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1. Introduction

The 16th century marked a pivotal turning point in
English history, ushering in the colonial era that would sig-
nificantly reshape the global landscape. This period, founda-
tional to the rise of the British Empire, saw the consolidation
of royal power and the expansion of England’s maritime
influence.

Rising mercantilism, coupled with England’s attempts
to challenge colonial powers such as Spain and Portugal,
drove the intensification of England’s colonial ambitions.
The reign of Queen Elizabeth I was particularly notable for
initiatives aimed at building new trade routes, territorial con-
quest, and the exertion of both economic and ecclesiastical
authority!’>. The voyages of explorers such as Sir Wal-
ter Raleigh and John Hawkins were emblematic of these
early efforts'> 4!, Raleigh’s ill-fated attempt to establish the
Roanoke Colony in North America, and Hawkins’s involve-
ment in the transatlantic slave trade, reveal the complex mix
of political, economic, and cultural motivations underpin-
ning England’s nascent colonial enterprise!* #l. Though the
Roanoke Colony ultimately failed, it laid the groundwork
for future, more successful colonial endeavours.

Alongside these geopolitical developments, England’s
early colonial activities significantly influenced its cultural
and intellectual life. The works of playwrights such as
William Shakespeare and Christopher Marlowe offer a lens
through which we can understand the intellectual climate of
the time>-®). Their plays, such as Tamburlaine, Doctor Faus-
tus, Othello, and The Tempest, engage deeply with themes
of power, conquest, and cross-cultural interaction, reflecting
the complex ideologies driving England’s imperial ambi-
tions!!-21. According to historian Armitage, the 16th century
was crucial in shaping an English identity that was closely
tied to the growing awareness of colonialism[?!. Shakespeare
and Marlowe’s dramatic works not only mirrored the era’s
imperial pursuits but also critiqued the consequences of such
expansion, offering an insightful analysis of the cultural and
political tensions inherent in colonialism.

As mentioned above, the plays of Marlowe and Shake-
speare composed around the same era, provide significant
perspectives into the developing colonial mentality of early
1587), a

dramatisation of the life of the historical conqueror Timur,

modern England. Marlowe’s Tamburlaine (c.

presents the relentless drive for territorial expansion and the

imperialist ambitions that characterised the period.

Tam. “T’ll make the murderous shambles of
the world,

That warlike scythes may mow down human
kind,

And let me live and reign as the true king of
the world!” Bl

Tamburlaine’s declaration exemplifies his imperialist
drive, capturing his ambition for world domination and the
ruthless territorial expansion characteristic of the period.
Marlowe’s portrayal of conquest reflects the era’s fascination
with territorial dominance, mirroring England’s growing as-
pirations for global influence. As Bloom notes, Tamburlaine
captures the imperialist spirit of the age, emphasising the
complex interplay between power and cultural superiority ).

In Doctor Faustus (c. 1592), Marlowe fur-
ther explores themes of power, knowledge and
moral ambition.

Faustus: “All things that move between the
quiet poles

Shall be at my command: emperors and kings,
Are but the shipmen of my words, and noth-
ings”16l,

This quote reflects Faustus’s belief that he can control
everything in the world, from the smallest movements to the
most powerful rulers. His desire to command “emperors and
kings” reveals his imperial ambition and the notion of domin-
ion over the world. Faustus’s pact with the devil, in pursuit
of unlimited knowledge and dominion, can be interpreted
as a metaphor for the imperial drive, highlighting the moral
dilemmas posed by unchecked ambition. As Kimbrough
observes, Faustus’s desire for limitless power echoes the
broader Elizabethan anxieties about the ethics of conquest
and the dangers of overreaching ambition !l

Similarly, Shakespeare’s plays, written a decade or
more later, engage with the growing colonial discourse. The
Tempest (1611) is, perhaps, Shakespeare’s most direct en-
gagement with colonialism®. Through the figure of Pros-
pero, who exerts control over the island’s inhabitants, Cal-
iban and Ariel, Shakespeare interrogates the forces at work
of colonisation and the complex power relations between
colonisers and indigenous populations.
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Caliban:

“This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,
Which thou takest from me. When thou camest
first,

Thou strok’dst me and made much of me,
wouldst give me

Water with berries in’t, and teach me how

To name the bigger light, and how the less,
That burn by day and night. And then I loved
thee” 8],

This passage from Caliban, speaking to Prospero, high-
lights the initial relationship between coloniser and colonised.
Caliban acknowledges how Prospero initially treated him
kindly, but this shifts as Prospero exerts control over the
island, reinforcing the colonial relationships. The tension
between control, exploitation and the complex relationship
between the coloniser and the colonised is at the heart of the
play, with Prospero embodying the colonial authority. As
Loomba argues, The Tempest reflects the tensions between
European imperialism and the racial and cultural hierarchies
that accompanied it 121,

In Othello (c. 1603), Shakespeare critiques racial prej-
udice through the character of Othello, particularly through
the way other characters perceive him because of his status

as a “Moor”.

“Even now, now, very now, an old black ram
Is tupping your white ewe. Arise, arise!
Awake the snorting citizens with the bell,

Or else the devil will make a grandsire of you:
Arise, I say!”[7],

This statement reflects the racial tensions in the play,
as Iago uses Othello’s race to provoke Brabantio, Desde-
mona’s father playing on the racial anxieties of the time!].
Iago’s language likens Othello to an animal, emphasising his
difference from the predominantly white Venetian society
and highlighting issues of racial and cultural otherness. The
statement ties into the play’s exploration of how Othello’s
racial identity shapes his experiences in Venice and reflects
broader issues of racial prejudice, which were influenced
by the growing global interaction during the period, particu-
larly as European powers expanded their empires. The play
critiques the racial prejudices and insecurities that perme-

ated early modern England, while also exploring how the

expansion of the British Empire influenced social structures
and individual identities. According to Greenblatt, Othello’s
outsider status and tragic downfall mirror the anxieties sur-

rounding race and empire during the period ('3,

2. Statement of the Problem

Based on the observation that colonialism in the works
of Shakespeare and Marlowe offers a unique opportunity to
analyse how early modern English theatre both reflected and
critiqued the imperialist sentiments of the time, it becomes
essential to examine themes of power, conquest and cross-
cultural interaction. Both playwrights provide a lens through
which the colonial mindset of the 16th century can be ex-
plored. Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Othello, along with
Marlowe’s Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus, serve as rich lit-
erary evidence of how colonial ideologies were represented
and contested in the theatre[!! 131,

Although this subject has been partially investigated,
existing research often focuses on the broader political and
economic contexts of colonial expansion, while a focused
analysis of how these dramatists contributed to and critiqued
colonial ideologies remains lacking. While studies have
explored Shakespeare’s engagement with colonial themes,
there is a noticeable gap in comparative analyses examin-
ing how Marlowe’s works intersect with these concerns 4.
Furthermore, scholars such as Loomba and Greenblatt have
examined colonialism in early modern literature, yet a more
comprehensive comparative approach to Shakespeare’s and
Marlowe’s treatment of colonial discourse remains underde-
veloped['!- 131,

Thus, this study aims to fill this gap by conducting a
thorough comparative analysis of how both Shakespeare and
Marlowe engaged with the complexities of colonialism. It
will examine how their works reflect the imperialist ideolo-
gies of the period while also interrogating the moral and

cultural implications of English expansion.

3. Literature Review and Areas of De-
bate

The scholarly literature on colonialism in the works of
Shakespeare and Marlowe is vast and multidimensional. Key

contributions include Drakakis’s Alternative Shakespeares
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(2002), which encourages a reevaluation of Shakespeare’s
plays through postcolonial perspectives, emphasising the
historical context and colonial themes within his works 6],
Dollimore and Sinfield’s Political Shakespeare (1994) has
been instrumental in exploring the ideological functions of
Shakespeare’s plays in relation to power, politics, and colo-
nialism, offering critical insights into the political and colo-
nial discourses of the time[!”].

Hulme’s Colonial Encounters: Europe and the Native
Caribbean (1986) provides a detailed analysis of the repre-
sentation of the “New World” in European literature, includ-

(18] Hulme’s study highlights how

ing Shakespeare’s works
colonial encounters were depicted on stage, often through
the portrayal of indigenous peoples and the ideological justi-
fication of colonisation, with The Tempest being a key text
in this discussion '8,

Loomba’s Race, Gender and Class (1989) and Colo-
nialism/Postcolonialism (2015) are foundational works in
understanding the intersections of race, gender, and colonial-
ism in early modern texts!'’: ). Loomba’s analysis situates
Shakespeare and Marlowe within the broader context of Eu-
ropean colonial expansion, examining how these playwrights
addressed race, culture, and empire (11, 197

Scholarship continues to explore the colonial implica-
tions of Marlowe’s Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus, with
critics noting that the plays reflect the anxieties and aspira-
tions of England on the brink of global expansion[!? 13171,
As Bartels argues, Tamburlaine’s conquests dramatise Eu-
rope’s fascination with—and fear of—Eastern empires!'2],
while Vitkus interprets Faustus’s pact as an allegory for Eng-
land’s ambivalent engagement with the ‘New World’ 1],
Hopkins further contextualises both plays within Renais-
sance debates about cultural differences and imperial moral-
ity!7]. Additionally, scholars such as Soyinka have exam-
ined Faustus’s desire for gold and slaves from Africa and
India as a metaphor for the colonist’s mindset?%),

Several key debates remain in the field, particularly
regarding whether these plays should be read as endorsing
or critiquing colonial practices. Scholars differ in their in-
terpretations of whether these plays reinforce or challenge
the imperialist ideologies of their time, with some arguing
that the works reflect the era’s colonial mindset, while others
suggest a more ambivalent critique of colonialism 2!,

Despite the wealth of scholarship on this topic, there are

still gaps in the literature. For instance, many studies have
analysed Shakespeare and Marlowe independently, rather
than offering a comparative analysis of how both playwrights
engage with colonialism. Additionally, historical analyses
of colonialism in early modern literature often overlook the
intricate connections between literary and historical con-

texts 1922, 23]

. This study seeks to address these gaps by
providing a comparative analysis of Shakespeare and Mar-

lowe’s works and their treatment of colonial discourse.

4. Theoretical Framework

This study employs an interdisciplinary postcolonial
framework to analyse the works of Shakespeare and Mar-
lowe, incorporating insights from postcolonial studies, cul-
tural materialism, and discourse analysis. By synthesising
these perspectives, this research reveals how early modern
drama both reflected and actively engaged with the ideo-
logical tensions of England’s colonial ambitions, offering a
more dynamic interplay between literature and the emerging
imperial discourse than previously explored. Unlike existing
scholarship, which often examines Shakespeare and Mar-
lowe within separate critical paradigms, this study places
them in direct conversation, examining how their plays con-
struct, negotiate, and critique colonial power relations.

Building on Said’s concept of Orientalism (1978) 1241,
the analysis will interrogate how Shakespeare and Marlowe
depict non-European figures and cultures, particularly in
Othello and Tamburlaine Said’s insights into the Othering
process illuminate how these dramatists contribute to and
subvert early colonial ideologies!?!!. Furthermore, Loomba’s
and Hulme’s work on colonial discourse provides essential
context for understanding the anxieties surrounding race,
conquest, and national identity in the plays(!! 18],

To enhance the study’s originality, Fanon’s theories of
racial identity and psychological colonisation (Black Skin,
White Masks, 1952) will be applied to explore how Othello’s
internalised inferiority and Tamburlaine’s hyper-masculine
imperial persona reflect early formulations of colonial sub-
jectivity[?3]. Fanon’s work allows for a more nuanced in-
terpretation of how race, identity, and power operate within
these dramatic texts, moving beyond traditional analyses of
racial representation.

Additionally, this study will engage with cultural mate-
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rialism and Marxist theory, particularly as outlined by Dol-
limore and Sinfield in Political Shakespeare (1994)171. This
approach situates the plays within their socio-political milieu,
uncovering the ways in which both playwrights critique or
reinforce dominant power structures. By considering the
economic and ideological underpinnings of colonialism, this
analysis extends beyond thematic exploration to examine
how early modern drama functioned as a site of ideological
negotiation.

The integration of these intersecting theoretical ap-
proaches not only enhances the study’s methodological depth
but also underscores its novel contribution: by juxtapos-
ing Shakespeare and Marlowe’s works through the lens of
postcolonial discourse, this research demonstrates how their
plays both mirrored and shaped England’s evolving colonial
consciousness. This comparative perspective fills a crucial
gap in scholarship by offering a more interconnected reading

of early modern drama’s engagement with empire.

Methodological Approach

This study employs a textually concentrated reading
approach informed by postcolonial and cultural materialist
theories. Rather than treating the plays as passive reflections
of historical reality, this analysis considers them as dynamic
sites of ideological negotiation, where colonial anxieties are
dramatised, contested, and sometimes subverted.

Key Analytical Emphases:

1. Language of Conquest: Examining how rhetoric and
imagery reinforce or challenge colonial ideologies.

2. Representations of Difference: Investigating the racial
and cultural constructions of “the Other” in Shakespeare
and Marlowe.

3. Power Dynamics and Resistance: Analysing colonial
structures through character interactions.

4. Performance and Reception: Assessing how staging
and audience perception shape colonial themes.

By structuring the analysis thematically, this study
moves beyond traditional historical readings to explore how
these works engage with early modern conceptions of colo-
nialism, power and race. The integration of performance
studies offers a fresh methodological angle, revealing the-
atricality as a tool for reinforcing or disrupting colonial nar-

ratives.

5. Key Research Questions

This study addresses the following questions:

1. How do Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Othello and
Marlowe’s Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus represent
colonial ideologies through structures of dominance,
racialised characters, and territorial expansion?

2. Inwhat ways do these plays critique or perpetuate cultural
superiority and England’s imperial ambitions?

3. How do figures like Caliban, Othello and Tamburlaine
reflect early modern anxieties about race, empire and
cultural differences?

4. What implications do these colonial representations hold
for contemporary postcolonial readings of early modern
drama?

=

Research Objectives

To answer these questions, the study will:

1. Analyse textual representations of colonialism in se-
lected plays, comparing Shakespeare’s and Marlowe’s
approaches to power, race and conquest.

2. Evaluate the dramatic function of “the Other” (e.g., Cal-
iban, Othello) to uncover how these characters encode
colonial ideologies.

3. Contextualise findings within 16th-century imperial dis-
course, using historical and cultural materialist frame-
works.

4. Develop a comparative model for colonial themes in early

modern drama, contributing to postcolonial scholarship.

7. Tamburlaine and the Colonial
Mentality

Marlowe’s Tamburlaine the Great vividly illustrates
the imperial aspirations of early modern England, encapsu-
lating the ambitions of an unyielding conqueror determined
to expand his empire throughout the known world !, One
of the most striking passages in Tamburlaine the Great (Part
1, 2.5.49-51) reflects Tamburlaine’s imperial ambitions
when he declares: ‘The world shall be my empire, where
I will/Reign as sole king of all the provinces; /Yield to me,

you kings and nations of the earth!” This passage epitomises
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Tamburlaine’s insatiable expansionism, mirroring early mod-
ern Europe’s imperial mindset. His vision of ruling ‘all the
provinces’ allegorises England’s burgeoning colonial ambi-
tions during Marlowe’s era when global domination became
a tangible political aspiration 2],

Another key moment occurs in Tamburlaine the Great,
Part 1 (4.4.71-72), where Tamburlaine proclaims: ‘Is it not
passing brave to be a king, /And ride in triumph through
Persepolis? This statement highlights his self-conception as
a divine conqueror destined to rule over vast territories, mir-
roring early modern England’s own fascination with empire-
building®1. Marlowe’s portrayal of Tamburlaine as a ruthless
conqueror, driven by a boundless desire for power, mirrors
the actions of English colonists during this period. Perhaps
Tamburlaine’s ruthless ambition can be noticed quite early
in the play in Part One, Act II, Scene 7:

“The thirst of reign and sweetness of a crown,
That caus’d the eldest son of heavenly Ops
To thrust his doting father from his chair,
And place himself in the empyreal heaven,
Mov’d me to manage arms against thy state”
(B, L 1L vii., 12-16)

This passage reveals Tamburlaine’s relentless drive for
power, comparing his conquest to the overthrow of a ruler in
mythic terms. His insatiable ambition reflects the aggressive
expansionism of early English colonists, who sought to jus-
tify their territorial claims through might and a sense of divine
entitlement. Scholars such as Greenblatt, in his work Re-
naissance Self-Fashioning, provide a critical analysis of the
parallels between Tamburlaine’s imperialistic ambition and
the behaviours of English colonists!'3]. Greenblatt suggests
that Tamburlaine’s violent conquests and acts of destruc-
tion, such as the annihilation of cities and the domination
of entire populations, exemplify the colonial mentality that
underpinned English expansionism!'3. This parallels the
brutal colonial practices of the time, such as the incineration
of African villages, emphasising the violent underpinnings
of imperialistic aspirations.

His brutal subjugation of nations underscores Tam-
burlaine’s rise from shepherd to conqueror, mirroring the
very violence English expeditions inflicted on African com-
munities. As Greenblatt demonstrates, Marlowe’s staging of
Tamburlaine’s atrocities coincided with reports of English

raids like the 1586 Sierra Leone attack—a deliberate paral-

lel that exposed the ‘will to absolute power’ driving both
theatrical and imperial acts ('), pp. 193-221). “The raz-
ing of African towns like Sarracoll describes (Qtd in!'3))
finds its theatrical counterpart in Tamburlaine’s indiscrimi-
nate conquests (I3, pp. 193, 201). His declaration that he
will “chase the sun, and, having conquered it, /I’ll set my
foot upon his sphere” (Part 1, Act 5, Scene 1) exemplifies
an imperial ambition that knows no bounds. This reflects
the expansive territorial goals of Elizabethan England and
highlights the idea of limitless imperial conquest!'3].

Furthermore, Tamburlaine’s treatment of captured
rulers, particularly the execution of Bajazeth and Zabina
(Tamburlaine Part 2, 1.1.70-120), emphasises the play’s
engagement with colonial themes!'> 17, His contempt for
the dignity of other cultures mirrors the contemporary view
that conquest and imperial dominance were justifiable prac-
tices[!> 1], Tamburlaine’s harsh methods of control critique
imperial ideology, revealing the personal and social stakes
of expansionism 3 171,

Tamburlaine’s acts embody the relentless territorial
ambition that defined early modern Europe’s imperialist as-

15,171 His insatiable conquests mirror England’s

pirations!
expansionist desires, which framed the world as an open map
awaiting domination??!, The play’s repeated map consulta-
tions (Part 1, 3.3.1-50) literalise this fixation on unclaimed
lands '3 1], Even in his final moments, his obsession with
conquest remains undiminished, as he laments the limits of

mortality in his pursuit of absolute dominion:

“Give me a map; then let me see how much/Is
left for me to conquer all the world,

That these my boys may finish all my wants”
(Tamburlaine the Great, Part Two, Act V,

Scene 3)1231.

Here, Tamburlaine’s command to “give me a map” re-
flects his ceaseless expansionist appetite, echoing the impe-
rial mindset that drove European powers to explore, claim
and subjugate foreign lands. His desire for his sons to com-
plete his conquests underscores a vision of empire-building
that extends beyond individual ambition, resonating with
the dynastic and nationalistic motivations behind European
colonial expansion. Even in the face of death, his regret is
not personal salvation but the inability to fulfil his imperial
dream, demonstrating the boundless greed that characterised

both his character and the colonial projects of his time.
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Additionally, he repeatedly frames the East as a land
ripe for conquest, reflecting the era’s European fascination
with the Orient’s wealth and perceived vastness—a trope cen-

15,211 Tamburlaine

tral to Renaissance imperial discourse!
envisions the East as a space awaiting domination, where
his military prowess will allow him to assert absolute power.

This sentiment is vividly expressed when he declares:

“The sweet fruition of an earthly crown;

That hath aspir’d to the monarchy

Of all the oriental world”

(Tamburlaine the Great, Part One, Act II,
Scene 7)1,

Here, Tamburlaine explicitly articulates his ambition to
rule “all the oriental world”, portraying the East as a domain
to be conquered and controlled. This aligns with early mod-
ern European perceptions of the East as a land of riches and
opportunity, paralleling the imperialist ideologies that later
drove colonial expansion. His vision of “the sweet fruition
of an earthly crown” suggests that conquering the East is
not just a military goal but a fulfilment of destiny, much
similar to how European powers justified their expansion-
ist missions. In short, the portrayal of the East as a land
ripe for conquest serves as a metaphor for the anxieties sur-
rounding England’s expanding empire. Marlowe’s dramatic
representation of Tamburlaine’s actions critiques and reflects
the emerging ideology of imperialism, shedding light on the
social, cultural and political tensions inherent in this early

modern period.

8. Doctor Faustus: The Metaphor of
Colonial Expansion

In Doctor Faustus, Faustus explicitly expresses his
imperial ambitions and desire for domination over foreign
lands, equating his newfound magical power with the ability

to control the world[®!. This is evident in his declaration:

“Shall I make spirits fetch me what I please,
Resolve me of all ambiguities,

Perform what desperate enterprise I will?

I’ll have them fly to India for gold,

Ransack the ocean for orient pearl,

And search all corners of the new-found world
For pleasant fruits and princely delicates”

(Doctor Faustus, Act 1, Scene 1, Lines
111-116)1,

Here, Faustus’s vision mirrors the colonial mentality
of the early modern period where expanding into distant ter-
ritories was driven by greed, the pursuit of wealth and the
desire for control. His reference to “India for gold” and the
“new-found world” directly evokes the economic motiva-
tions behind European imperial expansion, reinforcing the
play’s engagement with colonial discourse. In other words,
Marlowe presents the protagonist’s quest for magical power
as a metaphor for the pursuit of forbidden knowledge and
imperial expansion. Faustus’s desire to dominate foreign
territories and accumulate riches underscores the colonial
mentality of the era, where imperial ventures were seen as
opportunities for exploitation and financial gain.

Faustus reiterates his desire to acquire “gold and slaves”

from Africa and India:

“I’ll have them fly to India for gold,

Ransack the ocean for orient pearl,

And search all corners of the new-found world
For pleasant fruits and princely delicates.

I’ll have them read me strange philosophy,
And tell the secrets of all foreign kings;

I’ll have them tell me what the Frenchman
means,

What the German thinks, what the Dutch in-
tends,

And in what corner of the world I may

Find a country where man is not a slave”
(Act 1,1, 111-116)161,

This desire reflects the exploitative colonial mindset.
His ambition to emulate a “wealthy Arab” reveals the era’s
exoticisation and commodification of non-European cultures,
aligning with a fundamental desire to dominate and exploit
these areas. In Act 4, Faustus expresses his desire to visit
foreign lands and their rulers:

“I’ll have them fly to Constantinople, to see the Turk’s
court; and then after to Persia, to visit the great Sophy, and
at last to wind me up to the court of the Great Mogul”[®).
Faustus’s magical ambitions reproduce a European yearning

for control over the East and its resources. Faustus also says:

“I’1l have them fly to India for gold,
Ransack the ocean for orient pearl,
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And search all corners of the new-found world

For pleasant fruits and princely delicates”[®.

This passage highlights Faustus’s imperial ambitions,
as he envisions exploiting the resources of the East—par-
ticularly gold, pearls and other valuable commodities. The
imagery symbolises or suggests a view of the East as a place
of both exotic and inferior, ripe for conquest and exploita-
tion, ransacking and exploitation for European gains. Indeed,
the references to exotic Eastern figures throughout the play
mirror broader European perceptions of the East as a place
of potential conquest. Faustus’s use of his powers to affect
others, alongside his eventual damnation, serves as a critique
of the overreaching ambition that characterises both magical
knowledge and imperial conquest. His final lamentation (in
Act 5, Scene 2) “Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it"—seizes
the moral and existential consequences of such ambition,

paralleling the repercussions of imperial overreach[®),

9. The Tempest: Power, Control and
Cultural Encounters

Shakespeare’s The Tempest explores themes of power
relations, cultural exchange and colonial dominance, making
it a key work for analysing early modern colonial attitudes ®!.
Prospero’s control over the island and its inhabitants, espe-
cially Caliban, is a clear representation of the colonial men-
tality of the period. Prospero’s denouncement of Caliban as
“savage” and “monstrous”. In Act 1, Scene 2 of The Tem-
pest, Prospero describes Caliban in these terms: “A savage
and deformed slave, /Not honoured with a human shape”[®.
Prospero’s harsh language reflects the colonial mentality of
the time, as he views Caliban, the native inhabitant of the
island, as a “savage” and “deformed” figure—suggesting
that Caliban is inferior, subhuman and in need of domina-
tion. This description of Caliban reinforces the imperialist
attitudes embedded in the play and can be interpreted as a
critique of colonialism.

In Act 1, Scene 2, Prospero explains how he came to
control the island and its inhabitants through his magical
powers: “I took him [Caliban] who had never/A soul to look
at, but a torment to my care, /And made him my slave”. This
line demonstrates Prospero’s use of his magic to dominate
Caliban and the island. The use of “slave” highlights the
colonial dynamics at play, where the native figure (Caliban)

is subjugated by an external force (Prospero) through a dis-
play of power. Prospero’s manipulation of the island through
magic mirrors the way European colonisers imposed their
will upon colonised territories using force and control over
both the land and its people. Prospero’s attitude highlights
the racial and cultural prejudices rooted in colonial discourse.
Prospero’s use of magic to assert authority over the island
and its people mirrors the European imposition of power
over the “other,” reflecting the colonial practices of the time.

Caliban’s rebellion against Prospero, coupled with his
acknowledgement that Prospero taught him language, adds
a layer of complexity to the colonial relationship. Caliban’s
statement “You taught me language; and my profit on’t/Is,
I know how to curse. The red plague rid you/ For learning
me your language!” suggests a critique of the linguistic and
cultural subjugation that colonised peoples faced. Greenblatt
argues that this moment represents the complex relationship
between power, language and resistance, as Caliban’s ability
to curse signifies both an awareness of and opposition to the
colonial authority imposed upon him 4],

Shakespeare’s portrayal of the tension between Pros-
pero and Caliban critiques the power relations of colonialism,
emphasising the conflict between the coloniser’s sense of
superiority and the colonised’s struggle for agency and iden-
tity. The resolution of the play, with Prospero relinquishing
his power and returning to Milan, can be seen as a critique
of colonial control and a recognition of the need for ethical

reconsideration in the face of imperial ambitions®).

10. Othello: Race, Colonialism, and
Power

In Othello, Shakespeare explores the complex intersec-
tions of race, colonialism and power, revealing the racial
prejudices and colonial anxieties pervasive in early modern
Europe!”). Othello, a black man in Venetian society, occupies
the position of an outsider, embodying the racial and cultural
tensions of the time. lago’s derogatory remarks about Oth-
ello highlight these prejudices, as he repeatedly refers to
Othello as “the Moor”, a term that underscores Othello’s
racial otherness and marginalisation. In Act 1, Scene 1, Iago
says: “Even now, now, very now, an old black ram/Is tupping
your white ewe”. This racial slur highlights Iago’s use of
Othello’s race to incite prejudice and division. Additionally,

620



Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 04 | April 2025

in Act 1, Scene 3, lago refers to Othello with the racialised
term: “The Moor is of a free and open nature/That thinks
men honest that but seem to be so”. These references un-
derscore Othello’s outsider status in Venetian society and
reflect the racial and cultural tensions of the time. In Act
3, Scene 3, Iago asserts, “the Moor is of a free and open
nature”, reinforcing the stereotype of the “noble savage”,
a figure often associated with exoticism and inferiority in
colonial discourse. This comment both reveals lago’s ma-
nipulation of Othello’s perceived racial traits and reflects
the larger societal attitudes toward racial and cultural differ-
ences, which were deeply tied to colonial anxieties and the
exploration of the “other”.

Othello’s internal struggle with his identity, especially
his racial insecurities, is a key theme in Shakespeare’s Oth-
ello, highlighting the complexities of identity within a colo-
nial framework. The play presents Othello as both a re-
spected military leader in Venetian society and an outsider
due to his race. This bifurcation creates a vulnerability in
Othello, particularly in moments of self-doubt, revealing
how colonial stereotypes infiltrate his self-perception. In Act
3, Scene 3, when Iago’s manipulation takes hold and seeds
of doubt about Desdemona’s loyalty are planted in Othello’s

mind, his insecurities about his race surface. He laments:

“Haply for I am black

And have not those soft parts of conversation
That chamberers have, or for I am declined
Into the vale of years—yet that s not much—
She's gone, I am abused, and my relief

Must be to loathe her U1,

In this moment, Othello is not only grappling with the
possibility of Desdemona’s infidelity but also reflecting on
how his racial difference might have influenced her affec-
tions. The phrase “Haply for I am black” expresses his belief
that his race, which sets him apart from the white Venetian
society, could be a source of his insecurity. He worries that
his racial background might make him less desirable or less
capable of fulfilling the expectations placed on him by so-
ciety, particularly in the realm of social conversation and
courtly behaviour which were often associated with white
European norms. This lament reveals Othello’s internalisa-
tion of colonial stereotypes. The “soft parts of conversation”
he refers to are qualities often associated with refinement and
civility in early modern Europe—traits that were generally

ascribed to the European aristocracy, in contrast to the per-
ceived roughness or savagery attributed to non-Europeans
such as Othello. His self-consciousness about lacking these
qualities highlights how deeply he has internalised the colo-
nial ideology that positions him as the “other,” despite his
high status and personal achievements.

Moreover, Othello’s self-doubt also reflects his fear of
being seen as unworthy of Desdemona, a sentiment exacer-
bated by his awareness of his outsider status. This insecurity
is a manifestation of the colonial discourse that equates Euro-
pean norms with superiority, while other cultures, especially
African and Moorish cultures, are regarded as inferior. His
racial self-awareness plays a crucial role in the tragic trajec-
tory of the play, as his doubts about his identity are manipu-
lated by Iago leading him to make devastating decisions.

Thus, Othello’s lamentation serves as a critical moment
in the play, capturing the emotional and psychological effects
of colonialism on individuals. It is a distressing reflection
on how colonial and racial ideologies permeate one’s self-
concept, illustrating the profound internal struggles that those
subjected to colonial domination may experience. In Race,
Gender and Class in Colonial Britain, Loomba argues that
Othello exemplifies the paradoxes inherent in the colonial
encounter, particularly the simultaneous attraction and fear
of the “other”[!!],

Shakespeare’s portrayal of Othello’s tragic fall not only
reflects the deep racial and colonial biases embedded within
Venetian society but also serves as a profound meditation
on the dehumanising effects of colonialism!”). Othello’s de-
scent into jealousy and self-doubt, precipitated by his racial
insecurities and internalised prejudices, underscores the de-
structive power of colonial ideologies that force the colonised
to contend with their imposed identity. The play’s tragic con-
clusion exposes the cyclical nature of colonial oppression:
it is not merely the colonised who suffer under such biases,
but the colonisers as well, trapped in a web of moral cor-
ruption and self-deception. In this light, Othello’s downfall
becomes emblematic of the ethical void at the heart of colo-
nialism, where the very structures that oppress the ’other’
simultaneously erode the humanity of those who enforce
it. Through Othello’s tragic end, Shakespeare critiques the
foundational ideologies of empire, drawing attention to the
profound toll colonialism exacts on both individual psyche

and social morality, and suggesting that true liberation lies
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in resisting these destructive forces!].

11. Discussion

An investigation into the colonial themes within Mar-
lowe’s Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus, alongside Shake-
speare’s Othello and The Tempest, exposes a rich and intri-
cate interplay of imperial ambitions, cultural encounters and
racial dynamics>®). These plays, when examined through
the lens of postcolonial theory, theories of empire and cul-
tural imperialism, provide valuable insights into the ideo-
logical underpinnings of early modern English colonialism.
Bhabha’s concepts of ’colonial ambivalence’ and ’hybrid-
ity are particularly illuminating in this context, offering a
framework for understanding how both Marlowe and Shake-
speare simultaneously engage with and subvert colonial ide-
ologies**1. In Tumburlaine, for instance, the play’s portrayal
of expansion and domination reflects an idealised colonial vi-
sion, yet it also hints at the inherent instability of such power
dynamics®). Similarly, in Doctor Faustus, Faustus’s impe-
rial aspirations expose the contradictions within the colonial
project—his pursuit of knowledge and power, though osten-
sibly liberating, ultimately leads to his downfall, mirroring
the destructive effects of unhindered imperialism[®l. Shake-
speare’s Othello and The Tempest, on the other hand, com-
plicate these notions by foregrounding racial and cultural
tensions, using characters such as Othello and Caliban to
highlight the fraught relationship between the coloniser and
the colonised!” 8. Through the lenses of Bhabha’s theories,
we see how these plays not only reflect but also interro-
gate the ideologies that sustain colonial power, revealing the
complexities of identity, resistance and domination that are
central to the colonial experience?4,

Bhabha’s concept of colonial ambivalence—where
colonial subjects both contest and replicate the imperial
power structures imposed upon them—finds a compelling
expression in Marlowe’s portrayal of Tamburlaine®*). Tam-
burlaine’s characterisation as an unstoppable conqueror who
continually seeks to expand his empire reflects the imperial
ambitions of early modern England. His relentless drive to
conquer and dominate foreign territories mirrors the histori-
cal anxieties and aspirations of European colonial expansion.
For example, Tamburlaine’s declaration, “I’ll hear no more

of this!/For I’ll have the world in subjection”, encapsulates

the era’s obsession with dominance and conquest, captur-
ing the belief in imperial entitlement and superiority[®!, At
the same time, Tamburlaine’s brutal subjugation of civili-
sations, such as his invasion of Persia and his treatment of
the captured king, also underscores the inherent violence
and cruelty of colonial power. As Bhabha (2021) contends,
these colonial subjects, while attempting to solidify their own
power, ultimately mimic the practices and ideologies they
claim to overthrow, creating a paradox of subjugation and
resistance within the imperial system?’]. Tamburlaine, in
his pursuit of absolute power, thus not only reflects imperial
aspirations but also reveals the underlying anxieties about
the excesses and unsustainable nature of such expansion. In
the final assessment of Tamburlaine and the larger discus-
sion of imperial ambition, especially in terms of the transient
nature of power and the failure to establish a lasting legacy.
Tamburlaine’s desire to change the cartographer’s map and
make it carry his own name symbolically reflects his belief
in his own immortality and the permanence of his empire.
However, his death without achieving this goal highlights
the impermanence of his conquests and his inability to secure
a lasting dynasty. The cartographer’s map, left “clean” of
Tamburlaine’s name, serves as a powerful metaphor for the
fleeting nature of imperial ambition—suggesting that even
the most seemingly unyielding conquerors are ultimately
rendered insignificant by time.

Similarly, in Doctor Faustus, Marlowe explores the fig-
ure of the protagonist as a symbol of the European colonial
impulse, particularly in his quest for forbidden knowledge
and global dominion[®). Faustus’s ambition to transcend hu-
man limits and gain access to “exotic” lands in pursuit of
wealth and power epitomises the colonial thirst for explo-
ration and exploitation. His desire to visit “Constantinople,
to see the Turk’s court; and then after to Persia, to visit the
great Sophy, and at last to wind me up to the court of the Great
Mogul”, highlights Faustus’s ambition to conquer not only
knowledge but foreign lands that represent the “other”—the
exotic and untapped resources of the East. This journey, in
the light of Bhabha’s theories (2021) is emblematic of the
European perception of the East as a space for colonial ap-
propriation[?”]. Faustus’s tragic downfall, as he becomes
entangled in the pact with Mephistopheles, reflects the moral
and existential consequences of overreaching ambition. His
contract with the devil serves as a metaphor for the imperial
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compact, wherein the promise of power and riches ultimately
leads to destruction. As Bartels notes, Faustus’s relentless
pursuit of dominion over both the supernatural and the ma-
terial world critiques the moral implications of unchecked
ambition and mirrors the destructive trajectory of European

imperialism (26 28]

. His tragic end serves as a cautionary
tale about the dangers of imperial overreach, where the lust
for power, when untampered by ethical concerns, leads to
self-destruction.

In both plays, Marlowe intricately weaves the themes
of imperialism, ambition and existential consequences, pre-
senting characters who embody the contradictions of colonial
ideologies > 1. Through the figures of Tamburlaine and Faus-
tus, Marlowe critiques not only the violent nature of imperial
expansion but also the psychological toll it inflicts on the
individuals who pursue it. The imposition of power, whether
through conquest or the acquisition of knowledge, ultimately
leads to moral decay and existential ruin, a tragic reminder of
the colonial project’s destructive potential. By exploring the
complex interplay between imperial aspiration and its tragic
outcomes, Marlowe’s works engage with Bhabha’s concept
of colonial ambivalence offering a profound commentary on
the dangers of unrestrained imperial power (%4,

As discussed above, Shakespeare’s The Tempest ofters
a profound examination of colonial encounters, particularly
through the character of Caliban[®l. Said’s (1978) concept of
“orientalism” and the construction of the colonised “other”
are evident in Caliban’s struggle against Prospero’s linguis-

(211 His bitter admission that

tic and cultural dominance
“You taught me language, and my profit on’t/Is, I know how
to curse” reveals the paradox at the heart of colonial au-
thority. While Prospero and others may justify their domi-
nation of Caliban through the purported goal of civilising
him—teaching him language and introducing him to Euro-
pean norms—Caliban’s response highlights the failure of this
project. Instead of benefiting from this imposition, Caliban
appropriates the colonisers’ language to express his resent-
ment and defiance. This moment directly challenges the
colonial narrative of benevolence, exposing the hypocrisy
of the colonisers’ claims to bring civilisation to the “sav-
age” while failing to recognise the deeper harm they cause.
By turning the colonisers’ language against them, Caliban
dismantles the illusion of the colonisers’ good intentions,
revealing that colonialism is not about upliftment but about

domination and control.

Caliban’s lament over losing control of his island to
Prospero—“Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises, /Sounds
and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not. /Sometimes a
thousand twangling instruments/Will hum about mine ears,
and sometime voices/That, if I then had waked after long
sleep, /Will make me sleep again: and then, in dreaming, /The
clouds methought would open and show riches/Ready to drop
upon me that, when I waked, /I cried to dream again”—ex-
presses not only his loss of physical sovereignty but also the
cultural and spiritual degradation brought about by colonial-
ism[®]. This passage, filled with longing for a lost world of
freedom and indigenous connection to the land, encapsulates
the tension between native autonomy and colonial imposition.
Caliban’s description of the island’s natural beauty and spiri-
tual resonance contrasts sharply with Prospero’s conquest,
underscoring the tragedy of colonisation as the subjugation
of both body and soul.

Recent theoretical approaches to language and cultural
imposition, such as Said’s exploration of Orientalism (1978),
offer valuable insights into this point!?!l. Said argues that
colonial powers used language and cultural practices as in-
struments of domination, creating a constructed divide be-
tween the “civilised” West and the “barbaric” East. In this
framework, Caliban’s lament can be seen as an expression
of resistance to Prospero’s cultural imperialism. By teaching
him language, Prospero does not liberate Caliban but rather
makes him complicit in his own oppression, as Caliban is
forced to articulate his suffering using the very means of
control that Prospero has imposed on him. Thus, Caliban’s
loss of his island is not only the loss of his home but also the
destruction of his cultural identity and autonomy, exposing
the deep ethical and cultural dilemmas embedded in colonial
rule.

Not far from the just-discussed plays, Othello explores
themes of colonialism and racial identity, presenting its pro-
tagonist as both an esteemed military leader and a racial out-
sider within Venetian society!”l. Othello’s status as a Moor
foregrounds the tension between inclusion and exclusion, a
duality central to postcolonial discourse. His self-perception,
as well as the way he is perceived by others, reflects the
ambivalence of colonial subjects—simultaneously valued
for their utility and marginalised due to their racial and cul-

[20, 22, 23]

tural difference . This paradox is evident in how
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Othello is initially revered as a war hero, with the Duke of
Venice declaring, “Valiant Othello, we must straight employ
you/Against the general enemy Ottoman”, yet he is still sub-
ject to racial scorn, particularly from Iago and Brabantio,
who depict his marriage to Desdemona as unnatural and cor-
rupting. Brabantio, for instance, accuses Othello of using
“spells and medicines” to seduce Desdemona, invoking the
colonial stereotype of the racial “other” as both exotic and
dangerous.

Othello himself internalises these prejudices, reveal-
ing the psychological consequences of colonial discourse!”!.
His insecurities manifest in his lamentation, “Haply for I
am black/And have not those soft parts of conversation”,
which demonstrates his struggle to assimilate into Venetian
society while simultaneously being made to feel unworthy of
it(7]. This internal conflict is in line with Bhabha’s concept
of “colonial ambivalence”, wherein the colonised subject
is caught between assimilation and rejection, never fully
belonging to the dominant culture?*!. His tragedy is precipi-
tated by this very instability—his belief that he must maintain
absolute control over his identity, marriage and reputation
ultimately fuels his descent into jealousy and violence.

As Young observes, Othello’s downfall, driven by racial
prejudice and manipulation, exemplifies the destructive im-
pact of colonialist perceptions of race and otherness %21,
Tago’s relentless degradation of Othello, referring to him
as “the Moor” rather than by his name, reduces him to
a racialised stereotype, stripping him of individuality and
agency. This culminates in Othello’s final act of self-erasure:
“O cursed, cursed slave! Whip me, ye devils, /From the pos-
session of this heavenly sight!”. His invocation of himself as
a “slave” in his moment of despair underscores his ultimate
recognition that he has been consumed by the very prejudices
imposed upon him. Thus, Othello not only exposes the deep
racial anxieties of early modern Europe but also critiques
the mechanisms through which colonialist ideology fractures
both individual identity and social harmony!”.

Collectively, these plays offer a critical reflection on
early modern English colonialism5-%]. Marlowe’s works em-
phasise imperial ambition and its ethical consequences!™ ],
whereas Shakespeare’s plays interrogate the cultural and
racial dimensions of colonial encounters(” 8. Contemporary
postcolonial theory enriches our understanding of how these

texts engage with and critique imperial ideology 3%, provid-

ing insights into the complexities of early modern colonial-
ism and its literary representations. Marlowe’s plays illus-
trate the aggressive expansionist attitude and its ethical ram-
ifications> ®), while Shakespeare’s works examine the nu-
anced interactions between colonisers and the colonised!”- ®].
Together, these playwrights deepen our understanding of
colonialism’s impact on literature and society by revealing
both the power and vulnerability inherent in imperial ambi-

tions.

12. Conclusion

This study has examined the representation of colo-
nialism in the works of Shakespeare and Marlowe, focusing
on The Tempest, Othello, Tamburlaine, and Doctor Faus-
tus58). Through a thematic and postcolonial analysis, we
have demonstrated how these plays both reflect and critique
the colonial ideologies that shaped early modern England.
While Marlowe’s Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus illus-
trate the era’s aggressive expansionism and pursuit of domi-
nance ®), Shakespeare’s The Tempest and Othello engage
more critically with the complexities of colonial authority,

[7:8] These texts serve as lit-

race and cultural encounters
erary battlegrounds where notions of power, identity and
subjugation are both constructed and contested.

Our findings suggest that both playwrights engage with
colonial themes in ways that simultaneously reinforce and
interrogate contemporary imperial ideologies. Marlowe’s
portrayal of Tamburlaine’s unyielding ambition and Faustus’s
relentless quest for knowledge mirrors England’s imperial as-
pirations while exposing the ethical dilemmas of unchecked
expansion ™ ®1. His vision of conquest, ultimately devoid of a
lasting dynasty, anticipates the transient and often destructive
nature of colonial empires. Shakespeare, on the other hand,
presents a more intricate engagement with colonialism’s psy-
chological and cultural repercussions!” 8. Caliban’s bitter
declaration—“You taught me language, and my profit on’t/Is,
I know how to curse”—dismantles the veneer of benevolent
colonial tutelage, exposing its inherent violence®]. Likewise,
Othello’s tragic fall is deeply intertwined with the racial anx-
ieties of the Venetian world, illustrating the liminality of
the colonial subject who is simultaneously assimilated and
excluded. His final self-identification as a “cursed, cursed

slave” signifies not only his internalisation of colonial prej-
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udices but also the devastating personal consequences of
imperial ideology.

This study underscores the significance of early mod-
ern drama in shaping and challenging colonial discourse.
By engaging with themes of power, racial encounters and
cultural negotiation, these plays offer valuable insight into
the ideological underpinnings of English colonialismP81,
They do not merely reflect contemporary imperial attitudes
but actively participate in the evolving discourse on empire,
complicating simplistic narratives of colonial dominance.
Our research contributes to ongoing scholarly debates on
the intersections of literature and colonial power, illuminat-
ing how early modern texts encode, resist, and perpetuate
colonialist ideologies.

Future research could expand this analysis by exam-
ining how these themes resonate in other early modern
texts, particularly those beyond the English literary tradition,
to gain a more comprehensive understanding of European
colonial discourse. Additionally, investigating the recep-
tion and adaptation of these plays in postcolonial contexts
could further elucidate their enduring influence on represen-
tations of power and identity. The continued reinterpretation
of these works—whether in modern theatre, literature, or
film—demonstrates their lasting relevance in discussions of
colonialism and its afterlives. By tracing these intertextual
dialogues, future studies may uncover new dimensions of
resistance, complicity, and transformation in early modern

literary engagements with empire.
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