric? During the Renaissance, the very presence of a separate discourse made the latter form of misogyny more easy to see, while it also obscured the visibility of other 'misogynies'22 that operated in that culture and continue to operate in ours. The charges made against Gouge suggest the possibility that some persons in his culture saw through the screen of rhetorical misogyny to some other means of condemning or confining women that functioned in many personal and institutional contexts. 

The different forms that misogyny can assume within cultures therefore require some modified application of Volosinov/Bakhtin's axiom in relation to this problem, because misogyny as a structural principle governing power-relations has not 'ceased to organize life' or 'lost its connection with the existential conditions of the given group'. Patriarchal structures create numerous and varied opportunities for reinforcing misogyny, so there is an uneasy relation between misogynist discourse and other forms of patriarchal oppression. The localised, residual misogyny available in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries could therefore be remobilised by the dominant discourse: the ideology of marriage that valorised chastity as yet another means of containing women's desire was its complement, not its opposite. Because both ideologies were still active in the cultural process, the dominant discourse could simultaneously reject and promulgate residual misogyny in order to enforce women's continued subordination within the culture. 

We do need a way of identifying discursive misogyny, especially in medieval and Renaissance texts, because its very visibility made it function as a literary device during those periods. Yet if we are presently spared some of that rhetoric, various other means of subordinating and discrediting women that have very material consequences affect us daily. Literary theories and critical practices often marginalise and degrade issues relating to women. Forces within the academy effectively establish a male elite and simultaneously demean the work of women. As feminist critics, we address these problems by resisting the marginalisation of women in texts and in other material practices and by calling attention to issues of gender that other critics either do not see or prefer to ignore. To interpret from our present moment meanings in Othello that have been effaced through time, for example, we can consider the play's association of Iago with the misogynist and its use of Renaissance discourses on women. It is not historical accident that has obscured our knowledge of those controversies: it is the historical oppression of women that marginalises those controversies and continues to do so within contemporary critical practice. So in this analysis I want to look at two kinds of difference in the play--the historical difference of positions for and against women as they were constructed by the Renaissance debate and texts on marriage, and the gender differences that were mapped out by those discourses. 

II

In Act II, scene i, the audience hears divergent constructions of women by Cassio and Iago that parallel the praise and blame accorded to women in the Renaissance debate. Even before Desdemona comes on stage, Cassio celebrates her as one who surpasses all other textual constructions of exemplary women: she is a maid 

That paragons description and wild fame;

One that excels the quirks of blazoning pens

And in th'essential vesture of creation

Does tire the ingener.23
The passage says less about Desdemona than about the effort of an ingenious artist to pen her praise, drawing attention to the verbal constructions of women that will be a concern of the next one hundred lines. When she does arrive in Cyprus, Desdemona is greeted with a proud flourish from Cassio: 

Hail to thee, lady! And the grace of heaven

Before, behind thee, and on every hand,

Enwheel thee round.

(85-7)

This salutation is adventitious, given Desdemona's more material concern for her husband's safety, and perhaps repetitious of the wheeling round she received during her sea voyage; but Cassio's enthusiasms extend beyond rhetorical praise of Desdemona to a kiss for Emilia. 

Such 'courtesy' prompts Iago's first remark: 

Sir, would she give you so much of her lips

As of her tongue she oft bestows on me

You would have enough.

(100-2)

Here the misogynist charges his wife with being a shrew, which was a common, not an ingenious, assertion. Although Desdemona observes that Emilia has not yet spoken and may have been stunned into silence by his attack--'Alas, she has no speech' (103), Iago replies that his wife speaks 'too much ... when I have list to sleep' (104). He is referring to the 'curtain lecture', when wives were said to complain to their husbands while they were both within the curtains of their bed.24 Since even an absence of woman's speech is described by Iago as 'too much', he revises his complaint: 'she chides with thinking' (106). Yet he is the one who thinks of chiding as he projects his own dissatisfaction onto her. Emilia then defends herself--'You have little cause to say so' (107)--and Iago reveals the 'cause' through generalised charges against women: 

Come on, come on; you are pictures out of doors, bells in your parlours, wild-cats in your kitchens, saints in your injuries, devils being offended, players in your housewifery, and housewives in your beds. 

(108-11)

Again Iago says nothing new: these charges were proverbial assaults.25 Yet the speech makes it clear Emilia's fault is simply that she is a woman. In this catalogue of vices, women are vain, talkative, vengeful, idle and wanton. 

When Desdemona hears these remarks, she replies, 'O fie upon thee, slanderer!', and however playfully she delivers the line, it can imply a serious charge, one with more far-reaching consequences than the generalised charge of 'misogynist'. The two words were related because misogynists frequently slandered women: Linda Woodbridge explains that 'misogynists libel womankind; slanderers blacken one woman's reputation.'26 The more localised abuse was also an actionable offence during the Renaissance if it occurred in a public context. On this subject, Lisa Jardine's relation of defamation suits in ecclesiastical courts to the events in Othello is especially informative. Jardine sets out the consequences of the public event of calling someone a whore, for example: the offended party made a deposition that, 'if substantiated in court, led to the offender's doing public penance, paying a fine, or (in extreme cases) being excommunicated.'27 In addition to the cases Jardine cites from the Durham records, there is the instance of Shakespeare's own daughter, Susanna, who, like her biblical antecedent, also suffered the abuse of slander.28 

On 15 July 1613, Susanna Shakespeare Hall sued John Lane, Jr., for slander in the consistory court of Worcester Cathedral. '"[A]bout 5 weeks past the defendant [Lane] reported that the plaintiff [Susanna] had the running of the reins and had been naught with Rafe Smith at John Palmer."' Schoenbaum glosses 'the running of the reins' as 'to suffer from gonorrhoea ("reins" = kidneys or loins).'29 Lane had charged that Susanna had a venereal disease and had been wicked or 'naughty' with Rafe Smith: and the phrase 'to have been naught with' suggests how immediately a woman could become naught through the charge of adultery.30 Lane did not appear for the court proceedings, and less than a fortnight later he was excommunicated. Schoenbaum infers the need for Susanna's suit from the community she inhabited: 'Stratford was a closely knit society, in which scandal--quick to circulate--had to be quicky quashed.' In her more general account of such suits, Jardine points out 'the defamation, if it went unchallenged could become an "actuality"', not only through gossip but through charges brought in the courts if the defamation were allowed to stand.31 For personal and for legal reasons, it was important that Susanna act to defend herself. 

Othello also conveys the need for a woman to defend herself from slander, because it calls attention to the relation between verbal abuses and their 'eventful' consequences, whether in defamation suits or in the murder of one's wife. Slander is the offence that Emilia suspects 'some eternal villain' to have committed when Othello accuses Desdemona of being a whore--that 'some busy and insinuating rogue' has 'devis'd this slander' of Desdemona in order 'to get some office' (IV, ii, 129-32). The act is consistent with Iago's earlier intent 'to abuse Othello's [ear] / That he [Cassio] is too familiar with his wife' (I, iii, 377-8), and with Othello's threat that Iago should 'abandon all remorse' if he 'doest slander her and torture me' (III, iii, 369-70). It is a major crime committed in the play and the only one committed by Iago against Desdemona: we see and hear it committed, and objected to, as early as II, i. In these instances, too, it deserves to be treated as a serious offence: Madeleine Doran observed that 'in Shakespeare slander is one of the worst of evils; it is a vice that I do not recall ever being excused.'32 When Iago declares at the end of the play that 'From this time forth I never will speak word' (V, ii, 301), the very means by which he avoids self-incrimination becomes an assurance that he will not repeat his offence. 

Emilia's response to Iago's generalisations about women specifically relates his slander to the misogynist position against women that formed one side in the Renaissance debate, for she denies her husband the opportunity to construct her as a text by saying, 'You shall not write my praise' (II, i, 115). The statement forbids Iago's inscriptions, but he easily agrees--he certainly will not be the one to praise his own wife. Yet the remark also implies a rejection of any praise that he might attempt to write. Emilia suggests that even the praise of women can convey blame when constructed by someone like Iago, so she refuses him the opportunity. Desdemona, who has less experience of this man, understands less the risk of being the object of Iago's pen, so she sets him to the task of using words in praise rather than blame of herself: 'What wouldst thou write of me, if thou shouldst praise me?' She is requesting that he assume the opposite side in the Renaissance debate. Although her request seems unwise and self-congratulatory, it does coerce Iago into trying to speak well of women. At the same time, her engagement in this banter reveals that she is not the perfect creation Cassio described her as being, or Ridley wished she were. 

Iago is so unsure that he can meet Desdemona's challenge that he at first declines to try; even when he begins, he admits his own insufficiency in this kind of discourse: 

I am about it, but indeed my invention

Comes from my pate as birdlime does from frieze--

It plucks out brains and all. But my muse labours,

And thus she is delivered.

(124-7)

Stephen Greenblatt reads these lines as a 'covert celebration of Iago's power to ensnare others', associating birdlime, the sticky substance used to catch birds, with Iago's own invention,33 but they can also be read as an overt admission that Iago sees himself unfit for this kind of creative activity. When birdlime is removed from coarse wool, it takes the nap off; when Iago tries to praise women, he has to work so hard that the task plucks his brains out. It is the project of praising women that is like the birdlime--a project that might have caught women as well as birds; and Iago's mental activity is like the wool losing its nap. Iago's worry that he cannot do what Desdemona asks implies that his dispraise of women was candid and easily produced, while the praise requires labour and inspiration from a source beyond himself. His insufficiency is more surprising because elsewhere in the play Iago appears as a master rhetorician, but as Bloch explains, 'the misogynistic writer uses rhetoric as a means of renouncing it, and, by extension, woman.'34 To be asked to produce the economiastic flourishes of Cassio exposes Iago's ruse against rhetoric. It is to ask him not to speak 'home', which is Cassio's own word for plain speech (II, i, 161), one that evokes the domestic nature of Iago's crabbed complaints. 

While he tries to praise women or at least gives some appearance of trying, Iago's muse at first only delivers standard misogynist fare: approaching women through four categories and showing their insufficiency in each derived from Theophrastus's famously misogynist Golden Book on Marriage, as that text was cited in Jerome's Epistle Against Jovinian, The Romance of the Rose and The Wife of Bath's Prologue.35 Each account presented wives as inconvenient and troublesome whether they were rich or poor, fair or ugly. Iago instead claims that four different kinds of women are sexually wanton: either their beauty or intelligence help them to bed, or their ugliness or foolishness get them there anyway. Fair or foul, wise or foolish, women are all whores to him. Desdemona dismisses this 'miserable praise' as 'old fond paradoxes to make fools laugh i'th'alehouse' (136-7), but it is a particularly rank form of such mockery that dilates in every instance upon women as objects for sexual use and then blames them, as whores, for a use constructed by that discourse. Shakespeare adapts misogynist rhetoric with such precision and in a context so relevant to the debate and the events of the play that it is not an 'unsatisfactory' version of that discourse. The talk was cheap and it is represented as such. It suits this uneasy moment in the play and aligns Iago with an ideological position that is consistent with, and anticipates, his future actions and those of Othello. It specifically identifies Iago's slander as an act of verbal violence against women, one that will lead to the physical violence against one woman later in the play. So the scene establishes the gendered character of the crimes of both men by evoking positions in the written texts about women available in Renaissance culture. If we cut it or ignore it because we cannot understand it, we are effacing the concerns of gender that the play, as written, raises.36 

Desdemona does collude in this activity, and she persists in asking for a third time: 'But what praise couldst thou bestow on a deserving woman indeed? One that in the authority of her merit did justly put on the vouch of very malice itself?' (II, i, 141-2), a malice very like that Iago has just displayed. Her insistence is finally rewarded, because what follows might, but for the last line, have been written by the most devoted humanist in praise of women: 

Iago 

She that was ever fair, and never proud,

Had tongue at will, and yet was never loud;

Never lacked gold, and yet went never gay;

Fled from her wish, and yet said, 'Now I may';

She that being angered, her revenge being nigh,

Bade her wrong stay, and her displeasure fly;

She that in wisdom never was so frail

To change the cod's head for the salmon's tail;

She that could think, and ne'er disclose her mind,

See suitors following, and not look behind;

She was a wight, if ever such wight were--

Desdemona 

To do what?

Iago 

To suckle fools and chronicle small beer.

(145-57)

Iago does achieve some eloquence here. In this catalogue, a woman may be beautiful without being vain, able to speak without being loud, wealthy without showing her riches off, restrained but consenting where appropriate. She is not vengeful; she would not commit adultery--that is, she would not exchange her sexual partner for one who is more attractive;37 she can keep confidences; suitors do not turn her head. The same categories that appeared in Iago's attack on women appear here but are inverted. That is why the description is so often framed in the negative, since it is in large part what women do not do, given men's charges against them, that makes them good. To constitute that goodness primarily through restricted activity, Shakespeare puts six 'nevers' in this passage. The last line then undercuts the entire construction by positing only the hypothetical existence of such a woman--which reasserts Iago's doubt and also suggests how difficult it would be to affirm anyone's identity through a catalogue of prohibited behaviours. 

Yet if such a woman does exist, the problem is not one of nature, but of culture: what is she permitted to do--generally and sexually--ever? Iago's answer to Desdemona's question is appropriate given the rigid restrictions placed upon women's lives by those who praised them--by the humanists and Protestant reformers. Lines 61-162 in this scene present the problems on both sides of the controversy: it was not just that misogynists condemned all women, but that even their advocates, like Elyot's Candidus and William Gouge, described a severely restricted life for them. They show that the sport of debates about women was suspect from the start, since it assumed positions of attack or defence that defined women as uncomplicated others who could be catalogued for their virtues and vices because they were inferior to and far less complex than men. Only a woman who admits men's restrictions on her behaviour deserves to be a person, a 'wight', which is a term that suggests, especially when heard, how different from 'whites' both women and Moors could be. Yet Desdemona refuses to acknowledge just any man's right to direct his wife: after Iago's 'praise' she contradicts humanist advice by remarking, 'Do not learn of him, Emilia, though he be thy husband' (159-60). She notes too the 'most lame and impotent conclusion' (159) of Iago's last speech, implying that he who cannot praise women cannot relate genitally with them. Again, the words of the debate are interpreted as more than rhetorical display, more than writing, by their relation to feelings and actions: Desdemona reads them on Iago's body.38 

The entire project of the debate depended on a perception of women that Emilia calls into question later in the play: 

          What is it that they do

When they change us for others? Is it sport?

I think it is. And doth affection breed it?

I think it doth. Is't frailty that thus errs?

It is so too. And have we not affections,

Desires for sport, and frailty, as men have?

(IV, iii, 92-7)

When men 'change us for others', the double standard that permits men's adultery and forbids a woman's depends upon constituting women's sexuality as different from their own. The debate about women was one way of constructing that difference. In it, as outside of it, the otherness of heterosexual attraction became a basis for inferring differences in sexual desire: women were seen as either less or more desiring, less or more chaste, because they were different in other ways, in the ways of the other. When Emilia affirms women's similar desire, she questions the presuppositions of many inscriptions of women and constructs us differently from anyone else in the play. 

Even Desdemona, who in Act I had affirmed the 'downright violence' (iii, 245) of her love for Othello, had asserted her desire only when the man who became her husband had provoked it. While the degree of her arousal might have made humanist and Protestant writers on marriage uneasy, even as Othello has been interpreted as uneasy at her assertion, the conduct books harnessed women's devotion to their husbands through valorising acts of self-sacrifice in loving wives. As long as a woman's affection was directed to her husband, the authors of conduct books did not object to it: when the misogynist in Tilney's text remarks that Julia should advise women to 'bring your mayred women unto a meane', the latter responds, 'Not so ... I will have no meane in love.' Destructive acts such as wives jumping off cliffs with their husbands or slitting their wrists after their husbands had died were celebrated as proving the exemplary love of women. Female masochism in the interests of marital harmony was not only tolerated but actively encouraged by some Renaissance discourses on marriage.39 

When Stephen Greenblatt claims that Protestant as well as Catholic approaches to marriage assert a 'constant fear of excess' of sexual desire in marriage,40 he is eliding important differences between Catholic and Protestant ideologies as well as different treatments of desire set forth for women as compared to men. The former difference did not even begin as a Protestant protest: it was Erasmus who first naturalised sexual relations in marriage by claiming that bodily pleasure, although the least of all pleasures in marriage, was not unworthy of 'man': 

Neither do I here utter unto you those pleasures of the body, the which, whereas nature hath made to be moste pleasaunt unto man, yet these greate witted men, rather hide them, and dissemble them (I cannot tel how) then utterly contempne them. And yet what is he that is so sower of witte, and so drowpyng of braine (I will not saie) blockheded, or insensate, that is not moved with suche pleasure, namely if he maie have his desire, without offence either of God or man, and without hynderaunce of his estimacion. Truely I would take such a one, not to be a man, but rather to bee a very stone. Although this pleasure of the body, is the least parte of all those good thynges, that are in wedlocke. But bee it that you passe not upon this pleasure, and thinke it unworthy for man to use, although in deede we deserve not the name of manne without it, but compte it emong the least and uttermoste profites, that wedlock hath.41
It was this humanist view that, with all the other writings of Erasmus, was placed on the Index of Prohibited Books in the 'highest category of heterodoxy' in 1559 and condemned by the Council of Trent. At its session in November 1563, the Council declared as anathema anyone who claimed that the married state excelled the state of virginity or celibacy. After Trent, the humanist position on marriage was primarily associated with Protestants and Puritans.42 In Christian Oeconomie, for example, which was written in the 1590s and first published in English in 1609, William Perkins objects to the results of the Counter-Reformation in the Catholic church by saying that 'whereas it opposeth mariage and chastitie; it plainely determineth that in marriage there is no chastitie.' Perkins aligns these Catholic retrenchments with Rome's earlier view of sexual relations in marriage as acts of 'filthines' and 'uncleannesse of the flesh', adding that through such condemnations of sexuality, 'some beganne to detest and hate women.'43 He asserts a relation between post-Tridentine Catholicism, misogyny and the condemnation of sexual pleasure in marriage, in order to resist it from his Puritan position. While Protestants of any sort did not sanction unrestrained sexual play in marriage, and while they, too, were not free of the fear of desire, the valorisation of marital chastity offered them an alternative to the position of Rome that seemingly contained desire. 

When he elides this difference between Catholic and Protestant positions on marriage, Greenblatt blames Desdemona for what he terms her 'erotic submission': 'this frank acceptance of pleasure and submission to her spouse's pleasure is, I would argue, as much as Iago's slander the cause of Desdemona's death, for it awakens the deep current of sexual anxiety in Othello.'44 The danger of erotic pleasure in marriage has been heightened to the degree that it accords with medieval misogyny, leading Greenblatt to displace considerable blame for the words and actions of Iago and Othello onto Desdemona. He has presented a residual discourse as if it were the dominant one and, from this alignment, has produced a construction of Desdemona's role in her own death that is consistent with the misogynist view of her. In other words, the displacement of blame for Iago's slander results in a critic's collusion with that slander in his estimate of Desdemona. While I am not asserting that this interpretation results from a conscious or willed desire on Greenblatt's part, it does result from his reluctance to distinguish between a residual and a dominant discourse, his inattention to historical differences in advice to women and men, and his use of 'arbitrary connectedness' to relate literary and extra-literary texts.45 The result of this procedure is that Desdemona has been slandered yet once more by a fine critic who is refashioning our approach to the Renaissance. Residual misogyny remains at risk of being remobilised by the dominant discourse. 

Emilia's alternative claims for women's desire are made through asserting not a difference but a likeness between the 'affections, / Desires for sport, and frailty' of men and women, and those claims constituted an emergent ideology during the period. While the dominant discourse asserted difference and inequality (yet, as Gouge would have it, a 'small inequalitie ... for of all degrees wherein there is any difference betwixt person and person, there is the least disparitie betwixt man and wife'),46 the emergent discourse on women's behalf argued for equality on the grounds of a similarity between the sexes. Tilney's Isabella contends, 'For women have soules as wel as men, they have wit as wel as men, and more apt for procreation of children than men. What reason is it then, that they should be bound, whom nature hath made free?'47 Shakespeare's Emilia reasons on the same principle of likeness, but her questions were even more threatening to those who championed marriage, because the dominant discourses presented marriage as a relation that would contain women's desire. While an antimatrimonial misogyny is the residual ideology articulated in this play through Iago and, eventually, Othello, and a general advocacy for marriage is projected as dominant through Desdemona, Emilia's emergent position calls the constitution of woman as other into question by claiming that woman's desire can no more be harnessed than man's can. Her position challenged the double standard implicit in some (though not all) descriptions of monogamy and questioned the objectification of the other that occurs in many manifestations of desire. Instead of affirming an opposition between women and men, Emilia proposes that women, like men, are not so constituted as to permit sexual control by their spouses. The emergent character of her approach is especially difficult for us to read now because our own emergent discourses ask us to be alert to gender differences and to differences within genders; yet during the Renaissance, asserting a likeness with men was an important means by which women justified some of their claims to power. The position most fundamentally opposed to Emilia's in the play is that which asserts identity as absolutely different from and opposite to an other. 

Iago constructs his own identity on this principle in Act II, scene i. After Desdemona calls him a slanderer for his generalisations against women, he replies, 

Nay, it is true, or else I am a Turk:

You rise to play, and go to bed to work.

(113-14)

Iago's projections on women ensure his own identity as a Venetian, but if women are not objects or whores, then the alternative is that he is the other, the Turk, because someone has to play the other in his world. When Othello finally kills himself and says he is killing the 'turbaned Turk' who 'beat a Venetian and traduced the state' (V, ii, 349-50), he is killing the monster he became through Iago's mental poison, but he is also killing the only ethnic and racial other of the play. To be more precise, he is killing that self who is the other, the Turk or the Moor, as an act of Venetian patriotism. Just as one woman was praised by Iago for becoming a 'wight' through restricting her behaviour to the requirements of men, so Othello becomes white--both virtuous and Venetian--through annihilating his alien self. This is one way in which the coherent self is established in some forms of discourse, by defining itself off against internal and external selves, asserting its own freedom by denying 'theirs'. Critical discourse can also engage in this practice through the monolithic construction of others. Shakespeare's Venice looks like some accounts of his plays, since it is not a place that can tolerate difference: the only characters left alive on stage are white men. 

But all of the white men left on stage are not the same, and it is important that Iago's misogynist discourse is specific to his character and then spreads, through a kind of oral/aural abuse, to Othello. In Act IV, scene ii, Othello's focus is on Desdemona's body, specifically 'there' on her body: 

But there where I have garnered up my heart,

Where either I must live or bear no life,

The fountain from the which my current runs

Or else dries up--to be discarded thence

Or keep it as a cistern for foul toads

To knot and gender in!

(56-61)

Norman Sanders notes the origin of the vocabulary of this passage in Proverbs 5:15-18. The biblical chapter advises against whoredom and compares the wife of a man's youth to 'thine owne well' or a 'fountaine blessed'. A woman's womb sustains her husband with life-giving water, and to be discarded from it is to die of thirst. Yet the waters offered there are not for everyone: 'But let them be thine, even thine onely, and not the strangers with thee.'48 It is this verse that prompts Othello's alternative image of the womb as a site for engendering foul creatures when it is not exclusive property. The womb is either a place of privileged ownership or a common pond breeding bestiality. In both instances its nurturant and procreative function gives wives the power of phallic mothers, who can turn each husband into a 'young and rose-lipped cherubin' (IV, ii, 62).49 

Having constructed Desdemona as a pre-Oedipal and powerful whore, Othello then sees her as capable of having authored her own identity: 

Was this fair paper, this most goodly book,

Made to write 'whore' upon? What committed?

Committed? O thou public commoner.

(70-2)

Desdemona's body before her supposed adultery is here likened to a paper-book, one of the books of blank paper that Renaissance students used for practice in writing, translation and copying. Othello imagines she has written 'whore' there through committing adulterous deeds. But Desdemona does no writing in this play and hence no 'committing' in word or deed. The activities of writing are always associated there with men; it is women's speech that Iago worries about. So Othello is confusing the agency of the discourse: he does not notice who does the writing, who commits it.50 In this scene it is Othello who is writing the body of misogynist discourse onto Desdemona's 'book'. 

The act is so clear to Emilia that she makes it a verb: 

Alas, Iago, my lord hath so bewhored her,

Thrown such despite and heavy terms upon her

As true hearts cannot bear.

(IV, ii, 114-16)

The word 'bewhored' marks the connection between this discourse and Desdemona's body, for in being termed a whore, Desdemona becomes one. Three more times in the scene Emilia objects to his applying the word to her (119, 126, 136). When Desdemona begs Iago to tell her husband that she did not 'trespass 'gainst his love / Either in discourse of thought or actual deed' (151-2), something Iago is not likely to do, her request asserts the relation between thoughts, words and deeds. For her the connection is intolerably close, and she admits, while contradicting herself as she says so, 'I cannot say "whore": / It does abhor me now I speak the word' (160-1). She cannot separate the language from her own body--'abhor' again affirms the connection--and Stallybrass reminds us that 'there is no simple opposition between language and body because the body maps out the cultural terrain and is in turn mapped out by it.'51 For Desdemona there is no difference at all, because she is unable to resist this rhetoric when it comes from her own husband. Instead she thinks he may be right: 

'Tis meet I should be used so, very meet!

How have I been behav'd, that he might stick

The smallest opinion on my least misuse?

(106-8)

When she does not oppose misogynist discourse, Othello's words 'stick' on Desdemona's body and become a part of her mind. Her response shows how misogyny spreads within a text and a culture, for as it works through language, it constructs the very thoughts and deeds that Desdemona did not do. 

The other signifier that moves through the play in a complementary way is the handkerchief. Newman remarks that 'as it passes from hand to hand, both literal and critical, it accumulates myriad associations and meanings.'52 I want to link some of those associations with the dominant ideology concerning women in the Renaissance, in order to suggest why its loss is an important precedent to the bewhoring of Desdemona and how it figures women's activity, their work. Edward Snow observes two genealogies for the handkerchief in the play: the matrilineal account of its passage from an Egyptian charmer to Othello's mother to Desdemona, where the three women merge into one another; and the patrilineal descent of the token from Othello's father to his mother. He sees the first story as narrating the gap in the second concerning how the son received from his mother the emblem of his father's sexual power and the means by which he establishes authority over his wife. Then he adds, 'although it would be missing the point to try to distinguish the true version of the story from the false, the first version clearly engages Othello's imagination more deeply, and his psychic investment in it appears much greater.'53 The matrilineal origin of the handkerchief also extends to its embroidered inscription: to the sibyl who 'sewed the work' in a 'prophetic fury', to the hallowed worms that bred the silk thread, and the 'mummy' or embalming fluid taken from 'maidens' hearts', which was thought to have healing properties and provided its red dye (III, iv, 66-71).54 I think Lynda Boose is right to see in the handkerchief spotted with strawberries 'visual proof of [Desdemona and Othello's] consummated marriage' through its evidence of Desdemona's virginity, like wedding sheets spotted with blood:55 the dye 'conserved of maidens' hearts' used to colour the embroidery thread even seems applied to the handkerchief itself, since the 'it' of line 70 might refer to 'the work' (168) and the entire piece, as if the dye had bled from the pattern through to the cloth. The handkerchief becomes both metaphor and metonymy to prove the state of Desdemona's body before and after their marriage.56 And in serving this function it remains also a symbol for the woman's text--for the work that women do, since in the play they do not write books but serve as bodies to be written upon. 

In Cinthio's Gli Hecatommithi, the handkerchief has no genealogy and no specific pattern, although it had been 'embroidered most delicately in the Moorish fashion'. A woman in the house of the captain, Cassio's counterpart, 'worked the most wonderful embroidery on lawn' (a sheer linen or cotton), and she 'began to make a similar one before it went back'.57 Shakespeare heightens this emphasis on copying the pattern in the handkerchief: Emilia remarks, 'I'll have the work tane out' (III, iii, 298) when she finds it; Cassio says to Bianca, 'Take me this work out' (III, iv, 174) and 

I like the work well. Ere it be demanded--

As like enough it will--I'd have it copied.

Take it and do't, and leave me for this time

(183-5)

Bianca returns later with objections to the task: 'I must take out the work? ... This is some minx's token, and I must take out the work? There, give it your hobby-horse, wheresoever you had it. I'll take out no work on't' (IV, i, 145-9). These passages shift the emphasis from making a handkerchief like the one Desdemona had to copying the pattern itself. The phrase used so consistently for this activity, 'taking the work out', which may have come from the French translation of Hecatommithi,58 conveys in its ambiguity a threat that when the pattern is copied, it is also taken away. Neither Emilia nor Bianca does copy the work as the woman did in the source: Emilia seems unable to take it out herself and gives the handkerchief to Iago before she can have it copied, and Bianca refuses to perform the task. So with all this emphasis on copying the handkerchief, it remains a single and original piece of work. 

The handkerchief serves as a woman's text in that women alone are associated with the work and copying of it. During the Renaissance embroidery was women's work because they did it; but it was also an activity they were enjoined to do rather than reading or writing, for it kept them busy without allowing their minds to become too active. The pen and the sword were associated with men, while the counterparts for women were the distaff and the needle. In The Subversive Stitch, Rozsika Parker explains that 'Needlework was designated a frontline position in the defense of women's chastity. ... No other activity so successfully promoted the qualities that Renaissance man, anxious to define sexual difference, wanted in a wife.'59 This emblem of Desdemona's body that is made by women is made for women's apparent well-being: the Egyptian charmer told Othello's mother ''Twould make her amiable and subdue my father / Entirely to her love' (III, iv, 55-6). It reassures a husband that his wife is doing her work by engaging in the domestic activities proper to her--by day and by night--for Iago was not alone in claiming that women 'go to bed to work', too (II, i, 14). 

Because the handkerchief serves as proof of married chastity, it cannot be copied by Emilia and Bianca. It is an emblem of Desdemona's body that does not circulate because her body is not supposed to circulate: the regulated passage of the handkerchief is along family lines, not elsewhere. This restriction usually applied as well to the woman's text, for her work was private, performed for her family and produced primarily for their consumption. In Cinthio's narrative, the mere appearance of the woman in the window doing her work of embroidery, since she 'could be seen by whoever passed by on the street', convinced the Moor of her adultery.60 The value of married chastity, which is figured in the handkerchief, asserts a worth and purpose for women that contradict the assertions of misogyny by requiring the sexual control of women in marriage. Chastity was a charm. The Egyptian charmer knew that 'if she lost it / Or made a gift of it', Othello's father and any husband would lapse into misogyny--he 'should hold her loathed, and his spirits should hunt / After new fancies' (III, iv, 56-9). When Desdemona loses the handkerchief, she loses the means of presenting herself as amiable, the proof that she is doing her private, domestic, bed-work. She loses her own text, as the Renaissance constructed it for her. 

Marriage was, then, the historical response to misogyny in the Renaissance: those who praised marriage worked in concert with those who defended women to claim that marriage was a holy and chaste state and women were sufficiently virtuous to be suitable as marital partners. But the shift from a valorisation of virginity to married chastity still depended on women's sexual control. It was haunted by the very question that Emilia asks about women's desire and that Othello raises earlier in the play: 

                    Ocurse of marriage,

That we can call these delicate creatures ours

And not their appetites!

(III, iii, 270-2)

Othello's lines are uncomfortably close to Le Jaloux's charge that 'all you women are, will be, and have been whores, in fact or in desire, for whoever could eliminate the deed, no man can constrain desire.' They are preceded by Othello's harrassed question, 'Why did I marry?' (III, iii, 244). By the middle of the play, Othello has absorbed Iago's misogyny and a residual discourse has infected the dominant ideology. However, this transference was not due simply to the brilliant exercise of Iago's own malice: it was made easier by a contradiction that obtained within the dominant discourse.61 The ideology of marriage permitted husbands to call their wives 'ours' and to write upon their bodies, but it could not control women's desire. Since men's appropriation of women was never entire, jealousy arose from the contradictory claims of possession and desire. In this play Renaissance marriage produced what Kenneth Burke has called 'a tragic trinity of ownership in the profoundest sense of ownership, the property in human affections, as fetishistically localized in the object of possession, while the possessor is himself possessed by his very engrossment'.62 The handkerchief becomes a fetishised sign of Desdemona's commodification through marital exchange, yet for her jealous husband the curse of marriage is that she, like it, cannot be fully possessed. Desdemona and Othello are no phoenix and turtle: their relation collapses when property is not appalled but marriage permits a partial and appalling assertion of property rights. 

The woman's text as it appears in this play colluded with this ideology: instead of interrogating it, it was intent only upon proving wives' chastity in order to keep their husbands' good opinion. There was no way of copying or passing the text from woman to woman because it depended upon men for its production: the staining of the wedding sheets required men's agency, the embroidery women wrought did not sustain them, and the only safe passage of the text was within the line of the patriarchal family. However, the presence of that emblem in the play and its association with the historical response to misogyny does not signify women as complete lack, as some contemporary criticism does: this is not a blank handkerchief, for women have inscribed it. It is the historical antidote to the blank page of Desdemona's body where Othello inscribed 'whore'. Instead of constructing women as an absence, it figures chastity as their charm that they must keep and treasure, lest it be lost. When it is lost, the handkerchief comes to signify Renaissance women's painful contingency, for their reputations were as easily displaced through some of the texts of men. 

Hence the gender differences that were mapped out by discourses on women and marriage and that are refigured in this play represent men as writers and women as bodies that are written upon. Women assert themselves more actively through speech and through sewing (Marina in Pericles says that instead of being a prostitute, 'I can sing, weave, sew, and dance',63 and even as Othello curses Desdemona, he claims she is 'so delicate with her needle' [IV, i, 177]), but these activities do not create texts with a discursive content that is widely recognised as contributing to history. Feminist critics have claimed the importance of listening to 'the voice of the shuttle', and that voice can be heard through the story of Philomela, who gave evidence through her weaving that Tereus had raped her.64 In Chaucer's version in The Legend of Good Women, Philomela does 'endyte' her own story in 'letters' as she weaves her tapestry, since in prison she is denied use of a pen: 'She coude eek rede and wel ynow endyte, / But with a penne coude she nat wryte.'65 Because women's hands manage to tell the story of their oppression in Ovid and Chaucer, Shakespeare's Lavinia must lose hers when she is raped: the words she writes with a stick in the sand produce an even more transient text that soon disappears. The ephemeral nature of speech and the silent status of sewn or woven characters are in some ways like Lavinia's letters: given their impermanency and the difference of their form, they are not often recognised as texts producing history. Like texts in the debate about women, those by women are washed away on the next high tide of historical reproduction. 

Yet becoming alert to alternative discourses that are present at a particular historical moment and the variety of textual forms associated with them may enlarge our notion of what is available to us as we reconstruct history and politics in our own present. The male text in Othello shows that men have the power to appropriate women for their own purposes and to write women out, annihilate them or make them 'naught'. The female texts often collude with those projects rather than resisting them. The risks of appropriative writing were high in the Renaissance when women were enjoined to silence and compliance; they are high now as we write about a silent past that cannot talk back. Approaching the past through dominant discourses only doubles the risk of that appropriation and prevents our being able to distinguish among available ideologies. It is in this sense, among others, that 'knowledge is made possible and is sustained by irreducible difference, not identity',66 for one cannot grasp what is or is not dominant without examining the range of positions occurring within a given culture. Instead of treating the Renaissance as a passive body at the mercy of our own inscriptions, we might address its texts for the play of their diversity--permitting their dissonances, giving them voice--as still another way of remaking the past into a palpable presence. 
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