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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 

interdependence. It will show how The Tempest subverts the classical 

categories of Renaissance humanism by examining Prospero’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 

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. 
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Introduction 

While modern posthuman and materialist theories offer valuable 

insights into The Tempest, their suggestions are even more fruitful 

when considered alongside early modern conceptions of materiality 

and agency. This study employs both Jane Bennett's vibrant 

materialism and Rosi Braidotti's posthuman theory; the study puts 

these concepts into context within Renaissance understandings of the 

material world, which recognized different forms of non-human 

agency using concepts such as sympathetic magic, the Great Chain 

of Being, and humoral theory. 

In the context of early modern philosophy, as in Agrippa’s De 

Occulta Philosophia (1533) and Bacon’s Novum Organum (1620), 

the natural world was seen not as a passive matter but as a dynamic 

system of correspondences and influences. It chimes with Bennett's 

“vibrant matter,” though from very different metaphysical premises. 

As Mary Floyd-Wilson has demonstrated in Occult Knowledge, 

Science, and Gender (2013), Renaissance natural philosophy 

conceived of objects as possessing inherent virtues and agencies-

what Bennett calls “thing-power” had its early modern equivalent in 

concepts of sympathetic action and occult properties. 

Prospero's magical practice offers a vivid example of just this 

sort of convergence of early modern and contemporary theoretical 

perspectives. When he says “I'll to my book” (3.1.94), he is 

acknowledging what Bennett calls the “vitality of matter” but also 

invoking the Renaissance understanding of books as a repository of 

active power. John Dee's personal library catalog (1583) shows how 

early modern magicians viewed books not just as texts but as objects 

with agency—an idea that enriches Bennett’s framework through 

historical specificity. 

The play’s representation of the island environment similarly 

bridges historical and contemporary theoretical approaches. 

Contemporary ecocriticism, through frameworks like Braidotti’s 

posthumanism, helps illuminate The Tempest’s portrayal of 

distributed agency. However, this reading is deepened when 

considered alongside Renaissance concepts of the natural world. As 

Sylvia Wynter has shown, early modern thinkers already conceived 



of what we might now term “ecological entanglement” through their 

understanding of the microcosm-macrocosm relationship. 

This theoretical synthesis is also informed by the theatrical 

materiality of the period. Early modern theatrical practices, as 

revealed in Philip Henslowe's diary and numerous other theatrical 

documents, treated props and stage effects as more than mere 

representations; they were considered to be efficacious objects. The 

thunder sheets and fireworks used in performances of The Tempest 

did not operate as mimetic devices but participated in what Bennett 

calls “assemblages” that take place between human and non-human 

agency. 

The historical context comes to supplement, not supplant, 

existing theory. For example, Ariel's outburst that he has “flamed 

amazement” (1.2.198) can be productively read through both 

Bennett’s outline of material agency and the early modern ideas 

about elemental spirits. As such, the way in which the play engages 

with questions of materiality and agency does so in terms both early 

modern and contemporary theoretical paradigms at once. 

Theorizing Material Agency in Early Modern and 

Contemporary Contexts 

The confluence of current theoretical models and historical 

material is particularly evident in the characterization of magical 

objects in The Tempest. Early modern grimoire texts such as the 

Picatrix, and the pseudo-Albertus Magnus’s De Mineralibus treated 

substances as containing inherent properties or “signatures” that the 

right ritual actions might distill. This is in line with, yet historically 

revises, Bennett's idea of ‘thing-power’. Prospero's books and staff 

are not just symbolic tools; rather, they partake in what Keith Thomas 

(1971) calls the “material efficacy” of Renaissance magic, whereby 

physical objects were believed to possess real agency. Consider 

Prospero's famous announcement: 

 

I'll break my staff, 

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth, 

And deeper than did ever plummet sound 



I'll drown my book. (5.1.54-57) 

 

This excerpt takes on even greater import when considered 

within the context of Bennett’s vibrant materialism in combination 

with early modern theories of magic. Renaissance magicians, like 

Giambattista della Porta, held that the physical destruction of magical 

objects was necessary in order to annul their influence—this 

conception echoes Bennett's assertion that matter possesses “the 

capacity to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, 

propensities, or tendencies of their own” (viii). 

The environment of the island is another good example of this 

theoretical-historical convergence. Early modern natural philosophy, 

bound by Aristotelian physics and Paracelsian doctrine, treated 

natural elements as active forces rather than passive matter. When 

Miranda sees how “the sea, mounting to th' welkin's cheek, / Dashes 

the fire out” (1.2.4-5), she is articulating at once what Bennett would 

call “distributive agency” and what Renaissance natural philosophers 

called “elemental strife.” As Deborah Harkness narrates in The Jewel 

House (2007), early modern natural philosophers already perceived 

forms of material agency in their experimental practices. 

Ariel’s power of elemental transmogrification stages the cross-

traffic between contemporary posthuman theory and Renaissance 

pneumatology. Early modern figurations of spirits, as developed in 

texts like Michael Psellus’s De Operatione Daemonum, viewed 

aerial beings as existing in an ontological space that mediates 

between materiality and immateriality. This historical context 

supplements Braidotti’s concept of “nomadic subjectivity” by 

showing that early modern thought forms already recognized diverse 

forms of hybrid consciousness. 

The play’s staging requirements, as evidenced in Henslowe's 

papers and other contemporary theatrical records, demonstrate in 

practice how material agency worked within the theatre. These are 

not just representational aids; thunder machines, trap doors, and other 

stage devices actively participated in what early modern audiences 

believed were real material transformations. This theatrical 



materialism anticipates Bennett’s idea of “agentic assemblages” but 

grounds it in particular historical practices. 

Caliban’s relationship with the island similarly bridges 

theoretical perspectives. His famous speech about the island’s 

“sounds and sweet airs” (3.2.135) evidences both what Bennett calls 

“vibrant materiality” and what early modern natural historians 

understood as the “book of nature.” Renaissance naturalists like 

Edward Topsell (1607) documented how indigenous peoples’ 
knowledge of natural environments demonstrated forms of material 

agency that exceeded European categorical frameworks. 

This historical-theoretical synthesis also casts light on the play’s 

treatment of consciousness. Early modern faculty psychology, as 

described in texts like Timothy Bright’s Treatise of Melancholy 

(1586), already recognized what we might now call “distributed 

cognition.” When Prospero speaks of his “beating mind” (4.1.163), 

he is expressing both what Braidotti terms “posthuman subjectivity” 

and what Renaissance psychology understood as the material basis 

of consciousness. 

The convergence of these theoretical and historical frameworks 

shows how The Tempest both anticipates and departs from modern 

environmental discourse. While the play does manifest forms of 

material agency and ecological consciousness that will feel familiar 

to contemporary theory, it speaks these in a distinctly early modern 

idiom of matter, spirit, and agency. It is this historical particularity 

that strengthens, rather than undermines, the play’s importance 

within the contemporary environmental humanities. 

Analysis 

Jane Bennett’s notion of thing-power is an interesting attempt to 

reframe the reading of The Tempest when non-human agency comes 

into play. As Bennett argues, materials possess “the capacity to act 

as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies 

of their own” (2). This analysis shows how The Tempest preempts 

such theoretical conclusions with its advanced understanding of 

material agency. 



Prospero’s books and his staff, which can be described as 

magical in the play, are tangible examples of what Bennett calls the 

“vitality of matter” (7). These objects do not merely serve as 

instruments; they are what Sarah Beckwith calls “players on the stage 

of power” (2023). When Prospero says: “I’ll to my book, / For yet 

ere supper time must I perform / Much business appertaining” 

(3.1.94-96), the architecture of the words themselves serves to 

emphasize the book’s agency: It is not just about being used, but 

rather about having to be used. 

Prospero’s drowning of his books - “And deeper than did ever 

plummet sound / I’ll drown my book” (5.1.56-57) – can be 

interpreted even more profoundly. Julian Yate goes a step further 

when, in Object Lessons in Shakespeare (2022), he concludes that 

this is not just an act of resignation, but a recognition of the 

“indigenous object’ (89) that asserts its central wise vitality. Such 

books are book-objects which retain their agency despite the human 

intention to literally submerge them. 

The island itself emerges as what Bennett calls an ‘assemblage’ 
– a highly heterogeneous and multi-active combination of human and 

non-human factors. The material capacity that Bennett explains is 

also reflected in Miranda’s statement about The Tempest. 

And it seems the sky would rain pitch vile,  

But that the sea, with its upper to the cheeks,  

Bore the unwished fire. (1.2.3-5) 

 

Similarly, the elements themselves become actors in a drama that 

exceeds human control. The interaction between pitch, sea and fire 

serves to illustrate what Bennett calls ‘the active role of nonhuman 

materials in public life’. 
The banquet scene (3.3) is perhaps the clearest example of thing- 

power. The stage directions addressed to ‘a number of sinister Forms, 

carrying in a banquet’, which later disappears, provide what Bennett 

would call ‘the ability of objects… to act as intermediaries” (viii). 

The actual materiality of the banquet - its emergence and dissolution, 

its effects on the mind - illustrate the ways in which non-human 

substances affect humans and cognition. 



Caliban’s view of the island’s materials provides a crucial 

articulation of thing-power that connects Bennett’s argument and 

indigenous approaches. His account of the first encounters: ‘When 

thou cam’st first, / Thou strok’st me and made much of me wouldst 

give me / Water with berries in’t” (1.2.332-334) exposes indigenous 

environmental relations – an essential component of indigenous 

material practices. Water, berries and caves actively contribute to the 

construction of knowledge and relationships. 

Political implications in relation Bennett’s project are evident in 

the play with respect to the material agency. As she puts it, 

recognizing thing-power would mean recognizing “a wider set of 

nonhuman powers that move around and through human bodies” (ix).  

The power of things seems to manifest itself most clearly in The 

Tempest in the form of the salvaged remains of the shipwreck. While 

Gonzalo notes that their clothes are “fresher than they were” 

(1.2.218-219) after the powerful storm has passed, we begin to 

understand “the ability of inanimate things to have a rather curious 

effect, to act, to have in the end effects that are dramatic and subtle” 

(Bennett 6). This preservation is more than a mere hint of magical 

interference; it is called the resisting agency of matter. 

These preserved garments present a challenge to the natural 

decay we expect. These objects are proof that non-human materials 

have the power to actively resist natural processes. So there is a 

material sphere that transcends inertia that Miranda rejects:  

 

But how is it 

That this lives in thy mind? What seest thou else 

In the dark backward and abysm of time? (1.2.48-50) 

 

Therefore, the preservation of such objects tends to converge 

with the preservation of history and memory, so that there is a 

characterization of a range of objects of material persistence of the 

past. 

Furthermore, the materials of the ship wreck that are covered 

defy the roles of active versus passive matter. Dorca Carmen (2023) 

argues that the debris becomes “not mere remnants of human activity 



but active participants in the plays exploration of memory, time and 

transformation” (167). She goes further to substantiate that “things 

possess the capacity to astonish and to effectuate a significant 

alteration in the manner one sees: what used to be considered 

irredeemably material becomes a thing” (107). 

 

Miranda’s Posthuman Consciousness: Disintegration of 

Boundaries in The Tempest 

The character of Miranda offers a critical perspective on 

posthuman consciousness in The Tempest, incarnating what Rosi 

Braidotti has termed “the posthuman subject”—that is, one brought 

out by ceaseless interaction with both non-human beings and non-

human environments. As the sole human-born character totally 

reared in the environment of the island, Miranda stands as an unusual 

case study in the process of acquiring consciousness through 

entanglement with her surroundings. 

Miranda’s first appearance immediately establishes her 

awareness of distributed agency. Her opening conversation with 

Prospero reveals a subtle understanding of the dynamic interaction 

between people and their world: 

 

If by your art, my dearest father, you have 

Put the wild waters in this roar, allay them. 

The sky, it seems, would pour down stinking pitch, 

But that the sea, mounting to th' welkin's cheek, 

Dashes the fire out. (1.2.1-5) 

 

This is the sort of passage Stacy Alaimo (2010) has referred to 

as “trans-corporeality”: the realization that human actions materially 

interact with environmental forces. Miranda figures agency as 

distributed among human “art” and elemental forces, working in 

collaboration rather than as opposing views. Her description refuses 

any anthropocentric model of causality and opens up a complicated 

play between human intercession and environmental response. 



Miranda’s education on the island represents what Karen Barad 

(2007) calls “intra-active learning” - knowledge produced through 

material engagement rather than abstract instruction. When Prospero 

describes her education, he emphasizes its situated nature: 

 

Here in this island we arrived, and here 

Have I, thy schoolmaster, made thee more profit 

Than other princes can. (1.2.171-173) 

 

This is an education fundamentally different from that of 

traditional Renaissance humanist pedagogy. Rather than learning 

through classical texts and formal instruction alone, Miranda’s 

knowledge emerges through direct interaction with the materiality of 

the island. Her understanding develops through what Bennett would 

call “assemblages” of human and non-human actors: books, spirits, 

natural elements, and indigenous knowledge systems represented by 

Caliban. 

Miranda’s ability to speak across species boundaries—with Ariel 

and Caliban—exemplifies what Sylvia Wynter (2003) terms “hybrid 

consciousness.” Her early linguistic exchange with Caliban reveals 

this hybridity: 

 

I pitied thee, 

Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour 

One thing or other. (1.2.353-355) 

 

The relation of teaching here depicts much more than a simple 

colonialist pedagogy; it enacts what Donna Haraway (2008) terms 

“becoming-with”—the development of consciousness through inter-

species communication and understanding. Miranda’s role as the 

teacher of language situates her at the very intersection between 

human and non-human forms of knowledge. 

The development of Miranda’s environmental consciousness 

follows what Braidotti terms “nomadic subjectivity” - identity 

formed through movement across different modes of being. Her 

famous reaction to seeing other humans demonstrates this: 



 

O wonder! 

How many goodly creatures are there here! 

How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world 

That has such people in't! (5.1.181-184) 

 

When viewed through a posthuman lens, this example does not 

celebrate any uncritical form of human exceptionalism, but rather 

reveals a sense of humanity as just one instance of “goodly creatures” 

among many others. Her capacity for seeing beauty in human shapes 

is based upon her prior recognition of beauty in non-human shapes, 

suggesting what Bennett calls “enchanted materialism.” 

The union between Miranda and Ferdinand, rather than simply 

representing a simplistic submission to patriarchal norms, can be read 

through Barad's idea of “entangled agency.” Her question, “My 

husband, then?” (3.1.88), marks an intentional participation in the 

creation of new formations that embrace both human and non-human 

relations. This marriage does not represent a negation of her 

posthuman consciousness; it represents its extension into other forms 

of ecological and social relations. 

 

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

In Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett (2010) presented her theory that 

runs with and through the body, not only the human but also the 

animal (17). This framework, and the scholarly work within it, is 

particularly useful for interpreting the island in Shakespeare’s The 

Tempest, which turns out to be not simply a setting, but what Bennett 

defines as ‘vibrant matter’. This is a structure that can be understood 

as a multiplicity of different forces that have and exert their own 

power. Steve Mentz (2009) notes that there are new relational 

practices away from the shore that promote a specific shift in 

thinking. In Shakespeare’s oceanic world, while there is “resist 

human efforts at mastery,” as well as “the natural world also has an 

active role” (679). 



The tempest in the beginning of the play most vividly illustrates 

this material force. As Miranda puts it: “The sky, it seems, would 

pour down stinking pitch, / But that the sea, mounting to th’ welkin’s 

cheek, / Dashes the fire out (1.2.3-5), this explanation portrays the 

interaction of several elemental forces. The robust question of the 

boatswain, “What cares these roarers for the name of king (1.1.16-

17), is a contradiction to the anthropocentrism of the worldview 

where humans are at the helm of nature.  Such moments shed light 

on how “the storms of Shakespeare have their own political ecology” 

(Duckert 33). 

The sounds paint vivid detail over the geography of the island. 

They were unparalleled. Bruce Smith (1999) notes that such sounds 

serve a far greater purpose than mere ambience (198). The quote 

outlined by Caliban - “Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises, / 

Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not” (3.2.135-36) 

depicts the sheer strength of the acoustic agency. The island would 

generate ‘thing-power’ - where form possesses the rare quality of 

being able to “act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, 

propensities, or tendencies of their own” (Bennett viii). 

The island displays great material diversity, demonstrating its 

ability for geo-agency. Caliban’s exploration of the new island 

contained ‘a brine-pits, fresh springs, barren and fertile’ (1.2.338), 

which O’Dair (2017) describes as “nodes of environmental agency” 

(371). Characteristics such as these contribute to an understanding of 

a combination of “an actant never acting alone” and a conglomerate 

of emission force (Bennett 21). According to Randall Martin (2012), 

such descriptions of the island and its many elements are the 

Shakespearean and ecological force that demonstrates people’s 

realization of the “autonomous power of nature” (167). 

Even an allegory of power like Prospero cannot ignore the reality 

of his dependence on the material conditions of the island. His 

assertion “I have bedimmed / The noontide sun, called forth the 

mutinous winds” (5.1.41-42) is a testament to the sentiments known 

as “the interconnectedness of people and environments” (Watson 

89). The winds are still seen as “mutinous,” pointing to what Bennett 

calls the ‘resistant force of matter’ (1). Dan Brayton (2012) notes that 



such examples point to the “human travails and limitations” of 

natural forces — particularly the sea (234). 

The metamorphic presence of the island is revealed in the 

apotheosis of Ariel’s song. “Full fathom five thy father lies; / Of his 

bones are coral made; / Those are pearls that were his eyes (1.2.396-

98). This transformation is evidence of “the capacity of matter to 

construct human forms” (Wynter 312). What Bennett describes as 

“the mineralization of organic matter” (11) ascribes agency to the 

passive voice - “are made” rather than “I made it”. The term “lithic 

agency,” exists and transforms materials without the aid of human or 

magical activity. 

In light of this crucial materialist view, The Tempest shows what 

Karen Barad characterizes as “the intra-activity of nature and 

culture” (25). The island does not merely serve as a setting but as an 

“actant in an agentic assemblage” (Bennet 23) which renders 

obsolete reading of the text that subjugates environment to the whims 

of man. In this case, the acknowledgment of material agency 

“transforms our understanding of agency, action and community” 

(Alaimo 14). Such a view allows us to substantiate Shakespeare 

taking in account modern theoretical developments concerning the 

active role of nonhuman matter in affairs we usually regard as human. 

 

Distributed Agency: Power and Non-Human Forces in The 

Tempest  

Power does not work within solitary individuals, but through 

‘assemblages’ of both human and non-human participants. 

Prospero’s apparently self-sufficient magical practice is rooted in the 

collaborative structure networks of material and spiritual actors, and 

Bennett’s framework assists in comprehending how the former 

manages to exert Prospero’s magic that, at least on the surface, is self 

sustaining. The Tempest anticipates the contemporary theoretical 

perspective of distributed agency.  

Caliban’s decisive comprehension about Prospero’s force 

enables him to assert that:  

 



Remember First to possess his books; for without them  

He’s but a sot, as I am, nor hath not  

One spirit to command (3.2.90-93).  

 

This idea provides a deeper understanding of how Shakespeare’s 

depiction of ‘magic’ employed materials and object networks to 

assist power through objects. Mary Floyd Wilson (2013) aptly 

defines the term ‘without them’ to show that early modern magic was 

dependent on objects. 

Prospero’s interactions with spirits emphasize “the collaborative 

nature of magical practice” (Watson 92). By claiming, ‘I have 

bedimmed The noontide sun, called forth the mutinous winds’ 
(5.1.41-42), he demonstrates the ability of nature to oppose human 

mastery. The winds remain ‘mutinous’ as what Bennett describes as 

matter’s ‘resistant force’ (1) persists.  

The famous invocation to natural spirits: ‘Ye elves of hills, 

brooks, standing lakes and groves, And ye that on the sands with 

printless foot Do chase the ebbing Neptune and do fly him When he 

comes back’ (5.1.33-36), is one of the many which features the 

ritualistic recognition of the agency of the environment. This speech 

shows how magical power acts through what Karen Barad calls 

‘intra-action’ with many processes in the background (33). 

Taking the speech wherein he renounces his magic as a starting 

point, the following interpretation may be posited:  

I have seen that other magic: 

But this rough magic 

I here abjure... I’ll break my staff, 

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth, 

And deeper than did ever plummet sound 

I’ll drown my book. (5.1.50-57) 

 

The need to physically destroy magical objects points to how 

power resides in material assemblages rather than human will alone. 

At such a moment the hinge of theatricality is the indissolubility of 

human and nonhuman agencies in the act of magic. 



As Prospero engages in a dialogue with Ariel, we observe the 

relevance of the negotiation perspective: The postcolonial twist: 

Dost thou forget 

From what a torment I did free thee? (1.2.250-251) 

 

These negotiations view power as inherently collaborative and 

contested. Ariel’s grandees, though formal, do have more than she 

would admit: “What would my potent master? Here I am” (1.2.301). 

So there is a profound mutual dependency that challenges traditional 

hierarchies of power. 

Prospero’s magic can only be understood in light of the fact that 

he makes use of existing natural agencies. He is believed to have said: 

Graves at my command 

Have waked their sleepers, oped and let ‘em forth  

By my so potent art. (5.1.48-50) 

This points to how magic was here conceptualized by its 

practitioners in early modern times as working with nature. Earlier 

modern magic was exercised stimulating segments of the natural 

order instead of complying with attempts at subduing it. 

Ariel and Caliban’s ecological agency on a posthuman world On 

the other hand, non-human entities such as Ariel and Caliban 

epitomize non-anthropic consciousness as well as agency in The 

Tempest. Their portrayals strike at the Renaissance humanist 

perspective, and indeed, the tiered structure of a dominantly human-

centric ecological consciousness moving to the present. This 

movement is further illustrated through the relationship that exists 

between the above figures with Stacy Alaimo’s concept of ‘trans-

corporeality’ – that is the coexistence of human bodies and other 

bodies – as well as Shakespeare’s nuanced view on environmental 

agency being dispersed. 

 

Ariel’s Elemental Consciousness 

To describe Ariel simply as an “airy spirit” would be an 

understatement. Bennett describes him as the embodiment of a 

“vibrant materiality”. His ability to “flame distinctly” (1.2.198) and 



to “divide / And burn in many places” (1.2.198-99) goes hand in hand 

as the inherent vitality of elemental matter. This capacity for 

metamorphosis denotes not only the ability to harness supernatural 

energy, but rather what Karen Barad calls “intra-active becoming” - 

the constitutive properties of actors through material interaction. 

Hillary Deely (2011) argues that Ariel’s elemental 

transformation points to “the early modern conception of matter as 

having its own dynamism” (45). His famous song “Full fathom five” 

(1.2.396-403) points not only to a change of a physical nature, but 

rather to what Oppermann and Lovino (2012) call the “narrative 

agency of matter” - the ability of matter to form normative changes 

from an altered pattern:  

 

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. (1.2.399-402) 

 

This sequence of transformation shows how Shakespeare places 

such an increasing emphasis on the action and generative nature of 

matter. The passive construction – “suffer a sea-change” – does not 

imply an individually acting agent, but rather a material process that 

determines the action. 

The relationship between Ariel and Prospero further negates the 

idea of agency in the classical account. It is a case of what Rosi 

Braidotti describes as “posthuman subjectivity” where the self forms 

itself relationally within a meshwork of human and nonhuman 

agents. Ariel’s utterance, for example, “My liberty” (1.2.245) recalls 

elemental resistance to human control. This tension makes us aware 

of the contradictions of man’s overzealous domination of the forces 

of nature. 

 

Caliban’s Ecological Knowledge 

The perspective of Caliban’s character involves indigenous 

ecological consciousness - the consciousness that is a product of deep 



ecological dwelling. His perception of the island fits best with 

embodied environmental knowledge. Such an understanding stands 

in stark contrast to the instrumentalization of nature by colonizers: 

 

Most of the time, a thousand twangling instruments 

Will hum about mine ears… (3.2.135-138) 

 

Caliban’s curse summarizes the “tenancy of dwelling (in relation 

to space) as a shadow” playing it forth:  

All the infections that the sun sucks up  

From bogs, fens, flats, on Prosper fall (2.2.1-2).  

This is a causal speech - “the ecology of effects”, as Bennett 

called it, whose banished sentiments link the intervention of humans 

and non-humans in an ecosystem. The interpretation of the island’s 

dangers goes back to Robert Watson’s “ecological literacy” (2006) 

to read and interpret environmental markers.  

 

Hybrid Assemblages: Ariel and Caliban in Ecological Context 

Around this pair, Ariel and Caliban, Bruno Latour (1993) calls 

“nature-culture hybrids” in a more comprehensive account, beings 

that defy the compartmentalized template of all natural and all 

human. The conceptualization of Sameness aligns with Steve Mentz's 

Toward a Blue Cultural Studies, which examines marine 

environments—specifically seas and oceans—as dynamic cultural 

spaces that encompass both human agency and cognitive awareness. 

What Bennett calls “distributed agency” is exercised by Ariel’s 

control over the elements and Caliban’s awareness of the 

environment. Their uneasy but coexisting relationships with the 

island’s environmental system suggest what Sylvia Wynter calls 

“multiple modes of being” – different ways of inhabiting and 

perceiving the ecological systems. 

This reading shows how The Tempest anticipates modern 

theoretical perspectives on non-human thought and action. 

Shakespeare’s nonhuman characters are creative psychocentric 

practices as they move beyond the shadow of the human. Their 



representations continue to constrain discourses of ecological 

consciousness and ecological cognition. 

The contrasting entrepreneurship of Ariel’s watery disposition 

and Caliban’s earthly orientation forms an ‘ecological dialectic’ - a 

more industrialized exploratory approach to social relations with the 

natural world. This dialectic has implications for the Renaissance and 

modern notions of human exceptionalism, offering a different kind 

of ecological action and consciousness. 

 

Conclusion 

This reading of The Tempest through posthuman and materialist 

lenses brings to the surface Shakespeare’s insight into contemporary 

debates on distributed agency and ecological awareness. A study of 

relations between human and non-human actors in the environment 

of Shakespeare’s island, it demonstrates how the play resists the 

entrenched Renaissance humanist hierarchies, offering views parallel 

to today's environmental concerns. The study of how Prospero uses 

magic suggests that power in The Tempest operates by way of what 

Bennett calls “assemblages” of human and non-human things. Rather 

than representing magic as a purely human affair, Shakespeare 

depicts it as deeply embedded in webs of both material and spiritual 

forces. The distributed power model is manifest in Prospero’s 

dependence on his literary texts and attendants, his interactions with 

Ariel, and his intricate connection to the island’s ecological context. 

The necessity of destroying these magical artifacts at the end of the 

play serves to further highlight that agency is located within material 

configurations, not as an effect of human intention. 

The island is thus disclosed as a participant, not a backdrop. 

Through a close reading of the tempest scenes, Caliban’s descriptions 

of the landscape, and the innumerable transformations that take place 

within the play, it becomes possible to see how Shakespeare 

dramatizes what Bennett calls “vibrant matter”-material entities that 

show their own agency and contest human dominion. The portrayal 

of the island’s ecosystem in the play aligns both with early modern 



philosophical theories of active matter and with contemporary 

theoretical frameworks of distributed agency. 

Miranda’s character development reveals Shakespeare’s subtle 

and very erudite understanding of what we would now call 

posthuman consciousness. Her education on the island, her ability to 

communicate across species boundaries, and her famous reaction at 

seeing other humans all attest to what Braidotti terms “nomadic 

subjectivity”—identity formed through movement across different 

modes of being. Rather than embodying a purely human 

consciousness, Miranda embodies the type of hybrid awareness that 

springs from deep ecological entanglement. 

Just as much, the representations of Ariel and Caliban challenge 

traditional humanist categories through what we might now call 

ecological consciousness. Ariel’s elemental transformations and 

Caliban’s deep knowledge of the environment on the island present 

alternative modes of being that evade the simple human/non-human 

binary. Their complicated relations with both Prospero and the 

ecosystem of the island demonstrate what Sylvia Wynter terms 

“multiple modes of being”—different ways of dwelling in and 

perceiving an ecological system. 

The analysis, then, retrieves The Tempest as a work that, in many 

ways, anticipates contemporary environmental humanities discourse 

while remaining firmly grounded in early modern conceptual 

frameworks. Shakespeare’s play offers a sophisticated model of 

distributed agency and ecological consciousness that speaks to both 

Renaissance and modern understandings of human-environment 

relationships. Examining the play through historical and modern 

theoretical perspectives gives us further insight into the ways in 

which Shakespeare’s oeuvre addresses issues to do with materiality, 

agency, and ecological awareness that remain pertinent in society 

today. 

The theoretical framework of this research suggests that early 

modern literature has the potential to offer profound insights into 

contemporary environmental matters. Shakespeare's complex 

portrayal of the dynamics between humans and their environment in 

The Tempest gives way to understandings that are relevant to 



contemporary conversations about ecological consciousness and 

environmental ethics. By recognizing the complexity of the play’s 

exploration of distributed agency and material awareness, one can 

deepen their understanding of its historical significance alongside its 

continued relevance to contemporary environmental discourse.   
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