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The Vine of Jealousy 

An Essay on the nature of jealousy in Othello 

 

Jealousy is a universal emotion, yet it is often overlooked. When someone feels jealous, it tends 

to just be a quick pang of feeling before it disappears. There are, however, times when jealousy can get 

out of hand, and affect a person’s entire life. It is almost like ivy; if it is cut out right away, it will die, but 

if it is encouraged and fed with evidence, it will overtake the host, suffocating it in the process. In 

William Shakespeare’s play Othello, it is that kind of jealousy that grips Othello. Jealousy that stops him 

from listening to reason and forces him to act only passionately. It is an unbelievable powerful emotion 

that can spawn with very little evidence. Jealousy also impacts Iago, but he deals with it differently and 

enacts controlled revenge as opposed to allowing it to overtake him, proving that anybody who listens 

to emotions would react the same way as Othello did in the play. 

Jealousy is powerful; it can make the most intelligent, reasonable person into someone who 

only listens to passion. At the start of the play, Othello is extremely intelligent. He is a “valiant” general 

and has gained such a post even though he is black (1.3.56). After Cassio starts a brawl in the streets of 

Cyprus, he puts his love for him aside and says, “Cassio, I love thee, / But nevermore be officer of mine” 

(2.3.264-65). Only someone with amazing control over their emotions could fire their friend. It is once 

the seed of jealousy is planted into Othello’s brain, that he loses this reason and succumbs to passion. 

The deterioration of his language proves this. Instead of forming elaborate sentences and using kind 

words, he resorts the same kind of language that Iago uses: phrases like “lewd minx” and “cuckold” 

(3.3.541, 4.1.219). He yells “Death and damnation! O!” (3.3.453). Furthermore, it is jealousy that causes 

Othello to listen to Iago’s lies, which are disguised to look like sound evidence. The old Othello would 

have noticed Iago’s plot, but now that he is jealous, his passion takes over. Using Othello, Shakespeare 
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explains that jealousy is one of the most powerful emotions. It can make even the most reasonable man 

insane and irrational. 

Othello’s jealousy begins when he witnesses Cassio and Desdemona speaking about whether 

Desdemona can convince Othello to re-hire Cassio. When he sees Othello enter the room, he sneaks off 

making it look like he has something to hide. That is the seed of Othello’s jealousy, but it is later in this 

scene when Iago continues to add layers of evidence that it consumes him. For example, he says “I lay 

with Cassio lately, /. . . / In sleep I heard him say “Sweet Desdemona, / Let us be wary, let us hide our 

loves”” (3.3.470-76). Iago feeds Othello with lies that seem like “ocular proof” (3.3.412). This lie, as well 

as the handkerchief, allows his jealousy to continue thriving. It is easy to see where Othello’s jealousy 

begins and how it continues to thrive and grow, but the bigger question is, what is the nature of his 

jealousy?  

There are two ways to look at Othello’s jealousy. The first would be that Othello’s jealousy is 

based only on evidence and that in general, jealousy cannot grow without proof. The second would be 

to say that Othello is jealous simply because he feels jealous. Emilia comments on this, saying, “[Jealous 

souls] are not ever jealous for the cause, / But jealous for they’re jealous” (3.4.181-82). She claims that 

people do not need evidence to be jealous, it just overtakes them. This would imply that the seed of 

Othello’s jealousy (See above paragraph) is all that was needed for him to become jealous and nothing 

could be done to stop it from growing afterwards. This second way seems far-fetched and unrealistic. 

The first way seems the most likely; Othello must have other evidence to prove that Desdemona is 

cheating on him, otherwise he has no good reason to be jealous. The evidence that Iago feeds Othello 

must be the reason that Iago’s jealousy grows and overtakes him. It is not until Iago tells him about the 

handkerchief that Othello says, “Within these three days let me hear you say / That Cassio’s not alive” 

(3.3.537-38). It is not until he sees Cassio admit to sleeping with Desdemona (he was actually just talking 

about Bianca) that Othello threatens to kill Desdemona. He says “Get me some poison Iago, this night, 



I’ll not expostulate with her lest her body and beauty unprovide my mind again. This night, Iago” 

(4.1.223-25). It is Iago’s evidence that truly affects his brain and causes his jealousy to grow. However, it 

would be wrong to entirely discredit Emilia’s ideas about jealousy. Why would Othello believe Iago’s lies 

(about Cassio talking in his sleep and wiping his beard with Desdemona’s handkerchief) if he had not 

already succumbed to jealousy? The truth is, he would not. Othello was always a reasonable person and 

a good general. Unless something was infecting his brain, he would not listen to such terrible and faulty 

evidence. For that reason, Emilia must be right; the jealousy was not caused by him listening to Iago’s 

lies. On the contrary, Othello listens to Iago’s lies because he was already jealous, and his jealousy was 

turning his reason into passion, stopping him from thinking properly. Both views on the nature of 

Othello’s jealousy are valid. In reality, the truth is probably a combination of both. When Othello 

became jealous, it took away enough of his reason that he believes obvious lies. However, it was Iago’s 

evidence that really put him over the top and made him crazy. 

Jealousy also impacts Iago, but he deals with it much differently than Othello does. Iago is 

jealous because Cassio got the lieutenant position instead of him. He hates the Moor because he hired a 

man of “Mere prattle without practice” instead of the more experienced man: himself (1.1.27). Iago’s  

jealousy is often forgotten because he is in control of his emotions. While Othello expresses his jealousy 

by losing all reason and succumbing to passion; Iago does the opposite. When jealous, he can still 

execute a brilliant plan that ruins the lives of everyone who wronged him. The reason for Iago’s ability to 

not succumb to emotion is found in 3.1. To Roderigo, he says “’Tis in ourselves that we are thus or thus. 

Our bodies are our gardens to the which our wills are gardeners” (1.3.361-63). Iago does not allow 

emotion to affect him; he is in control of everything. Iago has such good control over his emotions that 

his jealousy is hardly even recognizable as jealousy. That is why the audience tends to notice Othello’s 

jealousy more than his.  
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Othello’s loss of reason because of jealousy makes him seem weak, and Iago strong. He ends up 

believing that Cassio is sleeping with Desdemona just because Iago says so. Jealousy hurts Othello 

because he listens to his emotions. Iago, on the other hand, ignores his jealousy and focuses on 

destroying everyone who wronged him. In some ways, jealousy has a positive effect on him. This doesn’t 

mean that Iago is inherently a better person, and Othello is worse.  Shakespeare is not saying that it is 

right to ignore emotion like Iago. In the play, this ability works in his favour, but it also proves that he is 

an evil psychopath. Othello listens to jealousy, and it does badly for him. But what happened to Othello 

would have happened to anyone in his position if they had a person like Iago whispering to them.  

In Othello, Shakespeare proves that jealousy is powerful and affects anyone who listens to their 

emotions as Othello does. It is the seed of jealousy that gets a person to stop listening to reason. For 

Othello, this seed is Cassio mysteriously disappearing after having a conversation with Desdemona. 

However, evidence is required to push a person over the edge, as happened to Othello in this play. 

Furthermore, jealousy only impacts people who listen to emotion. Someone like Iago would not allow it 

to overtake them. Although this is expressed as a helpful trait (it works out for Iago), having complete 

control over emotion is also what causes Iago to be a psychopath. Othello behaves terribly towards the 

end of the play, not because he is inherently rude, but because he is a normal person who listens to his 

emotions. Anyone could have been in Othello’s position and acted in very similar ways, he was unlucky 

enough to be that person. 
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