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New historicist and postcolonial research has lent to narratology's concern with voice and location of voice a heightened awareness of the sociopolitical as well as ideological functions of narrative discourse and the ways that literary texts inscribe and exploit these functions. In Hayden White's view, narrative is "not merely a neutral discursive form that may or may not be used to represent real events ... but rather entails ontological and epistemic choices with distinct ideological and even specifically political implications" (ix). More concretely, Foucault's Discipline and Punish, and Said's Culture and Imperialism, draw critical attention not only to the sociopolitical and psychic dimensions of narrative discourse but to questions of power relations that inform narrative structures and practices. 

Although Shakespeare's Othello is a dramatic rather than a narrative work--or perhaps because it is drama in which racially-turned narrative performance is conspicuously, structurally staged--the play offers a fascinating, if unusual, site for examining narrative production and use. The plot in itself is simple enough: Othello, a General in the Venetian army and a Moor, secretly weds Desdemona, the young daughter of a Venetian senator. Iago, Othello's ensign, beguiles him into believing that Desdemona has been adulterous with the lieutenant, Cassio, and in a jealous rage, Othello murders Desdemona. The period in which the play was written--the Elizabethan age of exploration and colonial expansion, a time of shifting geographic boundaries and of unprecedented cross-cultural transaction--has already attracted considerable attention on the part of theorists concerned with the constitution of institutionalized sociopolitical structures and the textualization of these structures, as well as those concerned with modes and processes of literary representation and the ideological and rhetorical tensions that it necessarily inscribes. What needs more attention, however, is how these features are concretely conjoined in a work like Othello and how this play makes a unique contribution to our understanding of the politics and poetics of the Elizabethan period. 

Thus in the following essay, I want to focus on the significance of the narrative/dramatic strategies that Shakespeare employs in Othello, arguing that these strategies subtly distinguish and operate along the geographic, political, and cultural boundaries that the play's Renaissance world stage draws. With a view to showing how the contrastive interplay of these generic techniques enacts the ideological accountability of narrative functions in general as well as of Shakespeare's manipulation of these functions, I will first analyze Shakespeare's use of these formal literary devices in the play to create a thematics of absence/presence that comments tellingly on Othello's dubious identity in Renaissance society. Then, I will elaborate on Shakespeare's procedure by linking it to the dynamics of fiction-making in general, going on to explore what his particular construction of Othello reveals about his poetic agenda. Finally, I will expand my argument to explore relations of power in imperialist culture and the signs of this power in Shakespeare's art and canonic status. In this way, I wish to demonstrate not only how Shakespeare's schizoid casting of the Moor as, at once, central subject and marginalized object reflects colonial power relations but also how the play's colonializing instrumentality extends beyond the literary text and pertains to Shakespeare scholarship and criticism of the play as well. 

In the last scene of Othello, the protagonist, aware of how he has been duped by Iago, is confined with the corpse of his wife whom he has just murdered; the time seems to have come finally for what Othello has not yet done: self-examination in the heroic tradition of Shakespearean tragedy. Though Othello's predicament is markedly different from that of Richard II, one might expect that like Richard he would study how to "compare this prison ... unto the world," and engage in setting "the word itself against the word" (5.5.1-14). Given his knowledge of Desdemona's innocence--the sight of "the tragic loading of this bed"--and the realization that he has been nothing more than a comic actor in Iago's deadly play, one might have expected Othello to be teased into thoughts of the kind that Macbeth utters upon hearing of the death of his wife: 

She should have died hereafter;

There would have been a time for such a word.

... Out, out, brief candle!

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player,

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

And then is heard no more. It is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,

Signifying nothing.

(5.5.17-28)

Macbeth's aside, indeed, captures the meaning that Iago has imposed on Othello's life and what must have seemed to Othello to be the significance of his life as he gazes on its deadly outcome. 

Othello, however, has no capacity for reflection of this kind, either in personal or general humanistic terms. Faced with the tragic results of his poor judgment, he musters an audience and, predictably, tells another story: "I have seen the day / That with this little arm, and this good sword, / I have made my way ..." (5.2.261-63). Earlier, goaded into believing that Desdemona is guilty of adultery, he disintegrated into apoplectic incoherence: "Lie with her? lie on her? We say lie on her, when they belie her ... Handkerchief--confessions--handkerchief--... Pish! Noses, ears, and lips...' (4.1.36-42). When faced with similarly disillusioning circumstance, Hamlet (though it is highly unlikely that he could be tricked by Iago) protested: 

... O God, God,

How [weary], stale, flat, and unprofitable

Seem to me all the uses of this world!

Fie on't, Ah fie! 'tis an unweeded garden

That grows to seed, things rank and gross in nature

Possess it merely. That it should come [to this]!

But [two days married], nay, not so much, not two.

Let me not think on't! Frailty, thy name is woman!

(1.2.132-46)

Though one cannot applaud Macbeth's oblique assessment of his dilemma nor endorse Hamlet's misogyny, one is aware that their commentaries represent stages in their moral and intellectual delineation. The closest Othello comes to soliloquizing in the vein characteristic of Shakespeare's tragic heroes is in his paranoiac(ally) telescoped aside: 

Haply for I am black,

And have not those soft parts of conversation

That chamberes have, or for I am declin'd

Into the vale of years (yet that's not much),

She's gone. I am abus'd and my relief

Must be to loathe her.

(3.3.236-68)

In these lines, Othello's insuppressible urge to tell his story points not inward to a heightened consciousness but outward to the narrative signs of his insecurity. 

Othello (1604) was written four years after Hamlet, one year before King Lear and two years before Macbeth, the three plays with which it is usually ranked. Yet Othello is not invested with any of the self-searching, self-revelatory monologues that endow Shakespeare's tragic heroes with their special poignancy. Othello does not experience those ennobling moments when with lyric intensity the protagonist faces a personal crisis and gains and imparts insight into self and the vicissitudes of human life. In Shakespeare, the soliloquy is one means of bringing the hero closer to the audience; it magnifies and at the same time humanizes him. Lear's self-excoriating "unaccommodated man," Hamlet's benumbing "heartache and the thousand natural shocks / that flesh is heir to," Macbeth's sobering "brief candle," all involve their audiences in moments of intense moral reckoning and philosophic contemplation. 

Notably, in Othello, instead of the Moor, it is Iago, his white ensign, who is given to self-communing and his primary role is to diminish, through calculated psychic violence, Othello's humanity. As part of this function, Iago's privileged soliloquizing installs him between the protagonist and the audience even as it signalizes his own impressive intellectual capabilities and psychological astuteness. With this edge, Iago interprets, manipulates, even forecasts the hero's thought and actions for the audience, flattening the character, rendering increasingly evanescent verbal profundities like those allowed to Hamlet and Lear. Othello himself, in contrast, is limited to retailing his history, telling stories about his past exploits. 

The predominance of narrative in Othello, that is "the presence of a story and a storyteller" (Scholes & Kellog 4), distinguishes the play and, in turn, has prompted much critical dispute, which inevitably turns on Othello's verbal proclivities and therefore his character. In a well-documented critical dialogue, when A. C. Bradley defined Othello as a poetic romantic victimized by Iago's "absolute egoism" (179), T. S. Eliot and F. R. Leavis respectively responded by describing Othello as someone given to "dramatizing himself" (111) and as doomed by his own "noble," "brutal egoism" (146). More recently, Stephen Greenblatt has described Othello as self-fashioner of an "identity" that is dependent upon "constant performance ... of his story" (81); Martin Elliott, in turn, has noted what he sees as a "habit of self-publication" (108), and Valerie Traub has argued that Othello essentially becomes a "signifier only of another signifier" (36). James Calderwood goes even so far as to suggest that Othello's preoccupation with storytelling comes close to jeopardizing the drama: "For a moment we seem on the edge of an Arabian Nights infinite regression of stories: Shakespeare's dramatic story yields to Othello's senatorial story, which disappears into stories of cannibals and Anthropophagy which might disappear into. ... But fortunately they do not" (294). While these assessments accord with the play's own depiction of Othello's "bumbast circumstance / Horribly stuff'd with epithites of war" (1.1.13-14), in doing so they also point to a number of questions that need to be asked of Othello and its author. Why this yielding to the narrative impulse in this drama? Why in this play more than in any other is Shakespeare's dramatic art in danger of being upstaged by the characters' storytelling? What necessary dramatic function does narrative serve in Othello? 

Drama and narrative are not, of course, mutually exclusive generic provinces, and Derrida's observation that a text may participate in more than one genre--thereby not belonging to any one specifically (61)--seems particularly applicable to Shakespeare. Harold Bloom, indeed, rates Shakespeare as one of the "great originals among the world's strongest authors" on the grounds that he "violates known forms": "Shakespeare wrote five-act dramas for stage presentation, yet Shakespeare wrote no genre. What ... is Troilus and Cressida? It is comedy, history, tragedy, satire, yet none of these singly and more than all of them together" (18). While one could similarly ask whether Othello is drama or narrative singly or more than both combined, and while it is true that Shakespeare resists generic prescriptives, one also needs to bear in mind that "violation of forms" does not erase form, and that there can be no infringement where there are no boundaries. Todorov's solution is to regard theory of genre as "hypothesis" or proposition merely; he maintains that study of literary works from a generic viewpoint will "discover a principle operative in a number of texts rather than what is specific about each of them" and that the best procedure is to begin by "presenting our own point of departure" (1,19-20). 

For my purposes, then, a helpful starting point is Robert Scholes's contrastive definition of the two genres: "drama is presence in time and space; narrative is past, always past" (206; emphasis mine). Because narrating can take place only in the "once upon a time" of the story that it relates, in the dramatic here and now of the play, the staged present of the tale that Othello tells about himself is not the events he recounts or the "self" he re-creates but the act of narration. This act or role directs attention to past events and to a protagonist (the hero of his narrative) whose experiences are framed in an earlier time than stage time, the time of the narrating, and in unfamiliar, distant locations. Interpreted in this context, Scholes's definition may be reworded thus: narrative is a sign of absence, whereas drama is a sign of presence. To some extent, then, drama and narrative could work at cross-purposes. And when, as in Othello, narrative is woven extensively into the dramatic work, the significance of Scholes's "time" and "space" translates into stage-time and stage-space and thereby into commentary on the play's dramatic representation. 

In Othello, the "pastness" which narrative re-presents, functions as a "distancing" device which enables Shakespeare to locate the Moor or alien on the Elizabethan stage and by extension in the European community. Through juggling of narrative and dramatic devices, Shakespeare is able to manipulate stage time and space so that much of the action that defines the protagonist is located offstage, outside the cultural and geographical purviews of the Elizabethan audience, in revealing contradistinction to his central, heroic stage position. Thereby the playwright renders largely innocuous the threatening or "undramatizable" elements of his material he displaces them into the storied realms of distant lands and times. Just as within the play the Turks' diversionary military tactics are described as "a pageant / to keep us in false gaze" (1.3.18-19), so there may be something deceptively seductive about Shakespeare's recourse to narrative strategies. 

In the terms used by critics to define Othello's self-expression--"self-fashioner," "self-publication," "signifier ... of another signifier," "disappearing" stories, "bumbast"--one can detect a tacit articulation of a sense of lack or absence, and at the heart of this absence and lending it validity is Othello's blackness. It is this otherness that necessitates and gives impetus to his narrative "I am" and correspondingly to his individuated expansive rhetoric, just as conversely it is Shylock's otherness that induces his startlingly callous economy of speech. According to Greenblatt, "the telling of the story of one's life--the conception of one's life as a story--is a response to public inquiry: to the demands of the Senate sitting in judgment, or at least to the presence of an inquiring community" (42; emphasis mine). Othello's self-declarative stories, however, register less his presence than they do a palpable absence. This dilemma is due in part to the nature and utility of narrative itself. It is Othello's awareness of his cultural disconnectedness that makes his narrative performance necessary. At the same time, it is this awareness that further cultivates and intensifies the very sense of discontinuity that his story attempts to dispel--the story can be told from the beginning, his childhood, but only up to the point at which he is required to tell it. So, Othello must repeat his history later for Desdemona and later still for the Senate in a seemingly endless effort to establish an identity. In this light he is, for the most part, a potential presence only, his dramatic contextualization, his presence, being seriously undermined by his narrative (dis)position. 

In an attempt to fix this problematic characterization, Leslie Fiedler makes a telling remark: "mythologically speaking, Othello is really black only before we see him; after his first appearance [on the stage], he is archetypally white, though a stranger still, as long as he remains in Venice: a stranger in blackface" (185). Since the dramatic tension throughout the work rests upon Othello's blackness, Fiedler's comment also raises questions about representation. Is the "lascivious Moor"--"the old black ram" with "thick lips"--of Scene 1 indeed transformed into and replaced by a disguised European in Scene 2? Does the audience, or rather can the audience, dispel the scathing image of blackness so pointedly drawn in the first scene when the disguised "white" Othello later enters the stage? Or does the audience, cognizant of the essential discrepancy, merely sit back and enjoy the power of dramatic irony? 

What Fiedler reads as the substitution of identities--familiar for strange--is a strategic stage dislocation: a shift in the Moor's figurenposition, as Robert Weiman terms "the actor's position on the stage and the speech, action, and degree of stylization associated with that position" (224). The shift in Othello's figurenposition is from a narrativised presentation in Scene 1 to a dramatic representation in Scene 2, in other words, from a figural absence to a symbolic presence. The play between these two modes of enactment creates the ironic illusion of the color-coded color blindness that Fiedler's statement describes: black and white being interchangeable, racial difference is neutralized; Shakespeare is vindicated. In the debate about Othello's color, Fiedler takes his place among those critics who abstract the sign of Othello's presence and name it "white." The early scenes of the drama invite this interpretation by splitting the character into competing fragments: a narrativised (alien) half and a dramatized (familiar) counterpart. Besides, this interpretation is necessary if the tragedy of a noble-mind-in-a-black-body corrupted by a black-mind-in-a-noble-body is to work. 

The question of race continues to be a vexed one in Othello criticism. In her study, Gender, Race, Renaissance Drama, Ania Loomba points out that whereas there has been controversy about Othello's ethnicity, there has been no debate concerning the racial identity of Aaron the Moor of Titus Andronicus; Aaron, "unlike Othello," corresponds easily to "the stereotype of black wickedness, lust and malignity"--he, as well as other characters repeatedly link his intractably evil nature to his "physical features" (46). In an essay titled "Race," Kwame Appiah cautions against attributing such bias to Shakespeare's works since, he argues, in Elizabethan England Jews and Moors were hardly an "empirical reality"; stereotypes were based largely on the non-Christian standing of these ethnic groups, not on experience of them (277). 

Some critics, however, see things differently, arguing that Elizabethans had access to much more than inherited theological beliefs. Eldred Jones, for example, marshals a wealth of research data to support his contention that factual information concerning peoples of Africa was available: classical historical documents, popular digests, and eyewitness "accounts of actual sea voyages and land travels" (1). Noting as well that black slaves were introduced into England as early as 1554, several years before John Hawkins's first voyage (15-16), Jones concludes that Othello derives from "conflicting material" from various sources (14). Similarly, Jack D'Amico traces a "Moroccan connection" of extensive trade and diplomacy between England and Morocco from circa 1550-1603; as he sees it, Othello represents the sum of Elizabethan images of the Moor as "everything" from the noble to the monstrous, and that in creating him Shakespeare explores the inherent contradictions (177-96). 

In addition to "conflicting material" and complexity of issue, it is likely that, given his subject matter, Shakespeare had to deal also with his own divided impulses regarding Africans. His extended deployment of narrative in a dramatic work and the tension created by the dynamics of the two generic modes may be evidence of this division. Of course, shifting perspectives is nothing new in his art. John Keats lauds as "Negative Capability" this quality in Shakespeare. John Bayley sees as a mark of genius the irresolution and reserve that characterize the dramatist's works (15). Herman Melville identifies Shakespeare as a master "of the great Art of Telling the Truth" "not so much for what" the playwright "did do as for what he did not do, or refrained from doing" (65-66). However, unsettledness and reticence do not signify neutrality, and in the case of Othello, moreover, we have the kind of social and political baggage that has a charged ideological resonance in whatever context the subject appears and by whomever it is addressed. 

Through the narrative/dramatic strategies that Shakespeare employs, Othello reveals, among divided impulses and motives, some instructive exclusions, emphases, and suppressions. Othello's initial introduction to the audience takes place in his absence and in the form of gossip between Iago and Roderigo. This gossip may be likened to the third person narrative point of view which voyeuristically creates the character it describes. Shakespeare's use of this means of introducing Othello is felicitous. The familiarity that is apparent in Iago and Roderigo's conversation, in the coarse language they use and in their interrelationship, is soon seconded by the concordant sentiments that their "concern" about Desdemona's elopement awakens in the socially and politically privileged senator and parent, Brabantio, who endorses Roderigo: "O would you had had her" (1.1.175). This breakdown of reserve between social classes and individuals signifies the existence of common cause with the Elizabethan audience; it articulates the society's deepest fears: sexual deviation and miscegenation. Already, before the audience sees him, Othello is guilty of a cultural transgression; he has seduced the senator's daughter, married her without parental consent. Iago, Roderigo, and Brabantio react within the bounds of a shared cultural understanding that makes Othello a threatening otherness. Aptly, therefore, their conversation locates him offstage, out of sight. 

By contrast, in Macbeth, the absence of the protagonist and the use of a third person, formal narrative to introduce him, locates him centerstage. The sergeant's story of Macbeth's battlefield prowess and the king's response establishes the protagonist as defender, kinsman, hero whose past as well as destiny is also the community's. In this case, the distance that narrative signals is temporary only; the past, because it is shared, is retrievable. In a similar vein, Prospero's story of his past provides Miranda with a history, bridges the reserve between father and daughter and preludes their return home. In these instances, narrative creates a sense of distance the better to dramatize presence and continuity. 

This is not to say that narrative always works in the same way in Shakespeare or generally. The distance inherent in and implied by narrative performance varies in its schema and function. The form it takes will depend upon the relation between teller, story, and audience and what is at stake. For example, Caliban and Prospero tell similar stories of loss and dispossession but from different standpoints. Prospero's story subjects Caliban: "This thing of darkness I acknowledge mine" (5.1.275). And even if, as is commonly believed, Caliban is Prospero's psychological double, it takes a degree of "heroic" suzerainty to claim the "dark" or alien thing, whether one does battle with it like Ahab or, like Prospero, puts it to work. The encoding of removedness in the stories that characters tell or that are told about them, therefore, is determined largely by the text's discourse on power and power relations, whereby it is of some significance, then, that even when Othello is located physically in the presence of an audience--on the stage or in the Senate--his stories place him figurally elsewhere. 

In Elizabethan drama, as John Draper observes, "the initial appearance of a character generally strikes a fundamental keynote in his nature" (91), or, to put it another way, in the way a figure is characterized. In addition to the symbolic significance of the subversive introduction of Othello and of his strategic location offstage in the opening scene, there is his problematic first actual appearance on the stage. His dignified response to Brabantio and the Senate tends to minimize the fact that he enters under siege, that he is on trial for a cultural infraction, and that the terms of Iago's devaluation of him are a central part of Brabantio's suit as well as of the outcome of the play. 

Othello is on trial before the Senate, before all Venice and, simultaneously, before all audiences wherever the play is produced for as long as it continues to be acted or read. Ironically, the charges against him--"she [Desdemona] is abus'd, stol'n from me and corrupted. ..." (1.3. 60-61)--as well as his defense are bound up with the very thing that marks his alienness, his history. His story chronicles "most disastrous chances" and "hairbreadth scape" involving cannibalism, threatening landscapes, human anomalies. These foreign, uncultivated, and therefore unreclaimable elements constitute a heritage and persona with which Venetians and Elizabethans can have little empathy. Later, this sign of (dis)location will be emphasized metonymically in the way that Desdemona's handkerchief, token of the bond between the lovers, also signifies spatial and temporal disjunction; in its Egyptian legacy of ancient magic, "prophetic fury" and mummy's dye it symbolizes the social gulf between the couple. Although Othello is aware, albeit subconsciously, of his disarticulation, he must nevertheless depend on the past to sway the Senate: "My services which I have done the signiory / Shall out-tongue his [Brabantio's] complaints" (1.2.18-19). They do. 

Othello's exoneration, however, has been anticipated and subverted by Iago's declaration in Scene 1 that the State needs Othello "to lead their business" and cannot "with safety cast him" off (1.1147-53). Iago's unreliability notwithstanding, the implication that the Senate, like he, must "show out a flag and sign of love / which is indeed but sign" renders suspect the Duke's ready capitulation: "I think this tale would win my daughter too" (1.1.156-57). It also draws attention to the Duke's double-edged conciliatory advice to Brabantio: "Take up this mangled matter at the best; / Men do their broken weapons rather use / Than their bare hands: (1.3.173-75). This caution is more relevant to the Senate than to Desdemona's father; Othello is Venice's only weapon against the advancing Ottomites. Significantly, Brabantio leaves the Signiory to die of "pure grief"--Desdemona's "match [being] mortal to him" (5.2.205)--and his dissenting, estranged, and foreboding voice may be representative of the protesting attitudes of civilian Venice. Thus in 1693, Thomas Rymer was to cite Othello as "a caution to all Maidens of Quality, how without their parents' consent they run away with Blackamoors" (89). 

Othello is distanced also by the manner in which he tells his story. Storytelling around the cottage hearth served an important social function in early modern Europe; it had the power to unite the community by bringing together its diverse elements. As Dennis Kay notes, Renaissance England, in particular, was not only a "storytelling culture," but also "a world of ritualized social narrative," which some of its writers exploited by interpreting and moralizing "the act of storytelling" in their art (209, 211). It is of particular interest, then, that Shakespeare's audience hears Othello's history at the trial and therefore at great remove from the domestic "ritualized" fireside setting in which Desdemona and her father would have heard it. By placing the domestic scene offstage, the dramatist conjures and rejects at once the familiarity that the retelling can only insinuate, whereby the Elizabethan ritualized social pastime becomes a means of identifying and excluding the Moor. Further, Othello recounts not his story but the story of his storytelling and its outcome. In the process, he locates himself in another place at an earlier time, telling a story that situates him in yet a more distant place and time in seemingly endless regression. In addition to denoting his receding figurenposition, the narrative retrogradation imbues Othello's speech with a more literary than spoken quality, thus proclaiming a lack of the full presence that drama by its very definition signifies. The play of difference, spatial and temporal, within the mimetic cosmos of the dramatic stage provides a striking commentary on Othello's tenuous identity and place. 

The series of narrative displacements inscribed in Othello's story also serves to move offstage another significant social ritual. The audience does not witness Othello's wooing of Desdemona but hears of it rather in the context of a trial in which the audience is being asked to judge. Interestingly, the tale that Othello relates on this occasion begins not with his courtship of Desdemona but, aptly, his relationship to Brabantio: "Her father loved me, oft invited me; / Still question'd me the story of my life" (1.3.128-29). In this public, male, juridical emplotment, Desdemona's love is the unforeseen, unsought outcome of a domestic travesty which implicates her father, who, in inviting the stranger to the hearth, unwittingly exposed her heart. 

The significance of this situation becomes even clearer if we note that in Romeo and Juliet the wooing scene is by contrast an important dramatic exponent. The play resembles Othello in plot; both works test the boundaries of forbidden love. In the former play, however, Shakespeare's task is to reconcile coequals--"two houses both alike in dignity"--whereas in Othello his problem is more challenging; he must unite the irreconcilable. It is a tribute to the playwright's skill that in neither case does he espouse any easy solution, for while in Romeo and Juliet reconciliation does succeed, it is at great cost to the two houses. In that play, at first the stage bustles with energy, the possibility of and necessity for change taking place against the backdrop of habituation and impotence. The wooing, which lasts for an entire scene of approximately one hundred ninety lines, registers that energy with a whole gamut of emotions and impulses: rebellious idealism--"deny thy father and refuse thy name" (2.2.34); fascination/fear--"this contract tonight, / It is too rash, too unadvis'd, too sudden / Too like the lightening" (2.2.117-119); romantic optimism--"this bud of love / ... may prove a beauteous flow'r when next we meet" (2.2.120-22). Ultimately, however, as Romeo and Juliet pledge their love in the moonlight, they also court and win favor with the audience. In contrast, the wooing scene in Othello is screened from view. Is it that the Moor is not easily integrated into the role of lover on the Elizabethan stage? And by way of answer here consider how, unlikely lover though he is, the diabolical Richard III, in the midst of a funeral procession and in full view of the audience, substitutes one ritual (wooing) for another (mourning) with the dramatic facility that only an insider could. 

By narrativising where he might have dramatized Shakespeare also displaces Othello's much touted heroism with fairy-tale sleight of hand: "our wars are done; the Turks are drown'd" (2.1.202). Provided with the equivalent of neither a Dunsinane nor a Bosworth Field, with no heraldic account of triumph and no heroic battle-scarred stage entry, Othello's martial courage remains a matter of repute. Besides, if Anthony Hecht is right, the "valor" with which Othello is credited may bear ironic implications: 

An Elizabethan audience would not have been willing to grant Othello the unlimited admiration he receives from Cassio, Desdemona, the Duke, and his senate at the beginning of the play. He would have been recognized from the start as an anomaly, not only "an extravagant and wheeling stranger / of here and everywhere," who has no real home, and therefore no civic allegiance, but, far more suspiciously, one who, had things only been slightly different (and perhaps more normal) would have been fighting on the enemy side, with the Turks against the Venetians. (123) 

And yet, unquestionably, Shakespeare invests Othello with regal bearing and dignity, particularly in the early scenes of the play. In Venice, he faces Brabantio's aggression with authoritative restraint and the Signiory with aplomb, and the positive aspects of his portrayal are especially evident in contrast to Shakespeare's other "black" characters who fare poorly with regard to cherished heroic tropes like valor, honor, and romantic love. Aaron is an "irreligious Moor," a self-styled "black dog" who instigates rape and mutilation and fathers a "tawny slave," even if later his courageous attempts to save his son earn him a measure of humanity; Caliban is a would-be rapist; the Prince of Morocco chooses in love as badly as Portia wishes that all those of his "complexion" would; Shylock is a shocking figure of inhumane greed. In comparison to the way that these characters are cast, Othello is not only hero of the play but initially his sterling reputation and his endearing tenderness with Desdemona bespeak the playwright's attempt to paint the Other in humanistic strokes. 

It is significant, though, that the opportunities for dramatizing various features that would bolster Othello's heroic profile are transposed into narrative and, therefore, are not staged. Did Shakespeare experience a greater sense of division in treating Othello than he did with his other tragic heroes? He figurally displaces Othello even while ostensibly setting him at the center of the stage, through deft manipulation of narrative/dramatic modes. This explains why the play is often interpreted from Iago's perspective. It also explains why the Moor is never a serious threat to the Venetian social order. The catastrophic ending of the drama is inscribed in the apprehensive beginning which, in turn, is validated by the violent conclusion. That is, the concluding tableau--the "tragic loading" of the "bed" that "poisons sight" and must be "hid"--harks back to the opening of the play or the fearful bed that Brabantio had tried to forestall: "the black ram ... tupping your white ewe." By focusing on this loaded bed--ironically one of the rare "domestic frames" in this "domestic tragedy"--the play exposes that at its very center, the bedroom, there is the following proscription: "if such actions may have passage free, bondslaves and pagans shall our statesmen be" (1.2.98-99). Not surprisingly therefore, Othello's suicide is usually viewed as propitiatory: the protagonist's Christianized half destroys the Moorish part and Othello defers to Venetian society in a final attempt to (re)gain entry into the civilized world against which he has transgressed. 

But far more than conciliation, Othello's suicide represents his final (dis)location. Othello's death occurs at a telling juncture; it coincides with, indeed impels the past ("in Allepo once") into the present ("I took ... / And smote him thus"). In other words, as Othello stabs himself, narrative translates into drama, signifying his conscious emergence into the dramatic now. This coming forth, however, is insupportable in the world of the play; the Moor's psychic debut is synonymous with suicide. Othello dies into, and with, his story, to be re-created in Lodovico's narrative. But, unlike Hamlet who need only call upon Horatio's loyalty and intimate knowledge of his affairs to speak for him--"Absent thee from felicity a while / ... To tell my story" (5.2.347-49)--Othello, outsider, feels distrustful; he pleads for fair accounting and anxiously attempts to dictate his own narrative terms: "Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate, / Nor set down aught in malice" (5.2.342-43). Since Othello's audience is made up primarily of the Venetian deputation, the episode repeats the early trial scene in the Signiory, and implicitly indicts the protagonist even as he publicly executes himself. Othello's story will be recreated by Lodovico, therefore, in the only format possible for a Moor: Lodovico's story will be a Venetian narrative in and to which Othello is subject. 

Actually, Othello's subjection has been apparent to the audience, though not to him, from the moment Iago fabricates a tale with which "to abuse Othello's [ear] / That he is too familiar with his wife" (1.3.395-96). Iago's declared aim is to convince Othello that "he" (Cassio) is having an affair with Desdemona, but as Greenblatt notes, the use of the vague pronoun carries the implication that Othello's relationship with his own wife is also transgressive. Through Iago's ability and the privilege to fashion a story and the power to translate it into drama, he accomplishes what Othello cannot; within the given cultural context, Othello cannot locate his history and himself in the present, and therefore he also cannot exert control over his future. Because of the difference in their narrative trajectories, Iago is able to make Othello into the audience of a play in which the latter is unwittingly also the main actor; he makes Othello spectator to Othello's own life. In the process, Iago not only dramatizes but parodies Othello's dubious figurenposition, his figural absence, thereby baring the divide that invites and accommodates his (Iago's) plot. 

Notwithstanding Iago's elaborate metaphor of conception and birth: "It [his scheme] is engend'red. Hell and night / Must bring this monstrous birth to the world's light" (1.3.403-05), his story is largely the appropriation and exploitation of one of the potential narratives that are inferable, given the immediate social scenario, from Othello's history up to the time that he himself can relate it. In her discussion of "Narrative Versions," Barbara Herstein Smith suggests the dynamic that functions here when she observes: 

For any particular narrative, there is no single basically basic story subsisting beneath it but, rather, an unlimited number of other narratives that can be constructed in response to it or perceived as related to it. ... [For] basicness is always arrived at by the exercise of some set of operations, in accord with some set of principles, that reflect some set of interests, all of which are, by nature, variable and thus multiple. ... Whenever these potentially perceptible relations become actually perceived, it is by virtue of some set of interests on the part of the perceiver. 

(217-18)

One may speculate, then, that had it suited Iago's purpose, he would have fabricated, in response to Othello's story, a very different "play." He could have produced, for example, an "and they lived happily ever after" romance. And so, of course, could Shakespeare. To examine the way that, instead of opting for some of the other potentially available stories, Iago construed from Othello's history a tale of sexual anxiety, lust, betrayal, and murder, is also to raise questions about Shakespeare's perceptions. Using Hernstein Smith's terms, we might ask what "set of operations," what "principles," what "interests" motivated the playwright to construct--out of the multiple other narratives open to him--this Othello? 

By way of answering this question, it is instructive to consider the earlier narrative upon which Shakespeare based his tale. Generally, Shakespeare exercises great license in utilizing his sources, and in writing Othello, his use of the Italian novella from Cinthio's collection, Gli Hecatommithi, is no exception. In Cinthio's fiction, the Moor and "Disdemona" have been a happily married couple for some time when they set out for Cyprus, and Iago's motive for ensnaring them is clear: a jealous lust for Disdemona. In addition, as John Gilles points out, Disdemona and her unnamed Moorish spouse are both commoners and of equivalent age, whereas in Shakespeare's play, there is a discrepancy in their ages and both are of higher rank--Desdemona is the young daughter of a senator, Othello is a Venetian General "declined / Into the value of years." Paradoxically, however, Othello's military rank does not allay the unease that the biracial coupling fosters. Instead, Gilles further notes, "as in the myth of Tereus," Othello's position is presented as a "circumstantial anomaly, enabling a bizarre exception to the rule rather than legitimizing miscegenation per se"; these elements of the text added to Othello's "utterly black and physiologically Negroid" appearance make the marital pairing pointedly "transgressive" and therefore pointedly indecorous (26). 

Mindful that the language of "racial difference" in the play is symptomatic of the embedded discourse of racial divide in the dramatist's culture, Virginia Mason Vaughan concludes that "when Shakespeare tackled Cinthio's tale of a moor and his ancient, he had no choice but to use this discourse" (Contextual History 70). I agree with Vaughan only partially. While the paradigmatic dimension of this discourse is not uniquely Shakespearean, the syntactic structure, the choice, combination, and sequence of vocabulary, statements, and concepts are the playwright's own. And it is also from this standpoint that Shakespeare's most inventive departure from Cinthio--his prescribing for the Moor a storytelling definition and role--makes most sense. 

A number of issues bear emphasis here. First, in making Othello and Desdemona newlyweds, Shakespeare changes what in Cinthio's tale was an established relationship into a question about the possibility of such a marriage, while by interjecting a sense of "indecorum" he implies the "proper" response. Second, in making Iago's motive equivocal the playwright ensures that, at any given moment in the play, the audience has no stable ground on which to take a decided stand against the villain, as one is likely to do in the case of Edmund in King Lear. Rather, Iago inspires in the audience a deep fascination for his craft, a fascination that widens the distance between them and the protagonist since the latter's otherness is intensified by his facile surrender to Iago's subterfuge. The audience may feel pity for, but cannot empathize with, Othello. In effect, Shakespeare induces the audience's complicity in Othello's duping and thereupon communalizes Iago's "motives," subtly reinforcing the reservations voiced at the outset concerning the propriety of the fateful match. Finally, in making Othello the teller, audience, subject, and target of stories, Shakespeare circumscribes the protagonist in the narrative outskirts of the dramatic here and now. In so doing, he provides an acceptable, reassuring profile of the exotic barbarian and of the controlled, safely exploitable space that he does and must inhabit. 

Narrative/dramatic space in Othello bears a strong kinship with Renaissance colonial plots; both are caught up in the politics of space. In many respects, therefore, both may be defined as what Foucault calls "disciplinary space," whose purpose is to "establish presences and absences," to categorize and "locate individuals" and groups, to "set up useful communications, to interrupt others" (143). Disciplinary space is "a procedure, therefore, aimed at knowing, mastering, and using" (193); it fabricates reality. Though these insights are based on Foucault's study of post Renaissance penal systems, they are crucial, as he himself makes clear, to understanding the structure and operation of other institutions such as education, religion, the military, as well as colonization and slavery, to name a few. On a general plane, Foucault's analysis probes the "technology of power" that produces, indeed fabricates, western society and that accounts for the kinds of individuals that comprise that society. Central to disciplinary space, according to Foucault, is an "apparatus of production"--commerce and industry marked by "conflict" and governed by "rules of strategy" (308), which include "techniques" and "methods" for the distribution and "control and use of men" (141). In the course of this mass location and exploitation of people, strategy becomes normalized and the distinction between the concocted and the real breaks down. In Othello, "disciplinary space" aptly defines the organization of representational space; we might say that the play anticipates Foucault, exposing the common ground that dramatic representation shares with the colonialist enterprise: spatial politics and the construction of its machinery of production and control. 

The case for viewing certain of Shakespeare's plays, most notably The Tempest, as a commentary on colonialism has a well documented history. Especially since the new historicists, it has also become commonplace to read Othello as, among other things, a discourse on the complex relationship between colonist and colonized. From this perspective, my critique of the "narrativising" process in Othello supports what Greenblatt defines as "the process of fictionalization," a procedure whereby "another's reality" is transformed into a "manipulable fiction" ("Improvisation and Power" 61). Such a "process" will betray, of course "some set of operations" and "principles" that both reflect and promote the colonizer's agenda. We will recall that Iago produces Othello's life by weaving into Othello's history a seemingly logical and predictable part. This sequel is dictated not by Othello's interests but by those of Iago and of the larger Venetian community. In Foucault's terms, "a real subjection is born mechanically from a fictitious relation" (202). Commenting on racial difference in this play, Loomba has observed: 

Othello is valuable as a Christian warrior, or the exotic colonial subject in the service of the state. In the Senate scene, the Venetian patriarchy displays an amazing capacity to variously construct, co-opt and exclude its "others." Brabantio is certain that the Senate will back his opposition to Othello's marriage, and if it appears strange (or remarkably liberal) that they don't, we need only to recall their concern with the Turkish threat. Othello, the warrior is strategically included as one of "us" as opposed to the Turkish "they" (50). 

Greenblatt regards the chameleon "ability to capitalize on the unforeseen and transform given materials into one's own scenario," as a form of "improvisation" which on a larger scale can be viewed as "a central Renaissance mode of behaviour" whereby "the Europeans ... again and again ... insinuate themselves into the preexisting political, religious, even psychic, structures of the natives and ... turn those structures to their advantage (60,63,60). In this light, Greenblatt suggests, Shakespeare the "master improviser" is neither "rebel" nor "blasphemer"; he is a conservative Elizabethan extemporizing a part of his own within his culture's "orthodoxy" (90). 

While Greenblatt's conclusion accords with my reading of Othello thus far, we still have to consider what all this means in Shakespeare criticism, including the way that my own conclusions, for example, seem to be drawn from arguments founded largely on assumptions that are binarily opposed--black/white, drama/narrative, one/other--and which, therefore, are suspect. This limitation raises questions about the nature and roles of our own "extemporizations" as literary critics, our recourse to ideological or "colonizing" narrative productions in the continuing process of fictionalization. Here, again, Greenblatt is helpful when he observes that in order to be successful, "improvisation" must mask itself, conceal its true purposes. So, "if after centuries" Shakespeare's "improvisation" has been revealed to us as embodying an almost boundless challenge to [his] culture's every tenet, a devastation of every source" (90; emphasis mine), that is hardly surprising. 

Greenblatt's claim has far-reaching implications, and what I now wish to contend is that what Shakespeare's art "reveals" to us at any given critical juncture will depend largely on the kind of story that we have need to devise. If my contention has validity, then Greenblatt's further commentary--in "The Improvisation of Power," his 1987 version of his earlier 1978 "Improvisation and Power"--has a certain efficacy in Shakespeare criticism. In this updated version, he returns to a familiar issue: Shakespeare's elusive, because constantly shifting, point of view: 

If any reductive generalization about Shakespeare's relation to his culture seems dubious, it is because his plays offer no single, timeless affirmation or denial of legitimate authority and no central, unwavering authorial presence. Shakespeare's language and themes are caught up, like the medium itself, in unsettling repetitions, committed to the shifting voices and audiences, with their shifting aesthetic assumptions and historical imperatives, that govern a living theater. 

(58-59)

Greenblatt concludes, therefore, that "all that can be convincingly demonstrated, is that Shakespeare relentlessly explores the relations of power in a given culture" (59). Christopher Norris would agree; in Shakespearean criticism from Johnson to Leavis he detects "a certain dominant cultural formation," "an effort" to secure "ideological containment," and "harness the unruly energies of the text to a stable order of significance," whereas what is needed, he feels, is the recognition that Shakespeare's "meaning" cannot be reduced to suit notions of "liberal-humanist faith" nor of "pristine incorrupt authority" (66). 

That Shakespeare's plays have an exploratory energy cannot be denied, and unquestionably it behooves the critic to avoid reductive generalizations. Yet one wonders whether insistence on and submission to what Norris calls "the lawlessness of Shakespeare's equivocating style" (55) is not another kind of "effort of ideological containment," an attempt to release the "unruly energies of the text" from implication in its own "ideological compulsions." Equivocation is open to analysis, and equivocation, as Shakespeare himself demonstrates through Iago and Macbeth, can also be the instrument by which "meaning" is insinuated and by which the individual is (mis)led. If we have reason for celebrating this "equivocating lawlessness," therefore, we also have reason for resisting it. What about those elements, social and historical, for instance, that are discernible among its shifting accents and which enter into its discourse? Criticism's "shifting aesthetic assumptions and historical imperatives" may highlight or background these elements from time to time, but they seem to persist. 

If one may judge from Othello and from the socio/political climate of the 1990s, "race" and attitudes toward it have altered little since the Renaissance. In fact, racist attitudes of the kind that Iago represents have deepened in ways that affect people's lives as profoundly as they affect Shakespeare's fictional characters. Colonialism, too, became a force that shaped our world irrevocably. With respect to his handling of race and colonial discourse in Othello, Shakespeare's so-called challenges to his culture's "every tenet" are difficult to demonstrate when Othello's narrative circumscription within the dramatic text is viewed not as the result of the character's peculiar rhetorical tendency but as the playwright's brilliantly devised stratagem. For then the burden of proof shifts from apprehension of the fictional character as a living volitional being to character as an ideologically crafted device. 

Further, the claim that Shakespeare poses a challenge to his culture's "every tenet" and "every source" must be assessed against the culturally unchallenged ascendancy of the Shakespeare canon and the global role that it has played in the promotion and dissemination of his culture. To say that Shakespeare's art conceals multiple levels of meaning cannot satisfactorily explain why, for instance, in spite of the blatant racist language and stereotypes that they display, works like Othello, Titus Andronicus, Merchant of Venice, and The Tempest have been handed down uncritically from generation to generation of students on various levels, not only in the West but in the colonized areas of Africa, the African Diaspora, and Asia. Presented as works not concerned with race or even otherness, such plays have been lauded as dealing unequivocally with universal human issues such as jealousy, justice, greed, betrayal, good/evil, to name a few. Neither can the notion of Shakespeare's "elusiveness" explain why contemporary American students "do not readily recognize racism as an issue within Othello," as Vaughan observes in her 1991 introduction to "New Perspectives" on the play (22), and wherein she suggests that perhaps these students do not see racism as a concern in their own lives. 

Of course much has happened since 1991 to draw national attention to racial discourse in American Society--the highly publicized Rodney King affair and the O. J. Simpson trial come to mind. At the same time, however, it would seem that Hollywood--that trendsetter in, as well as gauge of, the American cultural mass market--has not been sensitized. In spring of 1996, a film version of Othello was produced by Castle Rock, a subsidiary of Columbia Studios, in which Othello's otherness and its implication in the tragedy are dismissed, and it is the jealousy theme that is emphasized. Oliver Parker, scriptwriter and director, may have pursued this angle because it produces a comfortable, totalizing and commercially prudent narrative, but the general blindness to the sociopolitical issue in the text may also have something to do with Shakespeare's reputation. Readers and viewers tend to approach the playwright with reverence; his mammoth literary stature precludes what is, for them, a diminishing, if humanizing, factor. They are caught in the kind of "cultural trap" that Lawrence Levine experienced in writing Highbrow/Lowbrow, his study of Shakespeare's transformation from 19th-century American popular theater to 20th-century sacred author who warranted protection from the intellectually uninitiated and/or unsuitably appreciative. As Levine explains, before he could commence his study, he had to overcome an intimidating cultural "legacy": the belief that so formidable a talent as Shakespeare could be approached "only with great humility" (4-5). 

One issue that thus becomes clear as one studies Shakespeare and the critical responses to his works is the extent to which criticism itself is a stratagem, a form of what Greenblatt terms "improvisation." Literary tradition has made of Shakespeare an institution and a cultural enterprise. Under the auspices of the literary dealers in cultural commerce, Shakespeare, like the Christian God, is made to embrace all--Jew and Christian, African and European, king and slave--with impartial, universal, cultural largesse. In fact, the Shakespeare canon has provided Britain with one of its most powerful and enduring colonizing commodities, second in its appeal perhaps only to the King James Bible. On the colonial front, Shakespeare (unlike Othello in Venice) is confidently cast. Billed, installed, and received centerstage, even when Shakespeare is perceived as historically Other, he is never regarded as strange, exotic or transgressive. His works, authorized on multiple levels, speak in the here-and-now of other cultures and times with the soliloquizing, "humanizing" comprehensiveness of a Hamlet or a Lear, while with the narrative inventiveness and chameleon dominion of an Iago they locate and direct alien players in their many parts. 

This unexcelled canonical power may be measured in laudatory comments such as that by Caribbean artist, V. S. Naipaul: "all literatures are regional; perhaps it is only the placelessness of a Shakespeare ... that makes them less so" (29). Similarly, in The Autobiography of an Unknown Indian, Bengali writer Nirad Chaudhuri recalls: "our first notion of Shakespeare was of a man whose writings all grown-up persons were expected to discuss and, what was even more important, to recite" (99). The extent to which the Shakespeare canon served as a cultural catechismal text for Indians can also be seen in Chaudhuri's dedicatory epigraph: 

          To the Memory of the

          British Empire in India

Which conferred Subjecthood on us

          But withheld citizenship;

                              To which yet

Every one of us threw out the challenge

                    "civis Britannicus sum"

                    Because

All that was good and living

                    Within us

was made, shaped and quickened

By the same British rule.

The astonishing because unintentional irony in this 1951 eulogy comments forcefully on the phenomenon of cultural imperialism, a subject which prompted African writer, Ngugi wa Thiong'o, to protest in 1986 that "it is the final triumph of a system of domination when the dominated start singing its virtues" (20). 

Discussing the effects of a colonial identity bound by a "logic ... embodied deep in imperialism," Ngugi contends that "regardless of the extent to which the imported literature carried the great humanist tradition of the best in Shakespeare, Goethe, Balzac, Tolstoy, Gorky, Brecht, Sholokhov, Dickens," the point to be noticed and decried is the way that European history and culture became for the African the "center" of his universe (18). Eight years earlier, writing about Rhodesia during the war for independence, Shona artist and rebel, Dambudzo Marechera, had similarly chafed: "When I was a student I had discovered late that however much I tried to be objective in my criticism of Shakespeare ... (in Titus Andronicus, Othello, and The Tempest) ... there was always at the back of my mind a smouldering discontent which one day would erupt" (122). Not surprisingly, therefore, some of the fiercest academic battles waged in post-independence African schools and universities have been over Shakespeare: how to dislodge the canon from its curricular eminence to make room for the indigenous literature. 

Naipaul's and Chaudhuri's testimonials, as well as Ngugi's and Marechera's apostasy, attest to the insidious nature and force of ideological domination and the part that literature may play. They also call attention to the reciprocally constituted position of the dominated in relations of power and in transmission of knowledge. This reciprocity, indeed, is what leads Foucault to object to the use of negative terms--"it excludes," "it represses"--for describing the effects of power. As he sees it, "power produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth" (194; emphasis mine). The individual, whether dominant or subjected, and whatever we know about him/her are the products of this transmission of knowledge. 

The forever elusive, the non-partisan Shakespeare--or what, by another route is but a covert re-visioning of the placeless, timeless artistis a fictional construct, a product of cultural commerce and a means for ideological containment. Though Norris is right in maintaining that the narratives we write of Shakespeare's texts are but "partial and complicated stories of our own devising" (66), we need also to note that collectively these stories have erected a monument that is at its most powerful when it most insists on a Shakespearean canon that is voiceless in both the authorial and authorizing sense. But the literary text, like all criticism itself, is bound by the politics of space and cannot escape the "disciplinary" grammar of boundaries. It is within such a context, therefore, that I have attempted to show that Shakespeare's use of narrative/dramatic strategies in Othello reveals not only a great artist but also an Elizabethan who explores--at a time when Europe was redefining its geographical, economic, and psychic boundaries--a topical issue: the relationship between "civilization" and Other. In his narrative (dis)position of the hero, as I see it, the dramatist takes a distinctly conservative stand: he effects artistically and ideologically a spatial reserve that discourages the very kinds of cross-boundary communication that his society fears, and in the process defines the limits of the "barbarian" located within the European "economy of power." 

To this end, the conclusion of Othello can be seen as one of Shakespeare's most trenchant. The irony in the protagonist's anxiously attempting to relinquish in death that which he unwittingly forfeited several scenes ago--that is, his power to control his history--demonstrates as forcefully as the playwright's worldwide appeal does today that power does create. These insights make palpable the at once fragile yet compelling utility of language, of narrative constructions and their commodification, and how they function both among individuals as well as among peoples. 
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