
Lesson 3: Iago 
 
Read Othello, Act 3 
 
Paraphrase the following lines after rereading them in their context: 
 

 SHAKESPEARE IN MY OWN WORDS 
1 Othello: Excellent wretch! Perdition catch 

my soul But I do love thee! And when I love 
thee not Chaos is come again.  
 
 
 
 
(Note: this is what O. says before speaking 
to Iago) 

 

2 Iago:  It were not for your quiet nor your 
good, 
Nor for my manhood, honesty, and wisdom  
To let you know my thoughts.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

3 Iago: Oh, beware, my lord, of jealousy! 
It is the green-eyed 
monster which doth mock 
The meat it feeds on. That 
cuckold lives in bliss Who, 
certain of his fate, loves 
not his wronger, But, oh, 
what damnèd minutes tells 
he o'er 
Who dotes, yet doubts— 
suspects, yet soundly 
loves!  

 
 
(Be critical of the No Fear Shakespeare 

transltion here!)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 Othello: She’s gone, I am abused, and my 
relief 
Must be to loathe her. 

 
 
(Note: this is what O. says after speaking to 
Iago, only minutes later) 

 

 
 
 



Watching 
A Watch www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZfG9k75dn3k and do the following assignment: 
1 Characterize Othello in one sentence. 
 
2 Make a word map representing Iago’s characteristics 
 

 
3 Give three reasons why Iago wanted to hurt Othello. 
 
 
 
 
4 Explain how Iago could be so successful in his treachery. 
 
 
5 What flaw in Othello’s character made it possible for Iago to have success? 
 
 
6 How does Iago’s view of women differ from Othello’s? 
 
 
7 a How does Shakespeare involve the audience in act 3 scene 3, according to the actors? 
 
 
7b In what way is this recognizable for you- i.e. how did YOU feel while watching the scene? 
 
 
 
Iago’s manipulative techniques  
 
Speaking 
Watch the following scene and pay attention to how Iago tries to evoke a feeling of jealousy 
in Othello: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bDK7T-CEJyg 
 



Discuss with your classmate the techniques Iago uses to manipulate Othello. Take notes: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Reading 
Read the following article and answer the question: 
  
What are the aspirations, passions, woes and/or flaws in the characters of each of the 
following persons that Iago exploits in order to be able to manipulate them?  
A Cassio 
B Emilia 
C Roderigo 

D Desdemona 
E Othello? 
 

 
Iago's Manipulative Techniques 
 
General Tactics 
From beginning to end, Iago moves the characters of Othello as if they were chess 
pieces. He uses their individual aspirations and passions to motivate them to 
whatever devious plan he desires. His adroit manipulation of those characters 
range from convincing Cassio to enjoy another glass of wine, to leading Othello to 
the conclusion that only by killing Desdemona could he save himself and mankind 
from her treacherous acts of infidelity.  

However, in each case Iago doesn't have to push very hard as his suggested actions 
either appear to be resolutions to each character's woes or take advantage of 
character flaws. In each case, because he does not have to push very hard, he is 
able to maintain an air of apathy while promoting his ultimate malevolent goals: "I 
am not what I am"(I, i, 71). In this manner, Iago manipulates Cassio, Desdemona, 
Emilia, Roderigo, and Othello to play their separate pieces in the puzzle that will 
ultimately result in death. 

 
Cassio 
Iago takes advantage of both Cassio's yearning for his old position of lieutenant as 
well as Desdemona's good-natured heart in order create the image that Desdemona 
is being unfaithful with him. Cassio loses his lieutenancy due to his drunkenness 
and brawl with Roderigo and Montano. Dejected, Cassio turns to Iago, an "honest" 
man, who happens to be nearby. Iago states that "Our general's wife is now the 



general" (II, iii, 333-4), and that with her as his petitioner his relationship with 
Othello, "shall grow stronger than it was before". 
 
Desdemona 
He exploits Desdemona's natural proclivity to help others, toward his dark purpose; 
he "turn[s] her virtue into pitch". Iago is a satanic figure who endeavours to pervert 
that which is pure and good. Through his suggestion to Cassio, Iago can now be 
certain that Cassio will entreat Desdemona to petition for him with Othello. Cassio 
does implore Desdemona for assistance and predictably she responds that, "Be 
thou assured, good Cassio, I will do all my abilities in thy behalf", and thus Iago's 
plan succeeds.  
 
Emilia 
Iago also manipulates the undeserving devotion that Emilia shows him. We learn 
from Emilia at the end of the play that Iago, "begged [her] to steal" the handkerchief 
that Othello gave to Desdemona. Iago's manipulation of his wife is tragic; she 
clearly sees his "wayward" nature, and yet she remains obedient even though she 
knows that it is her mistress's, "first remembrance of the Moor". Like Desdemona's 
good nature, Iago exploits Emilia's spousal devotion toward his malicious goals.  
 
Roderigo 
In Roderigo's case, Iago manipulates both his obtuseness, as well as his desperate 
love for Desdemona. By exploiting Roderigo's dim-witted nature, Iago is able to 
attain any monetary resources may need. Roderigo's mental function is also 
inhibited by his love for Desdemona, which shames him in its strength: "I confess it 
is my shame to be so fond, but it is not in my virtue to amend it." Thus, with the 
promise that Desdemona might be swayed to divorce Othello and marry Roderigo, 
Iago procures whatever funds he wishes: "Thus do I ever make my fool my purse". 
Roderigo desperately desires Desdemona and is unable to realize that no amount of 
money will help the situation. Iago seizes upon Roderigo's inability to draw this 
conclusion, and slowly bleeds Roderigo's purse.  
 
Othello 
Finally, Iago's most destructive manipulation of the characters of Othello, is his 
manipulation of Othello himself. Othello's insecurities about his race are what Iago 
uses to bend him to his will. In his discourse to the Duke, Othello's love for 
Desdemona seems elevated and pure. It is filled with religious words such as 
"pilgrimage" and "prayer" which demonstrate both the strength and sanctity of their 
love. Yet, by the end of the play Iago has so poisoned Othello's soul that he is 
convinced that, "[Desdemona] must die, else she'll betray more men". How did this 
radical change occur? It is Iago's gentle prodding and toying with Othello. 
First, Iago uses Othello’s blackness to create doubt in his mind. He suggests 
Desdemona’s behaviour of turning down all those young men from her own country 
was unnatural: “Foh! One may smell in such a will most rank, Foul disproportions, 
thoughts unnatural.” Iago adds that Desdemona might snap back to her natural 
taste in men one day, and compare Othello unfavorably to other Italians. 



Knowing these insecurities reside in the Othello's mind, Iago begins dropping subtle 
hints such as, "I like not that" after Cassio has spoken to Desdemona. 

Iago also immediately repents after saying, "I cannot think it that he would steal 
away so guiltylike", yet he has already masterfully planted a seed of doubt in 
Othello's mind. As this seed takes root in Othello's mind Iago need only supply, 
"trifles light as air", which Othello increasingly demands from Iago.  

Thus, because Iago is able to exploit Othello's insecurities about being black in 
Venice, married to a young white woman that left her father without a second 
thought, he is able to easily manipulate him using only hints, thin proofs, and 
fabricated evidence. 

 
In conclusion, Iago harnesses individual character flaws and situations throughout 
the play, to serve his own demonic purpose. Indeed, Iago is a satanic character 
whose manipulations often involve perverting that which is good and moral into a 
pitifully depraved heap.  

 

 

Homework/lesson work 

Directions: Choose one of these quotations to analyze, and provide the following details for each:  

1. Speaker: Who says it  
2. Audience: The person(s) being spoken to  
3. Context: The surrounding circumstances and events in the play when the quotation appears  
4. Meaning: What the quotation means in your own words  
5. Significance: Why this quotation is important and how it develops the plot, a motif, or theme 

in the play  

1. ―Cassio, my lord? No, sure, I cannot think it, / That he would steal away so guilty-like, / 
Seeing you coming. 

2. ―I prithee speak to me, as to thy thinkings, / As thou dost ruminate, and give thy worst of 
thoughts / The worst of words. 

3. ―Good name in man and woman, dear my lord, / Is the immediate jewel of their souls. / 
Who steals my purse steals trash; ‘tis something, nothing, . . . / But he that filches from me 
my good name / Robs me of that which not enriches him / And makes me poor indeed. 

4. ―O, beware, my lord, of jealousy! / It is the green-eyed monster, which doth mock / The 
meat it feeds on. That cuckold lives in bliss / Who, certain of his fate, loves not his wronger; / 
But, O, what damned minutes tells he o‘er / Who dotes, yet doubts; suspects, yet soundly 
loves! 

5. ―Not to affect many proposed matches / Of her own clime, complexion, and degree, / 
Whereto, we see in all things nature tends— / Foh! one may smell in such a will most rank, / 
Foul disproportion, thoughts unnatural—  

6. ―Haply, for I am black / And have not those soft parts of conversation / That chamberers 
have, or for I am declined / Into the vale of years (yet that‘s not much), / She‘s gone. I am 
abused, and my relief / Must be to loathe her. O curse of marriage . . . 


