There are two schools of thought on this subject, one which believes that Iago is a motiveless malignity, the personification of all things dark, a man who does evil simply because he is evil.  The other idea is that Iago acts as he does because he holds a grudge against both Cassio and Othello and is simply trying to take his revenge.

So does Iago hold a grudge?  There is a lot of evidence backing up this idea.  For example, Othello, there is a school of thought that says that Iago hates the moor because he allegedly slept with Emilia.  “QUOTE”  A more obvious reason that follows this is the fact that Othello didn’t give him the job as Lieutenant.  “QUOTE”  The fact it went to a Florentine, Cassio, seems to be a big point to Iago also and is why he feels he must destroy Othello’s first hand man as well. “QUOTE”

This is a perfectly feasible idea and the wealth of evidence backing it up makes it seem as if it is the correct one.  However, this makes Iago’s character seem a lot less complex than he really is.  This idea creates an Iago who is simply annoyed and wants to take revenge and regain his pride.  From looking at Iago’s character throughout the play and his devious nature it seems more likely that there is a more to his reasoning than just revenge.  “QUOTE”  For example would he have gone to all this trouble if all he wanted to do was embarrass Othello and get his pride back?  It seems unlikely.  Also, the hatred to his enemies and his apparent love of being in a position of power he expresses whilst alone makes it seem as if there is more to his character than a lust for revenge. “QUOTE”

In a more general point, Colleridge suggested that Iago’s motive comes from the fact he is so intellectually superior to his colleagues yet they hold the positions that he desires and won’t let him reach his goal.

The idea that Iago is simply evil is much more complex than the idea that he is simply upset with his fellow characters.  Colleridge also provided a lot of information on this school of thought.  He questions whether Iago’s actions come purely from the fact that he enjoys holding power over and manipulating other people or if there is more to it.  Are Iago’s motives simply a ‘rationalisation for his evil impulses’.  

There are a few key places in the play where the answer to this question begins to be revealed.  For example

So is Iago just a normal man searching for his revenge or is he really a motiveless malignity?  From the research done here it seems as if Iago is a bit of both.  He isn’t completely motiveless but the reasoning he does give seems to be little more than a façade to allow him to act on his evil impulses.  “QUOTE”  He is an evil character, but he isn’t totally motiveless so it would be unfair to describe him as a motiveless malignity.

