ENGLISH ADVANCED

The misuse of authority leads to dire consequences: Discuss how this is evidenced in
Othello and a supplementary text of your own choosing.

The dire consequences of the misuse of authority are evident within William Shakespeare’s tragedy,
Othello. All the central characters face the price of the neglect of responsibility and the abuse of
authority; by both legitimate and illegitimate means. The consequences of the abuse of authority are
not only present in Shakespeare’'s Elizabethan context, but also in the modern day. This is
highlighted in the public uprising against Egypt’s President, Hosni Mubarak as documented in Jason
Koutsoukis’ article for the Sydney Morning Herald.

In Othello, many characters suffer the consequences of Othello’s lack of authority over his own mind
and emotions, as he allows lago’s whisperings to poison his mind. As a General of numerous
armies, Othello uses clear thinking, logic and strategy to bring success on the battle field — which
ultimately leads to his legitimate authority as a General. However, when he marries, and serves as
the ultimate power in Cyprus, Othello loses the balance between reason and his emotions.
Shakespeare uses the threat of invasion by a Turkish fleet as a device to shift the dramatic action
from Venice — and its strict court system — to Cyprus. This allows the audience to witness the
darker, unrestrained side of Othello; as well giving free-rein to lago to manipulate those around him.
Othello’s ‘raging motions’ (1.111.322) are foreseen by lago as the key to his downfall, so as ‘to abuse
Othello’s ear’ (1.111.377) with untrue tales of his wife and Cassio. Shakespeare utilizes the character
of lago to foreshadow the play — as lago foretells Othello’s loss of authoritative control over himself,
which leads to Othello’s false charging of his loyal lieutenant Cassio as well as the killing of his
loving wife Desdemona.

Othello’s lack of authority over his mind and emotions also has dire consequences for himself - with
his distress at lago’s tales being expressed both emotionally and physically. Desdemona notices
Othello’s distemper in saying ‘my lord is not my lord,” (lll.IV.118) as evidenced to her and others
through his dialogue and actions towards them. Othello’s fury also manifests itself physically, in the
form of numerous epileptic fits. This demonstrates how Othello, manipulated by lago, is both
internally and externally ravaged by jealousy, with all his authority and power governed by it. In
taking his own life, Othello, tormented by his actions, screams “Whip me, ye Devils... Roast me in
sulphur” (V.11.275, 277) as he realises his lack of reason, responsibility and control in listening to
lago’s vilification of Desdemona and Cassio.

In Egypt, Hosni Mubarak, like Othello, neglects his responsibility as a democratic leader, and places
his own views above the role of President, with disastrous consequences on the Egyptian
population. Thomas Jefferson encapsulates the ultimate role of government in saying "The care of
human life and happiness and not their destruction is the first and only legitimate object of good
government." Such morals are dissipated from Mubarak’s reign, as, like Othello, he neglects the
responsibility of logic, reason and morality in place of his own passions, greed and his opinions as
to being the supreme authority. Mubarak’s thirty year rule has been described as a ‘near-
dictatorship,” with clouds of corruption and nepotism hovering over his legacy. As a result, Mubarak
did little for the advancement of Egypt, with no real economic or social reform, as well as allowing
social standards to slip without intervention. Even during the final stages of protest, Mubarak would
not step down; infuriating the people with his words “I have lived for this nation. | have kept my
responsibilities.” Mubarak, in saying so, has refused to acknowledge his neglect of the Egyptian
people and the resulting consequences of his inaction while holding the seat of supreme authority.

lago, unlike Mubarak, does not hold legitimate grounds for authority and so gains it by illegitimate
means; by abusing the authority of trust placed in him by other characters, to bring about their
demise. The man falsely described by Othello as one “of honesty and trust," (Il.I1l.284) uses his
powers of charm, persuasion and manipulation to pit his fellow characters against each other.
“Honest lago” receives regular payments of ‘money in his purse’ (1.111.333, 335, 340) from Rodrigo,
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Cassio’s position as lieutenant as well as taking his vengeance on Othello and his wife.
Shakespeare clearly demonstrates “Honest lago’s” (11.111.158) duplicate, immoral and malevolent
nature to the audience, through the use of asides, and soliloquies — with lago revealing his vile
plans whenever alone, of making “the Moor thank me, love me, and reward me, for making him
egregiously an ass.”(11.1.289) lago however, always speaks with a strong tone of secrecy and
confidentiality. lago’s actions do not go forever unchecked, as the ultimate consequence of his

abuse of trust and authority is the full weight of the Venetian Court, namely in his execution.

Comparatively speaking, Hosni Mubarak also exploited the authority and trust he was given as
President, and clung to power by illegitimate means. Princeton University political-science
professor, Amaney Jamal, said “there was a lot of corruption and the stifling of public resources for
personal gain in his regime.” The total of Mubarak’s private investments and property accumulated
over his thirty year reign as President is estimated at $40- 70 billion. In order to maintain his thirty
year grip on Egypt, Mubarak had numerous laws in place to stop the development of a viable
opposition. By not removing ‘state of emergency laws’ that came in place in the 1980’s, Mubarak
was able to extend police powers as well as suspend constitutional rights, which gave his
Government the power to imprison without charge. Rather than winning by a democratic vote, he
stayed in power by national referenda, arguing he brought stability and control to Egypt.
Unopposed, Mubarak stayed in power and continued his oppressive rule.

Mubarak’s apparent abuse of his authority and power did not go without consequence. This year
hundreds of thousands of Egyptian protestors lined the streets of Cairo’'s Tahrir Square,
relinquishing all support for the government, eliminating all government authority and letting their
cries of anger and frustration be heard. There was also an international push for Mubarak to be
removed from office, with some international leaders as well as many protestors in London, Seoul
and Washington D.C calling for an end to his reign. Koutsoukis, in his article states ‘that support for
Mr. Mubarak within his own government had crumbled’ demonstrating the unanimous uprising
against him and the evident backlash his continual abuse of authority provoked. Mubarak, after 18
days of relentless drive from furious protestors, transferred power to the army and stepped down.

The misuse of authority, in any form, can have severe consequences. In Othello, all characters are
affected by Othello’s lack of authority over himself and lago’s abuse of trust, concluding with the
deaths of Othello, Desdemona, Emilia, lago, Brabantio and Rodrigo. Mubarak, in his thirty year rule,
neglected his people and abused the authority given to him for monetary gain and to maintain his
grip on power. Both Elizabethan and contemporary audiences can connect with the universal
themes presented by authority and its misuse; of human greed, selfishness and ambition; which
consequentially ends with detrimental effects on the offending individual and those under their
authority.
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