
 

Perceptions of Colonialism and Power: 

Raphael Lyne’s asserts that ‘Prospero’s invocation (5.1.33-57) consistently echoes that of 
[the murderous enchantress] Medea in … [Ovid’s] Metamorphosis’, one a Shakespearean 
audience would have understood since Ovid had been used as a book of education since 

the middle ages (150) (Encyclopaedia Britannica) (Coon 1930). Prospero relinquishes his 
magic (a symbol of colonial power), but uses the language of black magic to do it. The act 
of using something considered ‘dark’ in order to gain something ‘pure’ reflects the 

conflicting perceptions of the power of colonisers, as the audience is never sure whether 
the power Prospero wields is benign or malevolent. 
  
Prospero’s colonial power is seen in 1.2 whereby Ariel ‘flamed amazement’, implying art, 

beauty and entertainment. However, juxtaposes the ‘dreadful thunderclaps’ and 
‘sulphurous roaring’, which imply anger desperation and destruction, reminiscent of the 
shipmates’ fear in 1.1 (118-104). Therefore, where magic is superficial entertainment for 

those possessing colonial power, it is detrimental and chaotic to those who cannot, and it 
is those like the sailors, who suffer the consequences. Similarly, the masque reveals the 
blurred perceptions of Ariel’s liberty and the controlling nature of Prospero’s power. 

Prospero’s assertion that ‘I must use you [Ariel] / in such another trick’ is quickly 
undermined through Iris’, or Ariel’s, use of epithets and elaborate language. The elegance 
of his language implies a level of freedom and tranquillity within colonialist structures: in 

his incarceration he has found liberty and beauty. The audience too is subject to this as 
they attempt to process the ‘turfy mountains’, ‘spongy April’ and ‘chaste crowns’ (4.1.62-
66). Coupled with the verb ‘use’, it implies that Ariel is Prospero’s resource, employed to 

placate or punish Prospero’s subjects. Superficially, Ariel is Prospero’s loyal subject and 
subject to the tyranny and trapped within Prospero’s ‘knotty entrails’ of magic and power 
(1.2.6). Therefore, it is no surprise that the 1993 RSC production enforces Ariel’s 
incarceration, as his final  act to Prospero is to spit in his face (Royal Shakespeare 

Company). 
  
Similarly, the dichotomies of the perception and meaning of power are echoed through 

Caliban’s use of language. Initially, he uses language to express hatred and disgust for 
Prospero’s magic and power, bitterly claiming that the benefit of adopting his language is 
that he ‘know[s] how to curse’ (1.2.365); thus implying that language is a tool to overthrow 

his oppressor. However, he later uses language to express his love for the island, a way of 
escaping Prospero’s colonialist oppression through as language, and perception through 
language, is the only thing he can truly control.  The island possesses ‘sounds and sweet 

airs… [and] a thousand twangling instruments’ (3.2.31-32). The dream-like language 
utilises synaesthesia in order to distort human senses, a direct contrast to the sensory 
nature of Prospero’s storm and Caliban’s punishments. Therefore Caliban’s use of 
language enables his to both escape and challenge Prospero’s use of language, thereby 

subtly challenging his power. The sibilance also creates an atmosphere of ethereal calm 
and peace, juxtaposing the angry dissonance and harsh language of 1.2. Yet Caliban is 
incarcerated by both Western language and the people who taught him it, exemplified by 

the verb ‘twangling’. The fabrication of words signify Caliban’s inability to describe the 
island within the confines of western language and Prospero’s domain. 
  

Caliban corrupts language to curse and threaten his master, yet also uses it to escape 

colonialist oppression. Contrastingly, Ariel and Prospero use language to cause 
simultaneous pain and entertainment, and slavery and liberty. It is through the contrasting 
use of Western language that The Tempest reveals the moral dichotomies in Prospero’s 

own colonialist power, as he controls all on the island and therefore its language.  

Class: 

The class system, during the Elizabethan era, created a hierarchy over types of people. This meant that unlike 
the familiar structure, of the modern day, rather than just listing classes as higher, middle and lower, they were 
categorised also by gender and species. This went: Royalty above Nobility; Nobility above Gentry; Gentry above 
Yeomany; and Yeomany above Peasantry. (Picard,2013) As well as having a natural hierarchy of things: Gods 

above Kings; Kings above Men; Men above Women; and Women above Beasts. This hierarchy of power and 
class creates an authority when areas are invaded and colonized. This is demonstrated multiple times within The 
Tempest. 

  
The first example, though the initial invasion is not witnessed by the audience, is Prospero arriving on the island 
with Miranda. As a Duke, Prospero was in one of the highest ranks of power – in both cases. The only things 

above him would be Gods and Spirits, such as Ariel.  However, Prospero has control and dominance over Ariel, 
his first scene seeing him call for Ariel with “Come away, servant, come. I am ready now. Approach, my Ariel, 
come.” (The Tempest 1,2,198-9) Shakespeare directly uses the term ‘servant’ to demonstrate the power that 

Prospero holds, as well as referring to Ariel and ‘my Ariel’ exhibiting ownership. It is later revealed that Ariel 
serves Prospero as an act of thanks, after he saved him from Sycorax. However, although Ariel’s enslavement 
appears to originally be voluntary, Prospero is also descried to have held him against his will; Ariel is desperate 
to escape his life as a slave. When asking for his freedom Prospero, using his power established through class, 

declares “Thou liest, malignant thing!” (1,2,259). Ariel, now referred to as less than Prospero, despite his 
position as a spirit, repeatedly replies “I do not sir…no sir” (1,2, 158-162). He continues to be respectful and 
serve Prospero, although he is desperate to be free. Prospero’s intense power over Ariel demonstrated how a 

high class is able to invade and colonize and area, and its inhabitants, so easily. 
  

Conclusion:  

In conclusion, this presentation has examined the justification of Caliban’s oppression and the interplay between 

social class and colonisation. It has also interrogated the conflicting perceptions of the benign or malevolent 
nature of colonial power. The ambiguities in language highlight the fractures in the moral nature between class, 
race and power. Inevitably, Ariel is not all powerful, neither is Prospero, in the same way that Caliban is 
unambiguously evil. This may then be Shakespeare’s commentary on the colonial attitudes of those in England 

at the time, where no one entity or its language is completely good or malevolent. 

ACT 1 Scene 2: 

“This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother, 

Which thou takest from me. When thou camest first, 
Thou strok’st me and made much of me, wouldst give me 
Water with berries in ’t, and teach me how 
To name the bigger light, and how the less, 

That burn by day and night. And then I loved thee 
And showed thee all the qualities o' th' isle, 
The fresh springs, brine pits, barren place and fertile. 

Cursed be I that did so! All the charms 
Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on you! 
For I am all the subjects that you have, 

Which first was mine own king. And here you sty me 
In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me 
The rest o' th' island.” 

Perceptions of the Colonised:  

Through the character of Caliban, Shakespeare presents his audience with an enigma; part human, part 
fish, the offspring of a witch and the devil; an animalistic, base creature who is fearsome and frightening 

to behold, yet is capable of high poetic description and harbours a strong desire to be loved. In Act I, 
scene 2, Caliban displays his anger at Prospero, stating plainly that the island is his: by way of his 
mother, and describes how he feels he has been taken advantage of by Prospero and is now a slave to 
him. Within this one quote, Shakespeare casts the entire colonial experience; from invasion and 

usurpation, through flattery and cooperation, to slavery and finally imprisonment. It is also no 
coincidence that he chooses the name ‘Caliban’ as it is closely related to ‘cannibal’ which accurately 
described many of the indigenous ’savages’ first encountered by the earliest Western colonisers. 

However, Michel de Montaigne’s 16th century essay On the Cannibals, sought to overturn this view, 
stating that all humans, Europeans and others have both savage and noble characteristics (Stockwell, 
2002).  

Analysing this quote from a post-colonial perspective, Caliban is viewed as an oppressed ‘Other’ who 
has had his land appropriated by Prospero who acts out the classic role of coloniser; initially ingratiating 
himself to Caliban only to take advantage of him later to learn the secrets of the island, profit from them 

and imprison his colonised ‘subject’. Caliban perceives Prospero as an intruder on his island and makes 
no bones about the fact; ‘Which thou takest from me. When thou camest first’. However, we get a clear 
sense that Caliban has been compliant in his own subjugation as he openly admits showing Prospero 
‘all the qualities o' th' isle’. In this regard, Caliban’s actions can be interpreted as conforming to 

‘mimicry’; a post-colonial theory famously expounded by Homi Bhabha in the 1980’s, which describes 
the desire of the coloniser to create an alternate version of the ‘Other’, who is imbued with some of the 
qualities of the coloniser but is still different; ‘a difference that is almost the same, but not quite’ (Bhaba, 

1993, pp. 86). This acknowledgement of things that both groups share not only helps create empathy (if 
one sees traces of oneself in the people you colonise then surely they can’t be all bad!) but also aids rule 
and authority as a clear distinction is made between what is accepted and what is not. So ‘mimicry’ 

becomes; ‘a strategy of exclusion through inclusion that purports to accept the “good native” all the 
better to exclude and denounce the […] “bad natives”’ (Childs & Williams, 1997, pp.129), a way for the 
colonised to choose which side they want to be on. Although Caliban shares many of Prospero’s 

characteristics and qualities; rage, passion, vindictiveness and sexuality, he constantly denies these in 
himself and regrets his initial cooperation, angrily questioning Prospero’s authority and berating himself 
for having ‘showed thee all the qualities o' th' isle […] Cursed be I that did so!’. A post-colonial read 
ing of Caliban therefore sees him as uncouth and barbaric and justly deserving of subjugation by 

Prospero. 

Context:  

Appearing in the 1623 folio of Shakespeare’s works, records show that the play was first performed on Halloween 

night, 1611. However, it was also put on at court in 1613 as part of a festival of plays to celebrate the marriage of 
James I’s daughter, Elizabeth, leading some to speculate that the surviving folio version is actually a revision of 
the original play designed to mirror those events: ‘Prospero becomes not Shakespeare but King James […] and 

the betrothal masque obliquely celebrates the forthcoming royal wedding’ (Orgel, 1994, pp.1). Less in doubt is the 
real-life maritime catastrophe that occurred in 1609 when the expedition ship of Sir George Summers and George 
Gates, on route to resupply the Jonestown colony in Virginia, ran aground in the Bermuda archipelago following 

a ferocious hurricane. This event was well documented by William Strachey (a member of the expedition) whose 
story (officially published in 1625) received widespread publicity in manuscript form throughout England in the 
summer of 1610, and was undoubtedly read by Shakespeare being as he was well acquainted with members of 
the Virginia Company (Butler, 2015, pp.xxvi/vii). This alone would have provided Shakespeare with ample vivid 

material for his island setting and tempestuous occurrences, however, travel writing was a hugely popular genre 
at the Jacobean court, with writers like Richard Hakluyt producing dazzling accounts of exotic and dangerous 
lands in far flung parts of the globe’ and these types of accounts undoubtedly influenced Shakespeare as well. 

During the early 17th century, under the rule of James I, the business of establishing British colonies overseas 
began to take shape with the English settlement of North America and the Caribbean, and the establishment 
of companies like the East India Company to administer colonies and overseas trade. Prior to this, the British had 

been involved in the highly lucrative transportation of slaves from Africa to the new World. There were even 
African faces at court: ‘[Queen] Elizabeth had at least two black servants, one entertainer, the other, a page [and] 
Africans became increasingly fashionable as servants in aristocratic […] households’ (Greenblatt, 2012). 

Elizabethans viewed Africans with a mixture of curiosity, deep suspicion and outright hatred, often referring to 
their skin colour as an ‘infection’. Shakespeare would certainly have understood how blacks were treated and the 
feelings they aroused in the English, and he clearly uses these perceptions in his portrayal of the ‘colonised’ 
character of Caliban. 

Introduction:  

Considered to have been William Shakespeare’s final play, The Tempest was most commonly read in the 
West as a symbolic tale of imaginative creation, with Prospero seen very much as an autobiographical 
figure: a compassionate father and magical creator. However, following the decolonisation movements of 
the 1960’s and 70’s, alternative interpretations of the play were proposed by scholars who challenged the 

traditional view. Looking at the play afresh through the lens of Imperialism, these writers saw Prospero as 
a harsh coloniser who usurps Caliban’s legacy and enslaves him for his own shellfish ends: ‘the actual or 
psychological relations between colonizer and colonized [must be seen] in terms of the relationship 

between the powerful Prospero and the usurped islander Caliban’ (Childs & Williams, 1997, pp.201). This 
presentation utilises post-colonial interpretations of The Tempest to uncover how both the colonised 
(Caliban) and the power of colonisation  (Prospero and his magic) are perceived, and how class is 

portrayed and used by Shakespeare, leading to an explanation of why such post-colonial inferences are 
useful for the study of this text. 
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