
Colonialism and the Tempest 

I am going to give you some points to consider to help you with the essay portion of the test. 

 Economic Exploitation: The Europeans sought to profit through trade, exploiting the 

rich resources they found. But did they have a right to take possession, by gun and sword, 

of the lands which the indigenous people saw as theirs? How do we see this in Tempest 

and TFA? 

 Social Class: The notion of social hierarchy was firmly fixed in the European mind. Most 

believed it to be God-given. At the top, the King who claimed to rule by divine right. 

Below him, aristocrats and courtiers and so on, down to the lowest peasant. The 

“masterless man” (a person without a superior) was (and still is) seen as a terrible threat 

to the social order. European explorers came back with reports that natives lived without 

a rigid social hierarchy, each man the equal of others. How do we see this in The 

Tempest? How does it apply to TFA? 

 Sexuality: Travellers’ tales reported that the marriage customs of Europe were quite 

unknown in other lands. In the settlers’ eyes, debauchery and vice flourished without 

control. To the Europeans, such free love was abhorrent. How do we see this attitude in 

The Tempest? What about different marriage constructions in TFA? 

 Religion: A major aim of colonization was to spread the Christian gospel. The natives 

were seen as “heathen”, worshipping false and savage gods. Colonisation was, in part, a 

religious crusade sanctioned by divine right. However harsh the treatment of the natives, 

it was often justified by the claim that the intention was to save their souls and bring them 

to the true religion. How do we see these views in Tempest and TFA? 

 Race: European Christians believed in their ethnic superiority over the native races. Such 

people were seen as “savages” or cannibals. They were regarded as treacherous by 

nature, repaying kindness with treachery. Even the color of their skin was held to be a 

mark of their less-than-human status. How do we see this in Tempest and TFA? 

 Language: Throughout history, conquerors and governments have tried to suppress or 

eliminate the language of certain groups, defining it as inferior. Within living memory, 

Welsh children were forbidden to speak their native language in school and native 

Americans were taken as children to boarding schools and their entire identities were 

changed: language, dress, even names. The ancient Greeks called anyone who did not 

speak Greek a “barbarian”. In Shakespeare’s time, most Europeans believed that only 

their own languages were civilized.  

 Point of View: compare the POV of both the Tempest and TFA. From who’s point of 

view is each story told and how does that change the perception of the audience? 


