F.R. Leavis on Othello  

Othello, it will be very generally granted, is of all Shakespeare’s great tragedies the simplest:  the theme is limited and sharply defined, and the play, everyone agrees, is a brilliantly successful piece of workmanship.  The effect is one of a noble, “classical” clarity—of firm, clear outlines, unblurred and undistracted by cloudy recessions, metaphysical aura, or richly symbolic ambiguities . . . And yet it is of Othello that one can say bluntly, as of no other of the great tragedies, that it suffers in current appreciation an essential and denaturing falsification . . . 


According to the version of Othello elaborated by Bradley [A.C. Bradley, the great Victorian critic], the tragedy is the undoing of the noble Moor by the devilish cunning of Iago.  Othello we are to see as a nearly faultless hero whose strength and virtue are turned against him.  Othello and Desdemona, so far as their fate depended on their characters and un-tampered-with mutual relations, had every ground for expecting the happiness that romantic courtship had promised.  It was external evil, the malice of the demi-devil, that turned a happy story of romantic love—of romantic lovers who were qualified to live happily ever after, so to speak—into a tragedy. This—it is the traditional version of Othello and has, moreover, the support of Coleridge—is to sentimentalize Shakespeare’s tragedy and to displace its centre . . . 


The plain fact that has to be asserted in the face of this sustained and sanctioned perversity is that in Shakespeare’s tragedy of Othello Othello is the chief personage—the chief personage in such a sense that the tragedy may fairly be said to be Othello’s character in action.  Iago is subordinate and merely ancillary. He is not much more than a necessary piece of dramatic mechanism—that at any rate is a fit reply to the view of Othello as necessary material and provocation for a display of Iago’s fiendish intellectual superiority .  


It is plain that what we should see in Iago’s prompt success is not so much Iago’s diabolic intellect as Othello’s readiness to respond.  Iago’s power, in fact, in the temptation-scene is that he represents something that is in Othello—in Othello the husband of Desdemona; the essential traitor is within the gates.  For if Shakespeare’s Othello too is simple-minded, he is nevertheless more complex than Bradley’s.  Bradley’s Othello is, rather, Othello’s; it being an essential datum regarding the Shakespearean Othello that he has an ideal conception of himself . . . 


Othello, in his magnanimous way, is egotistical.  He really is, beyond any question, the nobly massive man of action, the captain of men, he sees himself as being, but he does very much see himself:  “Keep up your bright swords, for the dew will rust them.”  In short, a habit of self-approving self-dramatization is an essential element on Othello’s make-up, and remains so at the very end.


It is, at the best, the impressive manifestation of a noble egotism.  But, in the new marital situation, this egotism isn’t going to be the less dangerous for its nobility.  This self-centeredness doesn’t mean self-knowledge:  that is a virtue which Othello, as soldier of fortune, hasn’t had much need of.  He has been well provided by nature to meet all the trials a life of action has exposed him to.  The trials facing him now that he has married this Venetian girl with whom he’s “in love” so imaginatively (we’re told) as to outdo Romeo and who is so many years younger than himself (his color, whether or not “color-feeling” existed among the Elizabethans, we are certainly to take as emphasizing the disparity of the match)—the trials facing him now are of a different order . . . 


Iago, like Bradley, points out that Othello didn’t really know Desdemona, and Othello acquiesces in considering her as a type—a type outside his experience—the Venetian wife.  It is plain, then, that his love is composed very largely of ignorance of self as well as ignorance of her . . . It may be love, but it can be only in an oddly qualified sense love of her:  it must be much more a matter of self-centered and self-regarding satisfactions—pride, sensual possessiveness, appetite, love of loving—than he suspects. 


This comes out unmistakably when he begins to let himself go; for instance, in the soliloquy that follows Iago’s exit: 


“She’s gone; I am abused, and my relief

Must be to loathe her . . . I had rather be a toad, 

And live upon the vapor of a dungeon, 

Than keep a corner in the thing I love 

For others’ uses . . .” 

  
It is significant that, at the climax of the play, when Othello, having exclaimed 

  
“O blood, blood, blood,” 

kneels to take a formal vow of revenge, he does so in the heroic strain . . . he reassumes formally his heroic self-dramatization—reassumes formally his heroic self-dramatization—reassumes the Othello of “the big wars that make ambition virtue” . . . Othello’s self-idealization, his promptness to jealousy and his blindness are shown in their essential relation.  The self-idealization is shown as blindness and the nobility as here no longer something real, but the disguise of an obtuse and brutal egotism.  Self-pride becomes stupidity, ferocious stupidity, an insane and self-deceiving passion.  The habitual “nobility”  is seen to make self-deception invincible, the egotism it expresses being the drive to catastrophe.  Othello’s noble lack of self-knowledge is shown as humiliating and disastrous . . . When he discovers his mistake, his reaction is an intolerably intensified form of the common “I could kick myself”:


“Whip me, ye devils,

From the possession of this heavenly sight!

Blow me about in winds!  roast me in sulphur!

Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire!

O Desdemona . . .

But he remains the same Othello, he has discovered his mistake, but there is no tragic self-discovery . . . He is ruined, but he is the same Othello in whose essential make-up the tragedy lay:  the tragedy doesn’t involve the idea of the hero’s learning through suffering.  The fact that Othello tends to sentimentalize should be the reverse of a reason for our sentimentalizing too . . . 
SAMUEL JOHNSON, the first of Shakespeare’s great editors, had the highest praise for Othello:

The beauties of this play impress themselves so strongly upon the attention of the reader, that they can draw no aid from critical illustration. The fiery openness of Othello, magnanimous, artless and credulous, boundless in his confidence, ardent in his affection, inflexible in his resolution, and obdurate in his revenge; the cool malignity of Iago, silent in his resentment, subtle in his designs, and studious at once of his interest and his vengeance; the soft simplicity of Desdemona, confident of merit, and conscious of innocence, her artless perseverance in her suit, and her slowness to suspect that she can be suspected, are such proofs of Shakespeare’s skill in human nature, as, I suppose, it is vain to seek in any modern writer.
S.T. COLERIDGE, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, was impressed above all by the character of Iago, whose explanatory soliloquies he saw as.

. . . the motive hunting of motiveless malignity — how awful! In itself fiendish; while yet he was allowed to bear the divine image, too fiendish for his own steady view. A being next to devil, only not quite devil — and this Shakespeare has attempted — and executed — without disgust, without scandal.
Alan Sinfield: Marxism, Cultural Materialism and Othello
· Marxism has been declared dead by many people in the wake of the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the demise of the Soviet Union

· Yet in 1999, just a year after the 150th anniversary of the publication of Marx and Engels's Communist Manifesto, the rightwing magazine The Economist put Marx on its front cover - this does not mean that The Economist had suddenly turned leftwing, but it does mean that Marx can be seen still to be relevant

· Marx and Marxism are chiefly known for an interpretation of the world, society and history, particularly in terms of economic forces, class struggle and revolution - what has this to do with literary criticisim?

Marx and Engels and their followers

· Marx and Engels themselves, as highly educated bourgeois Germans, had a considerable interest in art and culture

· Marx and Engels were NOT prescriptive or dogmatic about what they considered to be 'good' literature

· In fact, they never developed a fully-worked-out theory of culture

· Marx and Engels were revolutionary philosophers: Marx's masterpiece, Capital, offered what he reckoned was a scientific explanation and critique of capitalism.  He and Engels engaged in debate with the mainstream of German philosophy, and they helped to organise a pan-European labour movement

· After their deaths, Marxist ideas became concentrated on economics and politics. Thinkers such as Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky advocated Marxism as an openly revolutionary theory, and argued for its applicability even in countries such as Russia where capitalism was under-developed

· Marxism-Leninism was considered as a serious ideological and economic rival to liberal capitalist democracy up to the 1960s.  Between the World Wars, during the Great Depression, communism seemed like a viable alternative to both capitalism and fascism

· After 1945, the violence of Soviet control of Eastern Europe and then the ruthlessness with which the Hungarian uprising of 1956 was crushed, finally disenchanted many intellectuals in the West with Marxism

· Marxism in the West then became principally a philosophy, not a political system

· Marxist thinkers in Germany, France and Italy, in particular, turned their attention towards culture and ideology.  An extraordinarily fertile period of Marxist philosophy ensued

· The collapse, after WW2 and especially in the 1960s, of the old European empires allowed the success of numerous Third World national-liberation movements, many of which were influenced by Marxism.  This current will eventually be seen to feed into postcolonialism

Marxism and the Turn to Culture

· For Western Marxists after 1945, the great question was: if Marx had predicted that the industrial workers of the world would turn out to be the motive force of revolution, why had not revolutions of a socialist kind taken place in the great industrialized states - Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Japan and the United States?  

· Marxists now realised that it was in the realm of ideas that modern liberal-democratic capitalist societies were most powerfully held together and controlled

· Hence the turn to interest in ideas - in culture and art, but also in philosophy, education, the media and many other areas of life - in Marxist thought

· Marxism is principally a materialist philosophy, as against an idealist one.  Idealism places stress on ideas and the human mind, or even spirituality, as the forces that move human society and history.  Materialism argues that it is the physical forces of society and economy and nature that move human society and history

· Marxism regards history as impelled by struggles for power between rival social classes.   The dominant classes exploit the dominated classes - a very clear feature of 19th century industrial capitalism

· Such exploitation leads to the alienation of labour.  Here the labourer has lost all control over the object he is making, over the profits which arise from its production, and he carries out only fragmented tasks (say, putting tops on bottles on the production line).  In such conditions, according to Marxists, the labourer himself becomes a kind of object.  The labourer has become a kind of thing, just like that which he is helping produce

· The most simple Marxist model of society and culture is the 'base and superstructure' model - society consists of an economic base (factories, farms, distribution systems, the commercial system), and a 'superstructure', which is the realm of ideas - art, religion, law.  Marxist materialism argued that the material base determined and shaped the ideological superstructure

· This leads to the idea of ideology.  In their book The German Ideology, Marx and Engels wrote:

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas i.e. the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force

Marx and Engels are pointing out here that the ideas in society that most people are ruled by do not necessarily suit their interests

Marxism and Literary Criticism
· Marxist criticism tends to maintain that a writer's social class and its ideology - its values, worldview, tacit assumptions - have a major influence on what that writer writes.  

· Accordingly, rather than see writers as 'free' or 'autonomous', as 'inspired' or 'gifted' persons whose 'genius' permits them to produce 'original' and 'timeless' works of art, the Marxist critic sees the author and the art work as formed by social context in ways that the author may not be aware of.  This is the sign of the relation of Marxism and historicism

· For modern Marxism, this is true not only of the content of a work but of its form
Schools of Marxist literary and cultural thought

· There have been many schools and branches of Marxist criticism.  Between the wars, a particularly brilliant group of German writers clustered around the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research.  Because they were mostly Jewish, and were all of the Left, they went into exile in America between about 1933 and 1945.  

· The most important Frankfurt thinkers were Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Max Horkheimer and Herbert Marcuse.  Marcuse, Adorno and Horkheimer relocated the Frankfurt School first to New York and then to Los Angeles.  

· They are particularly famous for their concept of 'the culture industry'.  They realised that, especially in the USA, the world of culture was no longer - if it ever had been - a matter of gifted lonely individuals producing masterworks through flashes of inspiration.  Rather, culture was now an industry - exemplified by the film-making industry of Hollywood, churning out images and narratives

· Further, the Frankfurt writers realised that the way that culture was received had also changed: art works were now consumer commodities - a painting or a book was consumed in much the same way as a can of Coke or a pair of jeans.  The Frankfurt Marxists were offering a critique of consumerism that was prophetic for the entire Western world

· Another notable school of Marxism has been built around the work of Louis Althusser, a French Marxist who died only in 1991.  Althusser is particularly important for his theory of ideology

· Althusser's idea of ideology and of the 'relative autonomy' of culture and ideas allowed him to avoid the crude determinism of the base-and-superstructure model

· For Althusser, ideology is a system of representations (images, myths, values or concepts) with an existence and a historical role at the heart of a given society

· Althusser's point is that representation - which includes literature and art - carries or conveys the values and meanings which underpin any society and allow it to reproduce itself.  Such values and meanings are usually implicit, often not recognised, but they saturate the whole culture

· For Althusser, ideology is constantly being produced and re-produced, especially in what he termed Ideological State Apparatuses.  These are distinguished from Repressive State Apparatuses.  ISAs work by ideological control; RSAs work by explicit physical or violent control - they are the police force, the army, the prison system and the legal system in a society.  ISAs are institutions such as religions, schools and universities, political parties, the family, and even the institutions of art and culture.  For Althusser, these institutions produce an ideology that is sympathetic to the state and the status quo.

· It is obvious that the Althusserian stress on ideology as produced in relation to a material context marries well with the historicist concentration on historical contextualisation

Cultural Materialism

· Cultural materialism is a modern British school of neo-Marxist criticism.  It is associated particularly with the names of Raymond Williams, Alan Sinfield and Jonathan Dollimore

· Cultural materialism was developed in the early 1980s.

· Its founding insight is that it regards culture as a material form.  Thus it bypasses the old dichotomy of base-and-superstructure.  It regards cultural forms as material forces in society.  Accordingly, it holds that culture cannot transcend the material and political forces and relations of production.  Culture is not simply a reflection of the economic and political system, but nor is it independent of it

· In the Foreward to their volume Political Shakespeare (1985), Dollimore and Sinfield defined cultural materialism in terms of four characteristics:

1) historical context

2) theoretical method

3) political commitment

4) textual analysis

· the stress on historical context is explicitly historicist.  Cultural materialism wishes to recover the 'histories' of the text, meaning that they want to relate it to such matters as 'enclosures and the oppression of the rural poor, state power and resistance to it … witchcraft, the challenge and containment of the carnivalesque'

· the interest in 'theoretical method' is a sign of Dollimore and Sinfield's decisive break with a liberal humanist criticism, and their wish to engage with the lessons of structuralism, poststructuralism, Marxism, feminism, and other modern critical methods

· the interest in 'political commitment' indicates Dollimore and Sinfield's wish to offer a critique of the present - another explicitly historicist element in their thought

· the stress on 'textual analysis' is Dollimore and Sinfield's declaration that they are not interested merely in abstract theorizing, but in applying and using theory, to read canonical texts

· Cultural materialism takes the idea of a 'structure of feeling' from Williams.  For him, structures of feeling are concerned with 'meanings and values as they are lived and felt'.  Williams reckoned that structures of feeling are often antagonistic both to overt systems of values and beliefs, and to the dominant ideologies in society.  Such structures of feeling typically are found in literature, and they oppose the status quo - just as the values in the novels of Dickens or the Brontes represent human structures of feeling which are at variance with Victorian commercial or materialist values

· This stress on opposition means that cultural materialism is optimistic about the likelihood of change, and often sees literature as a source of oppositional values.  Cultural materialism uses the past to 'read' the present, revealing the politics of the present in what we emphasise or suppress of the past

Alan Sinfield's 'Cultural Materialism, Othello, and the Politics of Plausibility'

· Note the priority given to cultural materialism, even in the title of this essay: this shows that Sinfield is as interested in criticism as he is in Othello
· Sinfield opens his essay by discussing 'stories' - the stories characters in the play tell each other to establish or defend their reputations

· Stories are a source of power, and the factors that determine whose stories are believed, whose stories make up 'the truth', are very important

· For Sinfield, stories or narratives are crucially related to ideology.  Ideology makes plausible concepts and systems to explain who we are, who the 'others' are, and how the world works

· Sinfield reminds us that ideology is powerful because it becomes 'common sense'.  It becomes 'common-sense' because it appears to be our own thoughts and feelings:

As the world shapes itself around and through us, certain interpretations of experience strike us as plausible; they fit with what we have experienced already and are confirmed by others around us

· For Sinfield, societies are stable because 'many people believe that things have to take more or less their present form'

· Ideology is produced by institutions, and some institutions are more successful and powerful in producing it than others.  Marginal characters in Shakespeare, such as Shylock or Edmund or Caliban produce stories that seem to be subversive.  Powerful women who produce stories that try to organise men - such as Lady Macbeth, and Goneril and Regan - are 'bad'.  The most powerful producer of stories is the state
· At the end of the play, Othello tries to control the story that will be told about him after his death.  But the Venetian state, through Ludovico, takes control of his story.  

· At the end of the play, Othello also tries to justify himself by telling a story of his service to the state: his killing of a Turk. Strikingly, he deploys a racism that might as easily be used against him

· Sinfield is keen to find modes of 'dissident reading' - anti-establishment or oppositional reading.  Does the play give him the space to do that?

· He finds in the figure of Desdemona a crack or contradiction in the play.  Desdemona creates a moment of radical disorder, when she marries Othello.  

· Sinfield reminds us that marriage is a major institution - an ideological institution - by which the transfer of property is regulated, and by which the production of children is regulated

· With the Protestant Reformation, changes occurred in the English ideology of marriage.  Protestantism laid greater emphasis than Catholicism on the mutual emotional satisfaction of the partners.  But it also reinforced patriarchal power in the family, by making the man of the house (rather than the priest) responsible for that house's spiritual welfare

· Desdemona puts pressure on the ideology of marriage by 1) marrying without her father's consent; 2) marrying outside of her class; 3) marrying outside of her race

· Desdemona's moment of power ends as soon as the men accept her marriage to Othello

· But we should still note that the ideological system of any society is always complex, and its complexity means that there it contains potential for contradiction.  Such contradictions allow people the chance to see the ideological system for what it is

· For Sinfield, the fissure opened up by Desdemona is precisely the kind of point at which a radical or oppositional criticism can open up a text

· Sinfield also suggests that such radical criticism, as applied to canonical texts, ultimately offers a critique of the present society and institutions in which the critic performs that act of criticism

