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Iago's attitude toward Othello is nonetheless colonial: though he finds himself in a subordinate position, the ensign regards his black general as "an erring barbarian" whose "free and open na​ture" is a fertile field for exploitation. However galling it may be to him, Iago's subordination is a kind of protection, for it conceals his power and enables him to play upon the ambivalence of Othello's relation to Christian society: the Moor at once represents the institution and the alien, the conqueror and the infidel. Iago can conceal his malicious intentions toward "the thick‑lips" be​hind the mask of dutiful service and hence prolong his improvisa​tion as the Spaniards could not. To be sure, the play suggests, Iago must ultimately destroy the beings he exploits and hence under​mine the profitable economy of his own relations, but that de​struction may be long deferred, deferred in fact for precisely the length of the play.
If Iago then holds over others a possession that must constantly efface the signs of its own power, how can it be established, let alone maintained? We will find a clue, I think, in what we have been calling the process of fictionalization that transfonns a fixed symbolic structure into a flexible construct ripe for im​provisational entry. This process is at work in Shakespeare's play, where we may more accurately identify it as submission to narrative self‑fashioning. When in Cyprus Othello and Desdemona have been ecstatically reunited, Iago astonishes Roderigo by informing him that Desdemona is in love with Cassio. He has no evidence, of course—indeed we have earlier seen him "engender" the whole plot entirely out of his fantasy—but he proceeds to lay before his gull all of the circumstances that make this adultery plausible: "mark me, with what violence she first lov'd the Moor, but for bragging, and telling her fantastical lies; and she will love him still for prating?" (2.1.221‑23). Desdemona cannot long take pleasure in her outlandish match: "When the blood is made dull with the act of sport, there should be again to inflame it, and give satiety a fresh appetite, loveliness in favor, sympathy in years, manners and beauties" (2.1.225‑29). The elegant Cassio is the obvious choice: "Didst thou not see her paddle with the palm of his hand?" Iago asks. To Roderigo's objection that this was "but courtesy," Iago replies, "Lechery, by this hand: an index and prologue to the history of lust and foul thoughts" (2.1.251‑55). The metaphor makes explicit what Iago has been doing all along: constructing a narrative into which he inscribes ("by this hand") those around him. He does not need a profound or even reasonably accurate understanding of his victims; he would rather deal in probable impossibilities than improbable possibilities. And it is eminently probable that a young, beautiful Venetian gentlewoman would tire of her old, outlandish husband and turn instead to the handsome, young lieutenant: it is, after all, one of the master plots of comedy.
What Iago as inventor of comic narrative needs is a sharp eye for the surfaces of social existence, a sense, as Bergson says, of the mechanical encrusted upon the living, a reductive grasp of human possibilities. These he has in extraordinarily full measure. "The wine she drinks is made of grapes," he says in response to Roderigo's idealization of Desdemona, and so reduced, she can be assimilated to Iago's grasp of the usual run of humanity. Similarly, in a spirit of ironic connoisseurship, he observes Cassio's courtly gestures, "If such tricks as these strip you out of your lieutenantry, it had been better you had not kiss'd your three fingers so oft, which now again you are most apt to play the sir in: good, well kiss'd, an excellent courtesy" (2.1.171‑75). He is watching a com​edy of manners. Above all, Iago is sensitive to habitual and self​limiting forms of discourse, to Cassio's reaction when he has had a drink or when someone mentions Bianca, to Othello's rhetorical extremism, to Desclemona's persistence and tone when she pleads for a friend; and, of course, he is demonically sensitive to the way individuals interpret discourse' to the signals they ignore and those to which they respond.
We should add that Iago includes himself in this ceaseless nar​rative invention; indeed, as we have seen from the start, a suc​cessful improvisational career depends upon role‑playing, which is in turn allied to the capacity, as Professor Lerner defines em​pathy, "to see oneself in the other fellow's situation." This capac​ity requires above all a sense that one is not forever fixed in a single, divinely sanctioned identity, a sense Iago expresses to Roderigo in a parodically sententious theory of self‑fashioning: "our bodies are gardens, to the which our wills are gardeners, so that if we will plant nettles, or sow lettuce, set hyssop, and weed up thyme; supply it with one gender of herbs, or distract it with many; either to have it sterile with idleness, or manur'd with industry, why, the power, and corrigible authority of this, lies in our wills" (1.3.320‑26). Confident in his shaping power, Iago has the role‑player's ability to imagine his nonexistence so that he can exist for a moment in another and as another. In the opening scene he gives voice to this hypothetical self‑cancellation in a line of eerie simplicity: "Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago" (1.1.57). The simplicity is far more apparent than real. Is the "I" in both halves of the line the same? Does it designate a hard, impacted self‑interest prior to social identity, or are there two distinct, even opposing selves? Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago, because the "I" always loves itself and the creature I know as Iago hates the Moor he serves or, alternatively, because as the Moor I would be other than I am now, free of the tonnenting appetite and revulsion that characterize the servant's relation to his master and that con​stitute my identity as Iago. I would be radically the same / I would be radically different; the rapacious ego underlies all institutional structures / the rapacious ego is constituted by institutional structures.
What is most disturbing in Iago's comically banal and fathom​less expression—as for that matter, in Professor Lerner's definition of empathy—is that the imagined self‑loss conceals its opposite: a ruthless displacement and absorption of the other. Empathy, as the German Einfürhlung suggests, may be a feeling of oneself into an object, but that object may have to be drained of its own sub​stance before it will serve as an appropriate vessel. Certainly in Othello, where all relations are embedded in power and sexuality, there is no realm where the subject and object can merge in the unproblematic accord affirmed by the theorists of empathy. As Iago himself proclaims, his momentary identification with the Moor is a strategic aspect of his malevolent hypocrisy:
 
In following him, I follow but myself.
Heaven is my judge, not I for love and duty,
But seeming so, for my peculiar end.
(1.1.58‑60)
 
Exactly what that "peculiar end" is remains opaque. Even the general term "self‑interest" is suspect: Iago begins his speech in a declaration of self‑ intere st‑"I follow him to serve my turn upon him‑‑and ends in a declaration of self‑division: "I am not what I am."21 We tend, to be sure, to hear the latter as "I am not what I seem," hence as a simple confirmation of his public deception. But "I am not what I am" goes beyond social feigning: not only does Iago mask himself in society as the honest ancient, but in private he tries out a bewildering succession of brief narratives that critics have attempted, with notorious results, to translate into motives. These inner narratives‑shared, that is, only with the audience ​continually promise to disclose what lies behind the public de​ception, to illuminate what Iago calls "the native act and figure" of his heart, and continually fail to do so; or rather, they reveal that his heart is precisely a series of acts and figures, each referring to something else, something just out of our grasp. "I am not what I am" suggests that this elusiveness is permanent, that even self​-interest, whose transcendental guarantee is the divine "I am what I am," is a mask. Iago's constant recourse to narrative then is both the affirmation of absolute self‑interest and the affirmation of absolute vacancy; the oscillation between the two incompatible positions suggests in Iago the principle of narrativity itself, cut off from original motive and final disclosure. The only termination possible in his case is not revelation but silence.
The question remains why anyone would submit, even un​consciously, to Iago's narrative fashioning. Why would anyone submit to another's narrative at all? For an answer we may recall the pressures on all the figures we have considered in this study and return to our observation that there is a structural resemblance between even a hostile improvisation and its object. In Othello the characters have always already experienced submission to nar​rativity. This is clearest and most important in the case of Othello himself. When Brabantio brings before the Signiory the charge that his daughter has been seduced by witchcraft, Othello prom​ises to deliver "a round unvarnish'd tale . . . / Of my whole course of love" (1.3.90‑91), and at the heart of this tale is the telling of tales:
 
Her father lov'd me, oft invited me,
Still question'd me the story of my life,
From year to year; the battles, sieges, fortunes,
That I have pass'd:
I ran it through, even from my boyish days,
To the very moment that he bade me tell it.
(1.3.128‑33)
 
The telling of the story of one's life the conception of one's life as a story—the conception of life as a story—is a response to public inquiry: to the demands of the Senate, sitting in judgment or, at the least, to the presence of an inquiring community. When, as recorded in the fourteenth​century documents Le Roy Ladurie has brilliantly studied, the peasants of the Languedoc village of Montaillou are examined by the Inquisition, they respond with a narrative performnance: "About 14 years ago, in Lent, towards vespers, I took two sides of salted pork to the house of Guillaume Benet of Montaillou, to have them smoked. There I found Guillemette Benet warming herself by the fire, together with another woman; I put the salted meat in the kitchen and left." And when the Carthaginian queen calls upon her guest to "tell us all things from the first beginning, Grecian guile, your people's trials, and then your joumeyings," Aeneas responds, as he must, with a narrative of the destiny de​creed by the gods. So too Othello before the Senate or earlier in Brabantio's house responds to questioning with what he calls his "travel's history" or, in the Folio reading, as if noting the genre, his "traveler's history." This history, it should be noted, is not only of events in distant lands and among strange peoples: "I ran it through," Othello declares, from childhood "To the very mo​ment that he bade me tell it." We are on the brink of a Borges‑like narrative that is forever constituting itself out of the materials of the present instant, a narrative in which the storyteller is con​stantly swallowed up by the story. That is, Othello is pressing up against the condition of all discursive representations of identity. He comes dangerously close to recognizing his status as a text, and it is precisely this recognition that the play as a whole will reveal to be insupportable. But, at this point, Othello is still convinced that the text is his own, and he imagines only that he is recounting a lover's performance.
In the 45th sonnet of Sidney's Astrophil and Stella, Astrophil complains that while Stella is indifferent to the sufferings she has caused him, she weeps piteous tears at a fable of some unknown lovers. He concludes,
 
Then think my dear, that you in me do read
Of Lovers' ruin some sad Tragedy:
I am not I, pity the tale of me.
 
In Othello it is Iago who echos that last line—"I am not what I am," the motto of the improviser, the manipulator of signs that bear no resemblance to what they profess to signify‑but it is Othello himself who is fully implicated in the situation of the Sidney son​net: that one can win pity for oneself only by becoming a tale of oneself, and hence by ceasing to be oneself. Of course, Othello thinks that he has triumphed through his narrative self​-fashioning:
 
she thank'd me,
And bade me, if I had a friend that lov'd her,
I should but teach him how to tell my story,
And that would woo her. Upon this hint I spake:
She lov'd me for the dangers I had pass'd,
And I lov'd her that she did pity them.
(1.3‑163‑68)
 
But Iago knows that an identity that has been fashioned as a story can be unfashioned, refashioned, inscribed anew in a different narrative: it is the fate of stories to be consumed or, as we say more politely, interpreted. And even Othello, in his moment of triumph, has a dim intimation of this fate: a half‑dozen lines after he has recalled "the Cannibals, that each other eat," he remarks complacently, but with an unmistakable undertone of anxiety, that Desdemona would come "and with a greedy ear / Devour up my discourse" (1.3.149‑50).
Paradoxically, in this image of rapacious appetite Othello is re​cording Desclemona's submission to his story, what she calls the consecration of her soul and fortunes "to his honors and his val​iant parts" (1.3.253). What he has both experienced and narrated, she can only embrace as narration:
 
         my story being done,
She gave me for my pains a world of sighs;
She swore i' faith 'twas strange, 'twas passing strange;
'Twas pitiful, 'twas wondrous pitiful;
She wish'd she had not heard it, yet she wish'd
That heaven had made her such a man.
(1.3.15"3)
 
It is, of course, characteristic of early modern culture that male submission to narrative is conceived as active, entailing the fash​ioning of one's own story (albeit within the prevailing conventions), and female submission as passive, entailing the en​trance into marriage in which, to recall Tyndale's definition, the "weak vessel" is put "under the obedience of her husband, to rule her lusts and wanton appetites." As we have seen, Tyndale ex​plains that Sara, "before she was married, was Abraham's sister, and equal with him; but, as soon as she was married, was in subjection, and became without comparison inferior; for so is the nature of wedlock, by the ordinance of God .1127 At least for the world of Renaissance patriarchs, this account is fanciful in its glimpse of an original equality; most women must have entered marriage, like Desdemona, directly from paternal domination. "I do perceive here a divided duty," she tells her father before the Venetian Senate; "you are lord of all my duty,"
 
but here's my husband:
And so much duty as my mother show'd
To you, preferring you before her father,
So much I challenge, that I may profess,
Due to the Moor my lord.
(1.3.1855‑89)
 
She does not question the woman's obligation to obey, invoking instead only the traditional right to transfer her duty. Yet though Desdemona proclaims throughout the play her submission husband—"Commend me to my kind lord," she gasps in her dying words‑that submission does not accord wholly with the male dream of female passivity. She was, Brabantio tells us,
 
         A maiden never bold of spirit,
So still and quiet, that her motion
Blush'd at her self,
(1.3‑94‑96)
 
yet even this self‑abnegation in its very extremity unsettles what we may assume was her father's expectation:
 
So opposite to marriage, that she shunn'd The wealthy curled darlings of our nation.
(1.2.67‑68)
 
And, of course, her marriage choice is, for Brabantio, an act of astonishing disobedience, explicable only as the somnambulistic behavior of one bewitched or drugged. He views her elopement not as a transfer of obedience but as theft or treason or a reckless escape from what he calls his "guardage." Both he and Iago re​mind Othello that her marriage suggests not submission but de​ception:
 
She did deceive her father, marrying you;
And when she seem'd to shake and fear your looks,
She lov'd them most.
(3.3.210‑11)
 
As the sly reference to Othello's "looks" suggests, the scandal of Desdemona's marriage consists not only in her failure to receive her father's prior consent but in her husband's blackness. That blackness‑the sign of all that the society finds frightening and dangerous‑is the indelible witness to Othello's permanent status as an outsider, no matter how highly the state may value his ser​vices or how sincerely he has embraced its values. The safe pas​sage of the female from father to husband is irreparably disrupted, marked as an escape: "O heaven," Brabantio cries, "how got she out?" (1.1.169).
Desdemona's relation to her lord Othello should, of course, lay to rest any doubts about her proper submission, but it is not only Brabantio's opposition and Othello's blackness that raise such doubts, even in the midst of her intensest declarations of love. There is rather a quality in that love itself that unsettles the or‑tho​dox schema of hierarchical obedience and makes Othello perceive her submission to his discourse as a devouring of it. We may perceive this quality most clearly in the exquisite moment of the lovers' reunion on Cyprus:
 
othello It gives me wonder great as my content
To see you here before me: 0 my soul's joy,
If after every tempest come such calmness,
May the winds blow, till they have waken'd death,
And let the labouring bark climb hills of seas,
Olympus‑high, and duck again as low
As hell's from heaven. If it were now to die,
'Twere now to be most happy, for I fear
My soul hath her content so absolute,
That not another comfort, like to this
Succeeds in unknown fate.
 
desdemona     The heavens forbid
But that our loves and comforts should increase,
Even as our days do grow.
 
othello         Amen to that, sweet powers!
I cannot speak enough of this content,
It stops me here, it is too much of joy.
(2.1.183‑97)
 
