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Abstract:

This article examines Shakespeare’s The Tempest in the context
of posthumanism and material ecocriticism, arguing that the play
anticipates the modern discourse of distributed agency and ecological
interdepew wi mT hv )gbl\r sgle classical
categoried o ﬁsmi nis éef Qﬁrospero’s
interaction with the natural elements, Ariel’s liminal being and
Caliban’s ambivalence between culture and nature. By using Rosi
Braidotti’s posthuman subject and Jane Bennett’s theory of vibrant
materialism, the study explains how the play does not advocate
anthropocentrism and is dominated by agency, sovereignty and
consciousness. On the island, human and non-human actors appear
as agentive assemblages and micropolitical sites of power relations.
This understanding is based on three core elements: the physical
materiality of the island and its agency, the way magic is performed
by a range of people, and the representation of non-human
consciousness in the play. This analysis locates The Tempest as an
early modern text and a work of environmental humanities, allowing
for a better understanding of non-human agency, existence in
Braidotti’s posthumanism and anthropology. The play does not
negatively engage with the nexus of magic, nature and human export,
but uses it to reinforce its exploration of global warming, ecological
justice and human agency. This notion expands the field of history
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and politics of Shakespeare and the followers of ecological thinking
by helping them understand the historical rootedness of ecological
thinking without transcending the rationally imposed concerns
common in our time.

Keywords: Shakespeare, posthumanism, ecocriticism, agency,
materiality, early modern drama

Introduction

While modern posthuman and materialist theories have offered
illuminating readings of The Tempest, their conceptual yield proves
especially fertile when held in productive tension with early modern
understandings of matter, agency, and the porous thresholds between
animate and inanimate life. This study moves not toward disciplinary
supersession, but toward synthesis—placing Jane Bennett’s “vibrant
materialisga and Rosi .Braiiot i’s , posthuman theory into

conversat m_lpfSHﬁ] M@FS;P@ memselves
acknowledged multipl€ strata of non-human fluénce, including

sympathetic magic, the Great Chain of Being, and humoral ecology.

In the epistemic frameworks of early modern thinkers such as
Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa in De Occulta Philosophia (Agrippa
1993) and Francis Bacon in Novum Organum (Bacon 1902), nature
was rarely passive. Instead, it was shot through with occult
sympathies and active correspondences, animated by a kind of proto-
vibrancy that resonates with—but is not reducible to—Bennett’s
“thing-power.”

Prospero’s magic, then, becomes not only a metatheatrical
conceit but a theorization of material agency (Wood et al. 2016).
When he proclaims “T'll to my book™ (The Tempest, 3.1.94), the
gesture registers on multiple planes: it evokes Bennett’s conception
of non-human agency while also invoking Renaissance notions of
books as repositories of active, even enchanted, power. John Dee’s
Libri Misteriorum (Dee 1583) and his annotated library catalog are
exemplary here, underscoring how early modern magicians and



natural philosophers understood the book not simply as textual
apparatus but as a kind of operative object—a node in a magical
assemblage. Bennett’s theory is thus enriched not by analogy but by
historical deepening, where matter’s vibrancy is already accounted
for within a pre-modern epistemology, albeit within an entirely
different cosmological structure.

The play’s rendering of the island environment similarly lends
itself to a dual reading. Posthumanist theory, particularly through
Braidotti’s vision of distributed subjectivity, reveals the play’s
ecological entanglements—its refusal to partition agency neatly
between human and non-human domains. Rosi Braidotti’s vision of
posthuman subjectivity does not rest upon the fragile pedestal of
human exceptionalism; rather, it drifts, it shifts, negotiating a tangled
life among humans, nonhuman creatures — zoe — the dense and
trembling earth — geo — and the machinic breath of technology —
techno (Van der Voet et al. 2023; Jun et al. 2021). No longer can we
cleanly sever the human from the nonhuman no longer pretend that
agency isgas alone to w1eld m rges instead is a fragile and
collectivem 1th IS'cl @ of forces
whose separateness wis a ways somet ing o a necessary fiction.

The architecture underpinning this posthuman figuration is a
neo-Spinozist monism — not the staid repetition of unity, but a
relationality so thorough that it undoes the weary binaries of nature
and culture, of human and nonhuman (Vivaldi et al. 2021). Here,
nothing stands apart. No entity is singular in isolation. Everything
touches. Everything leans.

Thus the posthuman subject — if the word “subject” can even be
made to bear such weight anymore — becomes what Daigle et al.
(2021) describe as a transversal multiplicity, an identity unspooling
along shifting axes of encounter, co-creation, and entanglement.
One’s self, if it persists at all, is stitched from countless crossings
with the worlds of others — human, animal, elemental, machinic —
a self never finished, never fully one's own.

Posthumanism, then, marks a turn — or perhaps a slow,
irrevocable slipping — away from the solitary figure of human
agency. It attends instead to the restless choreography of agential



networks, webs of influence where the human is only one node
among countless others, where technologies murmur, where
ecologies shudder and reply (Pascalis et al. 2023). Anthropocentrism
dissolves. Dualisms falter. In their place blooms a fierce pluralism, a
relational poetics in which agency is not owned, but arises — errant,
unpredictable — from the restless interplay of forces.

Braidotti's framework does not call simply for new
representations, new metaphors to soothe the anxious human ego. It
demands something harder, something closer to the ground: an
affirmative ethics and politics, rooted in materiality, attuned to the
groaning realities of ecological devastation and technological
transformation (van der Zaag et al. 2016). It is an ethics that insists
on praxis, on living differently, even when language itself proves too
brittle to bear the change.

And yet, this reading intensifies when filtered through
Renaissance microcosm-macrocosm logic. As Sylvia Wynter notes,
early modern thought often conceived of the body and the cosmos as

interpermgakle systems, swher eorology,s morality, and
physiologﬁvﬁ =haclcl Frl ﬁfepi n@f& , ﬂd in The
Tempest, then, is not Just a stage for anthropocentric drama, but a
responsive environment—an agent in its own right, participating in
the formation of events.

The performative dimension of this materiality cannot be
overlooked. Early modern stagecraft—as documented in Henslowe’s
diary and evidenced in contemporary accounts—did not treat props
and effects as inert theatrical signs. Thunder sheets, fireworks, and
trapdoors operated not only mimetically but ontologically, as active
agents within the performance. In this respect, they mirror what
Bennett describes as “assemblages,” configurations of human and
non-human actors that co-produce meaning and effect. The play’s
magic scenes, its weather, its tempests both literal and figurative,
were not mere illusions but what we might call operational signs—
designed to act, not just to signify.

Such a reading allows for a layered understanding of Ariel’s
announcement that he has “flamed amazement” (The Tempest,
1.2.198). This utterance, read through the dual optic of elemental



spirits and material agency, becomes a locus of convergence. Ariel
functions as both spirit and sign, as both Renaissance elemental and
posthuman actor. His agency is not symbolic alone; it is affective,
kinetic, and distributed—situated at the intersection of early modern
metaphysics and contemporary material theory.

Thus, The Tempest emerges not merely as a prophetic posthuman
text, but as a hinge between ontological regimes—a play that
dramatizes the instability of boundaries between life and matter,
voice and object, intention and effect. The Renaissance did not await
our theoretical arrival to imagine matter as alive, nor to understand
agency as relational. Rather, it understood these things differently.
What modern theory brings is not necessarily new insight, but a new
vocabulary—one that, when layered over historical cosmologies,
reveals a palimpsest of animacies, entanglements, and vital signs
already at work in Shakespeare’s storm.

Methodology

The (P]F@“.o je %arv <$t€. Bs'sland early
modern materialist srglg ogii‘es finds %FO its- most striking

expressions in The Tempest’s portrayal of magical objects—those
uncanny mediators between language, matter, and agency. Where
modern theorists like Jane Bennett locate vitality in “thing-power,”
early modern grimoire traditions—texts such as the Picatrix or the
pseudo-Albertine De Mineralibus—articulated a related yet
metaphysically distinct vision: substances were believed to carry
inherent properties or ‘“signatures” that ritual performance could
activate. This is no simple correspondence; it is a convergence
refracted through difference. Bennett’s vibrant materialism, while
operating from a post-Spinozan and Deleuzian framework, resonates
oddly with the logic of sympathetic magic, where matter acts not
metaphorically, but efficaciously.

Prospero’s relationship to his books and staff epitomizes this
intersection. These are not mere instruments of power or theatrical
props; they are semiotic condensates of agency. Renaissance
understandings of enchantment endowed physical objects with real,



operable influence. They were not symbolic placeholders—they did.
Hence, when Prospero declares:

“I’ll break my staff,

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,

And deeper than did ever plummet sound

I’ll drown my book.” (The Tempest, 5.1.54-57)

he is not performing a metaphorical renunciation, but enacting a
material annulment. Within the logic of early modern magic, such
gestures were necessary: physical destruction was the only secure
means of discharging the object's stored efficacy. What Bennett
would later theorize as the “trajectories” and “tendencies” of matter
(2010, viii) finds historical precursor here, rendered in Renaissance
idiom and ritual performance.

The island rises not as a fixed location but as a threshold, a
wavering space that refuses the comfort of stable categories —
neither wholly natural, nor yet surrendered entirely to the civilizing
hand. It shimmers at the edge of knowability, inviting those who step

upon it i tates of becomin 1d scarcely have foreseen.
Here, anzpi n@d— ﬁfhv onal and
collective transformatons quletly take root. Redemptlon fantasy,
and the fragile architectures of human identity are not so much found
as forged anew, shaped by an environment that refuses to remain
inert, that presses itself into the unfolding of self and story alike
(Zhou et al. 2024).

And yet the island’s geography resists easy cartography. Its
shapes shift. Its borders blur. What is solid yields to dream; what is
imagined hardens into a kind of real. The island becomes, if one
lingers with it long enough, a reflection of the mind’s own restless
terrains — a “mind-island,” a topography where boundaries between
reality and imagination dissolve like sand under a rising tide (Matei
et al. 2024). In this space, to lose one’s way is perhaps not a
misfortune, but the first necessary step toward seeing otherwise.

Miranda’s observation that “the sea, mounting to th’ welkin’s
cheek, / Dashes the fire out” (The Tempest, 1.2.4-5) captures more
than tempestuous spectacle. It illustrates, at once, Bennett’s model of
distributed agency—where elemental forces engage in reciprocal



action—and what Renaissance thinkers called elemental strife, the
dynamic clash between air, fire, water, and earth, grounded in
Aristotelian physics and modulated through Paracelsian energetics.

Ariel, as an aerial being, dramatizes this fusion with particular
elegance. His capacity for elemental transformation—becoming
flame, mist, and music—echoes both Braidotti’s ‘“nomadic
subjectivity” and the early modern figure of the spiritus: a pneuma
occupying the liminal space between the material and immaterial.
Ariel, occupying this spectral ecology, destabilizes ontological
hierarchies even as he enacts them. He is a figuration of agency not
bound to human corporeality—a posthuman emissary composed
centuries before the term arrived.

Caliban’s celebrated speech about the island’s “sounds and sweet
airs” (The Tempest, 3.2.135) likewise threads together theoretical
strands from both past and present. His attunement to the
environment speaks to what Bennett would call “vibrant
materiality”—the agency of sound, air and atmosphere—but also to

the Renaigsagce idea of the hook 1n whlch the environment
itself wp;r tl\g nd sensory
experience aturahs like Edward Tops Wor s like The

History of Four-footed Beasts (1607), documented indigenous
knowledge not as folklore but as environmental epistemology.
Caliban, through this lens, becomes not a primitive but a
phenomenologist—an interpreter of a world saturated with active
signs.

Even the domain of consciousness, often regarded as the final
stronghold of humanist exceptionalism, is shown in 7he Tempest to
be fluid and materially entangled. Prospero’s reference to his
“beating mind” (The Tempest, 4.1.163) evokes both the somatic basis
of thought in early modern faculty psychology—as laid out in
Timothy Bright’s Treatise of Melancholy (1586)—and what
Braidotti might term “posthuman subjectivity,” a model of thought
as networked, embodied, and transpersonal. The self, in this
formulation, is no longer sovereign but immersed—situated in a field
of relational intensities.



What emerges from this historical-theoretical confluence is not a
simple mapping of modern concepts onto Renaissance texts, nor a
nostalgic reanimation of pre-modern beliefs. Instead, The Tempest
becomes a hinge text: one that both foreshadows and refracts modern
ecological and materialist concerns through the peculiar alchemy of
early modern ontology. Its world is not flat, but thick—with forces,
signs, agents, and objects whose capacities exceed their visible
function.

Crucially, the play does not predict the posthuman turn so much
as it resonates with it across an ontological interval. Its idiom is not
ours; its frameworks are theological, magical, cosmological. And yet,
the questions it raises—about agency, matter, environment, and
distributed being—remain uncannily present. It is in this interplay
between difference and convergence that the play’s relevance to the
environmental humanities is most fully realized. Not because it
speaks our language, but because it forces us to listen, again, to
another.

wavs RER=PrINt Version

Jane Bennett’s concept of thing-power—her term for the intrinsic
capacity of non-human materials to exert agency—offers a
generative framework through which to reencounter The Tempest,
particularly in scenes where matter resists being reduced to mere
theatrical prop or symbolic placeholder. As Bennett writes, materials
possess “the capacity to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories,
propensities, or tendencies of their own” (2010, 2), a claim that The
Tempest not only reflects but, in some respects, anticipates. The
play’s enchanted landscape and animated objects are not simply the
residue of Renaissance wonder; they are instances of early literary
thought staging what Bennett theorizes centuries later—a form of
distributed agency where power circulates beyond the human.

The books and staff that attend Prospero in Shakespeare’s The
Tempest have long been understood as symbols—signifiers of a
sovereign magic, of a dominion won through knowledge and art. Yet
to call them merely symbols is, perhaps, to render them too inert, too



still. Recent critical approaches suggest otherwise, proposing that
these objects are not passive instruments but players themselves,
strange and self-willed presences on the stage of power, participating
actively in the enchantments they seem merely to serve.

The books, in particular, emerge not as a monolithic archive of
arcane knowledge but as a cacophonous, vibrant gathering: bestiaries
jostling with cosmographies, treatises of love murmuring beside
grimoires of alchemy. Their very abundance seems to mirror a deeper
truth—that Prospero’s survival, his sanity, even his most secret
spells, are not entirely of his own making. They are, instead, stitched
from this unruly library, dependent upon its dynamic vitality (Mowat
2001). To imagine the books as mere tools, static and obedient, is to
miss their unsettling life.

Indeed, within the world of the play, the books’ agency is so
palpable that characters such as Caliban, who chafes under
Prospero’s rule, believe that to steal them would be to unravel the
magician himself. Power, in this sense, is not simply wielded; it is
circulate tangled with the objgctythgough whiah it is performed.
The booiprr @ erpﬁiﬂfPMOeesr Il@ﬁ the very
weave and current of i alive with their own possibilities and dangers
(Adamson 1989).

When Prospero states, “I’ll to my book, / For yet ere suppertime
must I perform / Much business appertaining” (The Tempest 3.1.94—
96), the phrasing not only denotes obligation but subtly discloses
dependency. The book is not being wielded—it is summoning action.
The language suggests compulsion, as though the object itself bears
an imperative weight.

The same applies, though inverted, in Prospero’s climactic
renunciation:

“And deeper than did ever plummet sound
I’1l drown my book.” (The Tempest, 5.1.56-57)

Here, destruction is not symbolic gesture but ontological
recalibration. This act of submersion is less resignation than
recognition—an acknowledgment that the book, as “indigenous
object,” possesses its own form of wisdom, an inertial memory that
cannot be wholly neutralized by mere human intention (89). The



book, even in drowning, remains a saturated thing—a presence with
history, habit, and resistance.

The island, too, reads as one of Bennett’s “assemblages”™—a
realm where human and non-human agencies coalesce, tangle, and
refract one another. When Miranda observes:

“Had I been any god of power, I would

Have sunk the sea within the earth or ere

It should the good ship so have swallowed...” (The Tempest
1.2.10-12)

she is not merely describing meteorological chaos but
articulating a kind of elemental interlocution—a choreography of
water, force, and human fragility that resists human control.
Bennett’s phrase “the active role of nonhuman materials in public
life” (2010, xvi) seems to resonate deeply here: the elements do not
obey human intention; they act upon, with, and sometimes against it.
What might first appear as background becomes foregrounded as

agelﬁo S(Rf%: : piﬁthavechSi @Iﬂ Tempest,

Act 3, Scene e direction—"FEnter several strange shapes,
bringing in a banquet, and dance about it with gentle actions of
salutations - transforms food, gesture, and disappearance into a
material-political event (The Tempest, 3.3). Bennett speaks of objects
as “intermediaries,” entities that “can modulate human affect and
effect” (2010, vii1), and here, the banquet is precisely that: a feast
which both tempts and betrays, a structure of materiality that thinks
and withdraws. Its vanishing is not a trick, but a commentary on the
fickleness of consumption and illusion—themes bound to the
ontology of things as much as to imperial critique.

Caliban’s recollection of his first encounters with Prospero—
”Thou strok’st me and made much of me, wouldst give me / Water
with berries in’t” (The Tempest, 1.2.332-33) - furthers this line of
inquiry by embedding indigenous relationality within a thingly
ecology. Water, berries, caves: these are not inert elements but
participants in knowledge-formation, actors in a network of material
affect. Caliban’s memory enshrines these interactions not as passive



observations but as foundational epistemologies. The island teaches,
remembers, rebukes. It is as much a tutor as Prospero claims to be.

Such moments foreground the political stakes of Bennett’s
materialism. To acknowledge thing-power, as she puts it, is to
concede that the non-human “moves around and through human
bodies” (2010, ix)—that agency is porous, relational, and not our
exclusive domain. This comes into stark relief in the aftermath of the
storm. When Gonzalo marvels that the castaways’ clothes appear
“fresher than before” (The Tempest, 1.2.218-219), the detail—so
easily dismissed as comic or magical residue—becomes emblematic
of what Bennett calls the “resisting agency of matter” (6). These
garments do not decay as expected; they rebuke entropy, as if
objecting to their own deterioration. They persist—not merely as
curiosities, but as counter-narratives.

Miranda’s meditative question—"But how is it / That this lives
in thy mind? What seest thou else / In the dark backward and abysm
of time?” (The Tempest, 1.2.48-49)—invokes memory, but also

suggests :Petaphyswal persiste vxceeds the mind’s internal
t

function. 1 F@l’nly within

consciousness, but thmgs—ln books, garments, sea-
spray, caves. Preservatlon of materlahty becomes preservation of
meaning.

In recent readings of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, the
wreckage—the ship’s splintered remains, the flotsam scattered
across the island—is no longer treated as a mere backdrop, a static
tableau against which human dramas unfold. Rather, it is beginning
to be seen as a force in its own right: an active and unsettling presence
that shapes the play’s meditations on memory, time, and the
possibility—or impossibility—of transformation.

The debris of the shipwreck does not simply disappear after its
violent entry. Instead, it lingers, reemerges, is gathered and
repurposed, reimagined by characters who themselves are caught
between loss and survival. The stage, too, seems complicit in this
process of salvage. Every fragment of the wreckage carries with it
the ghost of catastrophe, reminding us that the past is neither fully



shed nor wholly inert; it is enduring, mutable, folded strangely into
the present moment (Rose 2017).

Material remnants—garments clung to for comfort or disguise,
battered props, broken set pieces—are not neutral objects to be used
and forgotten. They circulate through the narrative’s bloodstream,
accruing new meanings as they move. What might once have been
dismissed as mere leftovers gathers strange agency. In their
unexpected persistence, these objects astonish: they unsettle the clear
divisions between life and loss, action and aftermath. They insist,
sometimes wordlessly, that the material world has its own voice, its
own gravity. In this astonishment, we glimpse a profound shift—not
merely in plot, but in perception itself—where wreckage no longer
marks the end of a story but inaugurates a new one (Alexander 2007).

What The Tempest ultimately dramatizes, then, is not merely
human conflict, nor even human redemption, but a broader
ontological reorientation. The world of the play is teeming with
muttering books, whispering storms, recalcitrant garments, and caves
that remegaQer. It is a cosmos %h e jnatter doas not wait to be

spoken, b If@ﬁprﬁllﬁ fo a@r@‘@n

Miranda’s Posthuman Consciousness: Disintegration of
Boundaries in The Tempest

Miranda, in The Tempest, offers a compelling articulation of
posthuman consciousness, one not merely imposed upon the play by
contemporary theory but enacted through its very dramaturgy. As the
only human-born character entirely reared within the mutable
ecology of the island, Miranda serves as an experimental figure—a
subject formed through what Rosi Braidotti terms “nomadic
subjectivity,” a condition of identity produced through movement,
relationality, and continuous entanglement with both human and non-
human actors (Braidotti 2013). Her consciousness does not emerge
from solitary selfhood but from intra-active material and semiotic
exchanges that destabilize the boundaries of the autonomous subject.

From her first entrance, Miranda exhibits a keen sensitivity to the
confluence of agencies around her. Her opening lines, addressed to



Prospero, frame the tempest not solely as a human artifice but as a
choreography of environmental forces:

“0O, I have suffered

With those that I saw suffer! A brave vessel,

Who had, no doubt, some noble creature in her,

Dashed all to pieces” (The Tempest 1.2.5-8).

This passage exemplifies what Stacy Alaimo calls “trans-
corporeality”—the notion that human bodies and actions are
materially enmeshed within environmental flows (Alaimo 2010).
Miranda’s syntax resists binaries: her language does not place human
will against natural force but renders the tempest as a collaborative
phenomenon. Prospero’s “art” operates in tandem with the sea and
sky, with pitch and flame—agencies that do not obey him but
respond, resist, and recalibrate. This is not anthropocentrism; it is
distributed causality.

Her education, as described by Prospero—"Have I, thy
schoolmaster, made thee more profit / Than other princes can” (The
Tempest, 72— 173)—s1mult sl conﬁrms. and complicates
this pictupm; 'E e humanist
pedagogy, the conten of 1randa s kno ge, n the conditions
under which it is acquired, gesture toward something more intra-
active in the Baradian sense. Karen Barad’s theory of intra-action
invites a profound unsettling of our habits of thought, particularly the
stubborn notion that knowledge preexists the world, waiting merely
to be applied or extracted. Instead, Barad suggests, knowing is not
something that happens apart from material engagement but emerges
through it—through the thick, tangled practices by which beings and
things become entangled with one another (Marshall and Alberti
2014; Taguchi 2012).

It is not, then, that discrete entities stand apart and later collide
in a clean act of “interaction.” Rather, entities themselves are brought
into being through their mutual constitution. Phenomena, in this
light, are not pre-formed objects meeting in a neutral space, but co-
arising realities, pulsing into existence through their entangled
relations (Marshall and Alberti 2014). There is something deeply
disorienting—and deeply exhilarating—in this shift: a realization



that to know is not to stand outside and observe, but to participate, to
be caught up, to be remade in the encounter.

On the island, Miranda learns not from a bounded curriculum
but from wind, spirit, text, and creature. Her knowledge forms
through Bennettian “assemblages”—constellations of animate and
inanimate actors that co-author the conditions of learning.

This hybrid consciousness extends to her interactions with non-
human beings, particularly Ariel and Caliban. Her early recollection
of teaching Caliban-"1 pitied thee, / Took pains to make thee speak,
taught thee each hour / One thing or other” (The Tempest, 1.2.353—
355)—is often read through the lens of colonial pedagogy. Yet when
reframed through Donna Haraway’s notion of “becoming-with,” the
dynamic takes on more complicated valences. Haraway insists that
knowledge and subjectivity emerge through multispecies co-
presence, through reciprocal recognition and affective entanglement
(Haraway 2008).

Donna Haraway’s vision of knowledge and subjectivity—
emerging from isolated anindg byt through thesthick, messy co-
presence plru@perﬁrﬂr soV@qu@ han ever
with contemporary dcological and social science. Increasingly,
scholars turn toward the idea that life, and knowing, unfold in contact
zones: entangled spaces where human and nonhuman lives press
against one another, shaping and being shaped across biological,
cultural, and political registers (Aisher and Damodaran 2016). These
multispecies assemblages demand a deep rethinking—not only of
how we study conservation, but of what conservation itself might
mean.

The traditional conservation model, with its heavy reliance on
top-down interventions, begins to fray under this pressure. What
emerges instead is the need for a more patient, more relational
analysis: an attention to how human lives are enmeshed with others,
how agency leaks across bodies and landscapes. Even seemingly
modest studies—such as the three-way interactions among
saprotrophic ~ fungi—reveal the staggering complexity of
multispecies worlds. Here, interactions generate outcomes—
diversities, community shifts—that no simple pairwise model could



have predicted (Hiscox et al. 2017). Life refuses to be reduced to tidy
binaries; it proliferates through entanglement, through mutual
adjustment and invention.

This spirit of co-creation, of learning-with rather than learning-
about, finds an echo in the practices of agroecology. Knowledge, in
these settings, is not hoarded in the figure of the expert but circulates,
moves, is stitched together from Indigenous, traditional, and
scientific threads alike (Utter et al. 2021). It is a project of reciprocal
recognition, affective entanglement, and always, if we are honest, a
negotiation of power. For as Harding reminds us, no liberatory
knowledge production is possible without a vigilant awareness of the
uneven grounds from which knowledge arises, and the multiple
subjects it must dare to acknowledge (Harding 1992).

Miranda does not simply impose language; she participates in an
interspecies process of co-formation, one in which empathy,
frustration, pedagogy, and embodied knowledge converge.

Her capacity to communicate across these boundaries marks her
as a limi igure, one whais h iy origin bui ecologically de-
centered. E b [d] r Iﬂl Xe 1e]F31Ion upon
encountering the courfly survivors of the storm:

“O wonder!

How many goodly creatures are there here!

How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world

That has such people in’t!” (The Tempest, 5.1.181-184)

Though this speech is often read—either earnestly or
ironically—as a naive celebration of human civilization, a posthuman
reading reveals a different texture. Miranda’s wonder is not rooted in
anthropocentric admiration but in a long-practiced attunement to
creatureliness as such. Her use of “creatures” pluralizes beauty across
species lines; her delight in “mankind” extends from her prior
enchantment with non-human life. What emerges here is not a
capitulation to human exceptionalism, but a folding-in of the human
into a broader ecology of perception.

Even Miranda’s marriage to Ferdinand—Iong treated as the
structural endpoint of the romantic plot—can be reframed through
Barad’s notion of “entangled agency.” Her question, “My husband,



then?” (The Tempest, 3.1.88), is not a rhetorical surrender but a
performative utterance. It constitutes a conscious participation in a
new assemblage—one in which relational bonds are not limited to
the human-human but extend into ecological, spiritual, and material
terrains. The union is not a return to patriarchal enclosure; it is an
extension of her entangled becoming.

Throughout The Tempest, Miranda’s subjectivity thus resists
singularity. It is formed in movement, articulated through cross-
species intimacy, and enacted within an environment that is alive,
vibrant, and responsive. She exemplifies a posthuman ethics of
attentiveness; one that speaks not only across bodies but through
them, into the material world itself.

Vibrant Matter: The Island’s Material Agency in The Tempest

Jane Bennett’s theory of vibrant matter, as outlined in Vibrant
Matter (2010), posits a world in which agency is not the exclusive
province uman actors bug circ laWnong bodjes, elements, and
materials le]g. € |y fion inert or
incidental. M;rtter, in @sr;cl)trrm}lttion, “gllsr gv;%}!e@dﬁough the
body,” not only the human body but also the animal, vegetal, and
mineral (17). This framework is particularly instructive when
brought to bear on the mutable ecology of Shakespeare’s The
Tempest, a play in which the island itself refuses to remain backdrop
and instead emerges as a participant—what Bennett would term an
“actant in an agentic assemblage” (23).

Rather than functioning as passive stagecraft, the island in 7he
Tempest pulses with force. As Steve Mentz (2009) argues,
Shakespeare’s oceanic spaces demand new relational paradigms:
they resist anthropocentric mastery and compel us to acknowledge
the environment as an active presence. In this “blue ecology,” the sea
destabilizes sovereignty. The boatswain’s rhetorical challenge—
”What cares these roarers for the name of king?” (The Tempest,
1.1.16—17)—articulates this disruption, exposing the futility of
human titles in the face of elemental indifference. These “roarers”



are not metaphorical; they are literal forces that refuse to recognize
terrestrial hierarchies.
Miranda’s initial speech, too, attunes us to this interplay of
distributed agency:
“The direful spectacle of the wrack, which touched
The very virtue of compassion in thee” (The Tempest
1.2.26-27).

Here, the storm is not a singular phenomenon but a relational
event—wreckage, human bodies, sea, and sky converging in a
moment of volatile co-agency. Shakespeare’s storms, far from
serving merely as theatrical spectacle or divine shorthand, attend with
remarkable sensitivity to the grain of the world itself—the pressure
of environmental conditions, the tactile expectations of the audience,
the uneasy boundary between natural process and human
interpretation (Jones 2014). These storms resist easy recourse to the
supernatural; they do not, in the end, so much signal the gods’ will as
expose thgsigstless, performative geajitigs of weather, of disaster, of
matter i (ﬁ -Aplr. 'Eg:&f te FSSI @ﬂupon the
entanglement of humah and nonhuman agencies, suggesting a world
neither inert nor passively available to human meaning-making—a
world where weather, objects, and landscapes insist upon their own
logics, bending and refracting political and social trajectories in ways
no single will can wholly command (Pye 2013).

The sonic landscape of the island also enacts agency. In fact,
Shakespearean soundscapes were not atmospheric flourishes but
sonic forces—capable of shaping experience and perception (198).
Caliban’s famous description—"Be not afeard; the isle is full of
noises, / Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not” (7The
Tempest, 3.2.135-36)—positions acoustics as not merely sensory but
semiotic. These “airs” are affective, not neutral; they are agents of
mood, memory, and meaning. In Bennettian terms, they possess
“trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own” (2010, viii),
resisting reduction to either decoration or anthropocentric design.

The material diversity of the island compounds this sense of geo-
agency. Caliban’s catalog—"brine-pits, fresh springs, barren and



fertile” (The Tempest, 1.2.338)—is not topographic trivia but an
invocation of spatial intelligences. Even Prospero, emblem of
humanist control and imperial spectacle, is not immune to this
ecological entanglement. His declaration—"I have bedimmed / The
noontide sun, called forth the mutinous winds” (7he Tempest, 5.1.41—
42)—reflects a self-positioning as meteorological agent, and yet the
winds remain mutinous, not obedient. This contradiction underscores
what Bennett calls “the resistant force of matter” (1). The magic is
never purely his; it must traverse and cooperate with forces outside
his command.

The most vivid illustration of this posthuman entanglement
arrives in Ariel’s transformative description of the tempest:

“I flamed amazement. Sometimes I’d divide

And burn in many places. On the topmast,

The yards, and bowsprit would I flame distinctly,

Then meet and join. Jove’s lightning, the precursors

O’ th’ dreadful thunderclaps, more momentary

p ight-outrunmin t” (T he Tempest 1.2.198—
xPre-print Version

Here, elemental es exceed human orchestration. Fire, air, and
water intermingle in a chaotic choreography that resists singular
authorship. This is what Bennett describes as “the mineralization of
organic matter” (11), a process in which materials do not merely
absorb transformation but actively recombine into new forms.

Such transformations resist symbolic containment. They
demand, instead, a rethinking of agency along the lines that Karen
Barad (2007) calls “intra-activity”—where boundaries between
nature and culture, human and non-human, dissolve into
performative entanglement (25). In this light, The Tempest ceases to
be a play set on an island and becomes a play structured by one—a
drama whose very form is haunted by the liveliness of matter. To
read the island as mere backdrop is to miss its ontological insistence.

This materialist reading carries political implications. It
challenges any reading of The Tempest that frames the environment
as passive ground upon which human drama unfolds. As Stacy
Alaimo writes, recognizing material agency “transforms our



understanding of agency, action, and community” (2010, 14). It
expands the sphere of ethical concern and demands a distributed
ethics that includes rocks, waters, winds, and sounds—not merely as
metaphors, but as co-actors.

In sum, The Tempest anticipates modern environmental thought
not through allegory but through structure, gesture, and encounter.
Its island is not a location but a force. Its matter does not submit—it
participates. Shakespeare, in this reading, is not simply imagining
nature but staging its agency: letting the storm speak, letting the coral
claim, letting the sea remember.

Distributed Agency: Power and Non-Human Forces in The
Tempest

Power in The Tempest is never solitary. It does not reside
securely within the individual, but rather circulates through what Jane
Bennett calls “assemblages"—constellations of human and non-
human ac whose entang]ﬁme rlse to fonpe authority, and
transform llt @ o1 ect of the
island’s events s s rcery revea s itself Tess as omnipotent force
than as a fragile choreography of tools, environments, and others—
human and nonhuman alike. What seems at first glance to be solitary
conjuration is in fact an elaborate assemblage of textual, elemental,
and spectral collaborators. His power is never immanent; it is
infrastructural. Jane Bennett’s notion of distributed agency—where
action is dispersed across human and nonhuman actants—renders
Prospero not as a sovereign magician but as a node within a volatile
mesh of dependencies. He is powerful only insofar as the materials
of his magic remain loyal, legible, and intact.

Caliban, whose ecological embedment renders him a native
epistemologist, lays bare this relational circuitry with unsettling
clarity. “Remember / First to possess his books,” he advises Stephano
and Trinculo, “for without them / He’s but a sot, as I am” (The
Tempest, 3.2.90-93). In this formulation, knowledge is not
interiorized but externalized—stored in things, in books, in weather
instruments. Magic, here, is not a projection of mind but a composite



system: cognitive, textual, ritual, elemental. Without the apparatus,
the conjurer collapses into inertia. Caliban’s language, stripped of
metaphor, becomes political diagnostics: to disenchant Prospero, one
need only unfasten the props of his spectacle. The wand, the garment,
the page—these are not ornamental but ontological. Without them,
the sorcerer reverts to the body he always was: aging, vulnerable,
terrestrial.

This insight is not a modern critique foisted onto an early text; it
resonates with the arcane epistemologies of the Renaissance itself.
Early modern magic was never the private fiat of genius but an
orchestrated attunement. Planetary configurations, sympathetic
correspondences, sacramental utterances—all were required to make
visible the invisible. Power, in this schema, is never the possession
of the individual but the consequence of alignment. Caliban, far from
being a creature of pre-rational instinct, understands this logic. He
sees the circuitry. He knows where the wires cross.

His observation—that without his books Prospero “hath not /
One spiri command unmas s the fetishization of the magus as
autonom i v rtScI’mntment of
the enchanter I a iban becomes a reader of systems.
He decodes the 1nfrastructure of colonial magic and discovers,
beneath its splendor, dependence.

Prospero, meanwhile, is the least aware of his own
precariousness. When he proclaims, “I have bedimmed / The
noontide sun, called forth the mutinous winds” (7he Tempest, 5.1.41—
42), he utters a sentence already perforated by doubt. “Called forth”
is a subjunctive operation; it hinges on the cooperation of forces
outside himself. To summon is not to command; it is to appeal, to
invoke, to hope the wind answers. Even his storm is a kind of prayer.

This is the final irony of his magic: that it depends upon the
willingness of the world. And when the world withholds itself, or
when Ariel asks for freedom, the illusion collapses. Authority, thus
revealed, is always ecological. Even the mighty Prospero, master of
tempest and text, stands not atop the island’s order but inside it—
tangled, tethered, and ultimately dispensable.



In this light, The Tempest becomes not simply a colonial allegory
or a meditation on forgiveness but a cautionary tale about the hubris
of sovereignty. Like Melmoth, whose every act of control returns as
curse, Prospero discovers too late that the forces he thought
subordinate were in fact co-authors of his world. His final
renunciation—"I’ll drown my book™ (The Tempest, 5.1.57)—reads
less as transcendence than capitulation. The shelf collapses, the
system dissolves, and the magician returns to the realm of fragile
flesh, where even kings must listen.

Winds must answer, not obey. The sun must dim willingly—or
at least compliantly. His is a magic of supplication disguised as
command. Intra-action again: the world responds, but never inertly.

Thus, Prospero’s art is not autocratic but relational, and in that
relation lies its peril. Each object, each text, each spirit he employs
might withdraw, hesitate, or—Ilike Ariel—request liberty. His “rough
magic” (The Tempest, 5.1.50) is a practice of entanglement, and like
all entanglements, it carries with it the risk of dissolution. In this
sense, The=kgmpest anticipaies a geeglygecologicaktheory of power;
one in wﬂ]j @Q@F‘ﬁ%oﬁV@ f@l @Went upon
the co-operation of thihgs and beings that do not belong to him.

The winds remain “mutinous,” not docile. As Bennett argues,
matter retains a “resistant force” (2010, 1), pushing back against
human design. Prospero's self-representation is shot through with
anxiety: he governs only so long as the elements comply.

This becomes even clearer in his elaborate invocation of the
spirits that enable his magic:

“Ye elves of hills, brooks, standing lakes and groves,
And ye that on the sands with printless foot
Do chase the ebbing Neptune...” (The Tempest, 5.1.33-35)

The catalogue operates ritually—naming, acknowledging, and
binding non-human entities whose cooperation is essential. Karen
Barad’s concept of intra-action (2007, 33) offers a useful frame here:
Prospero’s magic is not an imposition on a mute world, but a material
negotiation, an entangled production of effects through nature’s
partial consent.



This interdependency surfaces again when Prospero renounces
his magic. The speech, often read as cathartic or redemptive, gains
greater nuance when viewed through the lens of material agency:

“The rarer action is
In virtue than in vengeance” (The Tempest 5.1.27-28).

Here, the dismantling of vengeance-oriented magic enacts the
final admission: power lies not in the man but in the assemblage—an
interwoven web of forces that demands a different ethic of action.
Breaking the staff and drowning the book are not symbolic gestures;
they are ontological severances. The agency attributed to these
objects demands their obliteration for magic to end. This is precisely
the point at which Shakespeare’s theatricality mirrors its
metaphysics: the spectacle dissolves as the assemblage is undone.

Prospero’s dialogues with Ariel do not merely rehearse the
dynamics of servitude; they unearth the asymmetrical reciprocity that
undergirds all intra-active power. When he rebukes Ariel—"Dost

thou forg From what a torme dig free thee?” (The Tempest,
1.2.250— EIVG }nhbera‘uon
ri

in the language of p nce el’s answer— at would my
potent master? Here I am” (The Tempest, 1.2.301)—unfolds in a
strange tonal register, trembling between obedience and a spectral
irony. “What would” smuggles in volition under the guise of query,
while “Here I am” performs presence without full submission. Their
exchange bears the charge of what Karen Barad calls “intra-action,”
a mode wherein agency is not localized in discrete bodies but
emergent within relational entanglement. This entanglement,
however, is never neutral. Power remains infused with hauntological
residue—one entity, in freeing another, binds it to the temporality of
gratitude, that most spectral of obligations.

Prospero's later declaration—"Graves at my command / Have
waked their sleepers, oped, and let 'em forth / By my so potent art”
(The Tempest, 5.1.48-49)—suggests not domination over the natural
world but an uncanny alliance with it, what we might call
necromantic symbiosis. His “potent art” functions less as a techné of
control than as a conjuring of the latent—forces buried yet not dead.



Here, the early modern magical worldview coincides, perhaps
unwittingly, with Jane Bennett’s vision of distributed agency: an
animism estranged from myth, residing instead in matter’s restless
capacity to affect and be affected. Magic, then, is not deviation from
the natural order but its speculative intensification.

Within this framework, Ariel and Caliban cease to be merely
colonized others or elemental archetypes; they become modalities of
the island’s unconscious. Caliban’s claim to ‘“all the qualities
o’th’isle, the fresh springs, brine-pits, barren and fertile” (7he
Tempest, 1.2.338) positions him not as an inhabitant but as an
extension of the island’s sentience; a fleshly node in its ecological
nervous system. Ariel, by contrast, resists all terrestrial anchoring; he
is a fractal of mobility, vaporous yet emotively saturated. Neither
wholly spirit nor subordinate, he hovers as an ontological glitch in
Prospero’s schema, evading containment. Together, Ariel and
Caliban dramatize what Barad might call the hauntological ethics of
entanglement; an ethics predicated not on transparency or resolution,

but on th nition of always ypco-constituted alterities.

Thelnﬁ ev@el 81! Vertical
hierarchies, drawmgl toward at Stac aimo calls trans-
corporeality—a model that views human and non-human bodies as
inextricably entangled (2010, 14). Shakespeare’s island is not merely
populated with hybrid beings; it is hybrid being. Its dramas of
mastery and liberation unfold across bodies and things, winds and
waters, books and spirits—a collective performance of matter’s
refusal to remain inert.

Thus, The Tempest does not simply allegorize power; it
anatomizes it. It reveals its dependencies, rituals, misrecognitions,
and withdrawals. And in doing so, it sketches—centuries ahead of
theory—a map of posthuman ontology in which agency is shared,
unstable, and always under negotiation.

Ariel’s Elemental Consciousness

To describe Ariel merely as an “airy spirit” is to misapprehend
the ontological density of his presence in The Tempest. Far from an



ephemeral figure of theatrical spectacle, Ariel embodies what Jane
Bennett terms vibrant materiality—the animate life of matter, its
propensity to act, affect, and exceed. His capacity to “flame
distinctly” and “divide / And burn in many places” (1.2.198-99) is
not solely a token of supernatural energy; it is a dramatization of
elemental multiplicity. He becomes a figuration of what Karen Barad
calls intra-active becoming,; a mode of subject formation that arises
not from isolated agency but through entangled material relations.

In The Tempest, Shakespeare gives us Ariel: a spirit whose being
seems never to settle, whose form is as fluid as water or air, shifting
effortlessly across elements and sensations. Ariel’s fluid ontology,
the way he flickers between states, is not merely a theatrical device—
it is a meditation, deliberate and uncanny, on the restless nature of
matter itself. Early modern thought, after all, was already beginning
to reckon with the idea that the world was not composed of fixed,
immutable substances, but of dynamic, transformative forces (Carroll
1985).

Seen guay this light, Ariel’s a hic powers are not an
anomaly Q\F %E"ﬁﬁlﬁ\r@eﬁémﬂe broader
theme that runs thro is comedies: transformation as the very
pulse of life. Yet, if we lean closer—if we listen differently—we can
hear another resonance as well. Read through an ecological lens, as
Martin suggests in Shakespeare and Ecology (2015), Ariel’s shape-
shifting opens up not only a magical world but an ecological one: a
world where human and non-human lives are interwoven, and where
the boundaries between spirit, matter, and being tremble and blur.

Thus, Ariel becomes more than an emblem of theatrical wonder;
he becomes a figure through which Shakespeare gestures toward a
deeper entanglement of all things. His very existence offers a
creative, unsettling glimpse into the interconnectedness of the
material world—a glimpse that anticipates, by centuries, the
ecological urgencies that press so insistently upon us today. In this
reading, Ariel’s transformations are not escapes from the real but
invocations of it: invitations to imagine other ways of belonging to a
world in perpetual motion.



In this light, Ariel is less a spirit of the air and more an agent of
matter’s volatility. His famous song, “Full fathom five thy father lies”
(The Tempest, 1.2.396-403), stages this process not as a metaphor
but as a literal material event. The transformation described—

“Where those are pearls that were his eyes.

Nothing of him that doth fade,

But doth suffer a sea-change

Into something rich and strange.” (The Tempest, 1.2.399—
402)

—does not center on the human subject but instead relocates
agency within the material process itself. The statement—"doth
suffer a sea-change”—recalibrates action: it is not that someone acts
upon the body, but that the sea, as force and medium, effects
transformation. This is what Oppermann and Iovino (2012) refer to
as the narrative agency of matter—the idea that material
configurations themselves can produce story, shift meaning, and
condition experience.

Such gequences hlghh it Shakespegre’s 1ncreaslng emphasis on
the generp t ve ecomes a

channel for these forc , not their master. And 1t 1s pre01sely in this
distributed network of power that his relationship with Prospero finds
its deepest ambiguity. Their dynamic challenges not merely the
classical notion of singular agency or sovereign will but also unsettles
any stable grammar of command. Rosi Braidotti’s model of
posthuman subjectivity—where identity is not an essence but a
relational flow within a “meshwork™ of human and nonhuman co-
agents—casts Ariel not as a vassal but as a volatile node within a
distributed ecology of force. His cooperation, always hovering on the
brink of refusal, renders Prospero’s power partial, contingent,
interdependent. The magic works not because Prospero wills it, but
because the island, through Ariel, consents to the performance—just
barely.

This ambivalence seethes most vividly in Ariel’s invocation of
“My liberty” (The Tempest, 1.2.245). The phrase is deceptively
simple. It bears within it the crackle of elemental insurgency—not
merely a juridical appeal but an ontological tremor. Liberty here is



not an abstract right but the kinetic residue of matter itself, matter
aching toward dispersal. Ariel speaks not only as a figure seeking
emancipation but as the trembling of atmosphere made articulate. His
plea is less rebellion than an epiphany: the realization that no
command, however artful, can fully domesticate becoming.

Indeed, even Prospero—who awakens the dead and reorders the
stars—cannot extricate himself from the meshwork he would master.
He is, in a darkly Hegelian sense, enslaved by the very force he
believes he controls. Ariel, then, destabilizes more than just the
actor/object dichotomy. He unravels the ontological certainties of
flesh and ghost, of agency as possession. He is, to borrow Barad’s
language, a “quantum ghost” (2012): the event of appearing and
withdrawing simultaneously, a flicker at the threshold of presence.
Neither servant nor sovereign, neither nature nor spirit, Ariel
becomes the very condition of intra-action; a haunted hinge upon
which the play’s metaphysical architecture precariously swings. He
is neither wholly spectral nor fully servile. He is, instead, a figure
through wgaigh Shakespearesdramatiges ghe paradaxes of ecological
power: th trl@neptr ‘I n c@ﬂé@ll@tﬁmutuality
of force and form. He & a posthuman emissary—yvibrant, recalcitrant,
metamorphic—and his presence urges us to reconsider not only what
agency is, but where it lives.

Caliban’s Ecological Knowledge

Caliban’s perspective in The Tempest does not merely illustrate
subjugation; it dramatizes a wounded intimacy with place. His mode
of knowing—the cadences of wind, the tremors beneath the moss, the
nocturnal mutterings of the island—is not discursive but somatic. It
emerges from what Merleau-Ponty might call the chiasmic
intertwining of body and world: a knowledge that is felt rather than
formulated. When he catalogues “the fresh springs, brine-pits, barren
and fertile” (The Tempest, 1.2.338), Caliban is not naming territory
for mastery, as Prospero does. He is uttering a litany of affective
geography, a testimony to entanglement.



This is no romantic pastoralism. Caliban’s intimacy with the
island is not gentle; it is carved into him through centuries of
cohabitation, through a form of dwelling that postcolonial ecocritics
might describe as aboriginal embeddedness—that is, being-of-the-
earth, rather than simply upon it. His flesh is shaped by the island’s
sounds and silences, its nocturnal rhythms and coastal ache. This is
no abstract understanding of nature as concept or resource; it is
knowledge that pulses through the skin, registers in the ear, and flares
in the emotional cadences of speech.

His description of the island’s acoustics is among the most
celebrated articulations of this sensory attunement:

“This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,
Which thou tak’st from me” (The Tempest 1.2.331-332).

This is not mere poeticism. It is a phenomenological claim; a
testimony to an environment alive with non-human histories and
agencies, a sonic and material ecology in which Caliban is participant
rather than master. The vibratory memory of possession—rooted not
in prope ut in relatlonal b n okes a world of ambient
agency, a Ymb @ﬂp rq%n language
but in embodied inReritance. Caliban percelves what remains
inaudible and invisible to colonizing eyes. His ecological literacy is
thus not only sensory but political and ancestral.

The contrast with Prospero’s instrumental view of the island
could not be sharper. For the magician, nature exists to be mastered,
transformed, and deployed; an archive of latent energies awaiting
manipulation. But for Caliban, the island is not for anything. It is a
being, a presence, a force. His curses reflect this intimacy:

“All the infections that the sun sucks up
From bogs, fens, flats, on Prospero fall!” (The Tempest,
2.2.1-2)

This curse is more than bitterness. It stages what Jane Bennett
terms “the ecology of effects”; a recognition of how bodies, both
human and non-human, are enmeshed in shared systems of causality.
The bogs and fens do not simply emit miasmas; they are active
participants in a material exchange, one that can be turned against
domination. Caliban’s wish to weaponize the swampy terrain against



Prospero enacts a form of ecological resistance, a curse forged from
knowledge of the land’s microbial politics.

It is a form of ecological literacy—a way of reading the
environment for signs, changes, dangers, and affects. Caliban’s
speech registers the relational ontology of ecological dwelling. His
body is not outside the landscape but within it, marked by its textures,
its infections, its sounds. The island is not scenery; it is syntax.

In this way, Caliban’s utterances constitute not only political
resistance but epistemological counter-narratives. He refuses the
colonial abstraction of land into resource and instead speaks of earth
as animate, fecund, and dangerous. His curses are forms of knowing,
his music a form of being. Where Prospero’s magic depends upon
separation—book from body, will from matter—Caliban’s
consciousness dissolves such partitions. He lives in the island and
with it, as part of a dense, posthuman ecology in which voice, space,
and affect are inseparably entangled.

Hybrid esprr'el ﬁfz‘?éﬂﬁli}ﬁﬁontext
Around the figuref of Ariel and Caliban, Shakespeare constructs

nature-culture hybrids—beings that resist the ontological partitions
of early modern dualism. They are neither wholly natural nor entirely
human, neither object nor subject, but rather thresholds—entities that
occupy and expose the instability of these categories. Within The
Tempest, Ariel and Caliban dramatize the collapse of those Cartesian
binaries that continue, even now, to shape the limits of our
environmental imagination.

This hybridity is not incidental; it is infrastructural. It forms the
groundwork of what Steve Mentz (2009), in Toward a Blue Cultural
Studies, describes as a turn toward oceanic thinking: an engagement
with marine environments as fluid epistemologies, resistant to stasis,
legibility, or mastery. Ariel’s aqueous pliability and Caliban’s earthy
rootedness index two different modalities of ecological
entanglement. Where Ariel channels the volatile energy of the
elements—shaping storms, murmuring wind, vanishing into salt and
vapor—Caliban is sedimented within the island’s geography, attuned



to its bogs, brine-pits, and sonic textures. What Jane Bennett calls
distributed agency is enacted here in counterpoint: Ariel’s command
of atmosphere, Caliban’s awareness of soil. Agency leaks from
bodies into environment, and back again.

Their uneasy coexistence reflects what Sylvia Wynter has named
“multiple modes of being”; that is, plural ontologies that reject the
singularity of humanist subjectivity. Neither Ariel nor Caliban can be
assimilated into a model of agency predicated on cognition alone;
they operate within what might be called ecological thought, where
perception is shared, dispersed, sometimes spectral. These characters
do not mimic human consciousness; they extend it, warp it,
decentralize it.

In this regard, The Tempest anticipates many of the conceptual
turns in contemporary posthuman and environmental theory. The
non-human characters of the play offer a psychocentric challenge—
not by mimicking human agency, but by revealing its insufficiency.
They articulate what might be termed cognitive alterity: a way of

being an owm that moves 0 the instsumental gaze of
colonial riIFq: tat Oﬁ'rupts the

fantasy of an anthr ocentric center and mands instead an
expanded ecology of cognltlon.

The dialectic between Ariel and Caliban—Dbetween air and earth,
ephemerality and tactility, enchantment and endurance—constitutes
not merely a narrative opposition but what we might call an
ecological dialectic. This dialectic is neither resolved nor
synthesized; it remains dynamic, uneasy, productive. Ariel, ever
suspended in the atmospheric flux of service and liberation, is
mobility without place. Caliban, tethered to the terrain, is persistence
without flight. Their entangled dispositions evoke a double critique:
of Renaissance humanism’s faith in dominion, and of modern
ecological thought’s residual human exceptionalism.

Together, they suggest an alternative ethics of relation; one not
predicated on mastery but on coexistence, resonance, and friction.
The island itself mediates this relationship, serving not as passive
setting but as an ontological interlocutor. Their respective



ecologies—watery and earthy, spectral and somatic—cohere into a
landscape of distributed knowing, a site of ecological becoming.

What emerges, finally, is a drama that resists containment within
allegory or moral didacticism. Ariel and Caliban are not merely foils;
they are vectors. They point toward a poetics of shared entanglement,
a dramaturgy of matter and meaning in flux. And in doing so, they
reveal The Tempest not simply as a Renaissance meditation on
power, but as an eerily prescient text of ecological consciousness;
one that continues to whisper through the tangled air and dense earth
of our own unsettled world.

Conclusion

Reading The Tempest through the lenses of posthuman and
materialist theory brings to light Shakespeare’s astonishing
proximity to contemporary debates surrounding distributed agency
and ecological entanglement. The play—set upon an island that is far
more thandpert backdrop—ynfolds ag a getworked grama of relation,
where plzlﬁtr @mepf',l SV91PS ﬂ‘lOt from
autonomous individudsS but from" co-partiCipation within a field of
animate and inanimate actors. By tracing the interplay between
human and non-human forces on Shakespeare’s island, this reading
reveals how the play subtly resists entrenched Renaissance humanist
hierarchies, gesturing instead toward a proto-ecological poetics in
step with current environmental concerns.

Prospero’s exercise of power—so often interpreted as the
exertion of solitary will—is more accurately rendered as a
collaborative orchestration of what Jane Bennett terms assemblages.
His magic does not emanate from an internal essence but from
entanglements with objects, texts, elemental spirits, and natural
landscapes. The sorcerer’s agency is thus not self-generated but
distributed, enacted through complex dependencies: on the book, on
the staff, on Ariel, on the storm itself. When these instruments are
ultimately broken or drowned, it is not simply an act of renunciation
but a recognition: that the force Prospero wielded was never his



alone. Agency resides within configurations—material, spiritual,
ecological—not within the sovereign will.

This model of distributed power reflects the island’s own
ontological status. Far from being passive scenery, the island
emerges as an actor in its own right—a locus of transformation,
resistance, and sensation. Through Caliban’s intimate knowledge of
its topography, Miranda’s bodily and linguistic apprenticeship within
its ecology, and Ariel’s element-shifting permeation of its air and sea,
the island becomes not merely a place but a system of relations.
Shakespeare thereby dramatizes what Bennett calls vibrant matter: a
world alive with propensities, where agency is enacted by substances
and systems as much as by minds.

In this context, Miranda’s character development assumes
particular theoretical weight. Educated not through conventional
humanist curricula but through immersion in non-human
environments, her identity reflects what Rosi Braidotti terms
nomadic subjectivity—a self formed through transit across different
modes of g. Miranda learns nly from Prospero’s books but
from the w Ifﬁ CM %I‘ﬂn Ariel’s
airy music. Her react o encountering other humans—"0O brave
new world!” (The T empest 5.1.185)—is often read as naive. Butin a
posthuman register, it reflects a wonder not at humanity’s centrality,
but at its variety. Miranda’s consciousness is already decentered,
ecological, hybrid.

This hybridity is matched—and complicated—>by the figures of
Ariel and Caliban, who together form a dialectical constellation of
ecological alterity. Ariel, ever-transforming, inhabits a fluid
boundary between spirit and atmosphere, while Caliban, rooted in
soil and sensation, gives voice to a mode of knowing inseparable
from place. Their respective engagements with the island—and with
Prospero—disclose not a stable hierarchy of being but what Sylvia
Wiynter has described as multiple modes of being: diverse, non-linear
ways of dwelling in, and responding to, an ecological world.

These dynamics position The Tempest as a play that both belongs
to and exceeds its historical moment. It anticipates key insights of the
environmental humanities: the critique of anthropocentrism, the



recognition of material agency, the call to pluralize subjectivity. At
the same time, it remains firmly embedded in the conceptual
frameworks of early modernity—drawing on humoral theory, occult
philosophy, and elemental cosmologies to articulate its ecological
vision. This double movement—Ilooking forward and back—renders
the play a critical hinge between intellectual epochs.

Thus, by engaging Shakespeare’s Tempest through the interlaced
paradigms of historical philosophy and modern theory, we can better
apprehend the play’s deep exploration of the entanglements between
human and environment, will and world, spirit and matter. Far from
a parable of mastery, the play reveals itself as a meditation on
dependence, reciprocity, and ecological ethics. Its enduring
significance lies not only in its poetic brilliance, but in its capacity to
speak—across centuries—to the challenges and uncertainties of our
own ecological moment.
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