
ISSN (Print): 2328-3734, ISSN (Online): 2328-3696, ISSN (CD-ROM): 2328-3688 
 

              

American International Journal of 
Research in Humanities, Arts  
and Social Sciences 
               

 

         
 

AIJRHASS 15-879; © 2015, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                              Page 244 

AIJRHASS is a refereed, indexed, peer-reviewed, multidisciplinary and open access journal published by 
International Association of Scientific Innovation and Research (IASIR), USA 

(An Association Unifying the Sciences, Engineering, and Applied Research) 

 

 

Available online at http://www.iasir.net 
 

 

 

The Dichotomy of Be(ing) and Non Be(ing): A Study of Shakespeare’s 

Caliban as (An) other in a Masculinized World 
Nadia Sarwar, Assistant Professor, 

Department of English, Comilla University, Comilla, 3500, Bangladesh 

Sharmin Sultana, Lecturer, 

Department of English, Comilla University, Comilla, 3500, Bangladesh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I. Introduction 

Shakespeare’s Caliban has always been a legendary figure in the history of English literature who is well 

researched, criticized, dissected, despised, commended and recommended recurrently over the course of time. 

The representation of Caliban in the play The Tempest provides an opportunity to have multifaceted 

interpretations which takes different turns over the time. Various critical approaches of Caliban’s “ambiguous 

nature show that we have shaped him in accordance with our intellectual and cultural needs at different points in 

history” (Velasco & Tomelloso). During the Restoration era and early 18th century, Caliban was mostly viewed 

as a ‘monster’ and criticized primarily for his ‘ugliness’, ‘bestiality’, ‘embodiment as evil’ and performance as a 

‘villain’. Beyond this conventional criticism of Caliban, later, in the late 18thcentury and 19thcentury, Caliban is 

presented as a ‘noble savage’ who is victimized by the societal prejudices. Subsequently, during the late 19 th 

century Caliban becomes a medium for different philosophical speculations. The most ground breaking criticism 

of Caliban comes in 20th century under the growing influence of postcolonial studies. He has been analyzed as a 

representative of black native colonized people. His ugliness is celebrated as archetypal of black aesthetics 

while his actions are interpreted as resistance against colonization as well as he turns out to be the voice of 

marginalized. Caliban’s placement and living within the faraway Island under the domination of Prospero has 

been studied as the microcosm of Faucualdian ‘panopticon’ and Marxist power structure. Nevertheless, beyond 

all these different connotations and understandings of his existence, Caliban could never become the ‘hero’ at 

end of the day. He is the object of pity and sympathy in the eyes of deconstructionists, his negativity is 

explained as his inability, his actions are read as resistance, and he becomes the multi-dimensional 

personification of various political criticisms. Both the deconstructionist and conventional readings of Caliban 

uncover him as a troubled figure who is fighting back to established his identity. This paper will argue, even 

being a man, Caliban is smashed under the grasp of societal patriarchal order  which eventually leads his 

downfall criticizing Caliban’s ‘inability’ to be a ‘hero’  as a result of  his failure to fulfill the societal established 

codes masculinity. Therefore, after scrutinizing the character of Caliban, this paper will visualize how Caliban 

has been victimized by  the societal patriarchal gaze interpreting all of his actions as ‘constructive violence’ 

which ironically makes him ‘revictimized’ and also bound him to surrender to the established  patriarchal order 

accepting himself as a ‘lack’.  

 

II. Caliban: Victimized by the Societal Patriarchal Gaze 

 This paper is going to analyze how Caliban’s identity is being generated, constructed, manufactured, and 

represented through the societal patriarchal gaze. Shakespeare’s Caliban is a tool to understand the politics 

behind the patriarchal construction of man and masculinity based on certain prefixed stereotypes and this paper 
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is inclined to criticize Caliban as the victim of that construction. After analyzing the actions of Caliban in the 

play The Tempest, he can be criticized as an ‘imperfect man’ who fails to fulfill the societal code of masculinity; 

either bodily or intellectuality: 

A freckl’d whelp, hag-born-not honored with 

A human shape. (Shakespeare, act I, scene ii) 

Caliban’s representation as ‘hag-born’ ‘Half fish-half monster’ ‘some monster with four legs’ 

indicates his bodily imperfection which becomes the soul of his identity throughout the whole play. On the other 

hand, Prospero is represented as more perfect and ideal man than Caliban for maintaining the societal 

established codes of masculinity. Interestingly, Caliban’s identity is being identified by the way he is seen by 

Prospero who hold the dominant patriarchal ideology. He is presented as the monstrous evil and bestial being 

with no human physical features. Lennard j. Davis taking reference from Sigmund Freud in his essay ‘Enforcing 

Normalcy’ clarifies how the idea monster is constructed in human psyche at a very early stage of life which is 

resulted from ‘splitting’; Caliban’s ‘ugliness’ ‘monstrosity’ ‘bestiality’ are also constructed through the 

patriarchal gaze of Prospero. His disfigured physical image is projected in the play because his good-looks and 

masculine features are of no use to the patriarchal structure perpetuated by Prospero. He is enslaved to physical 

labors to serve Prospero and his daughter. It is important to represent Caliban as ‘negative’ to make him 

powerless through which Prospero can legitimize his powerfulness. Caliban’s ‘demasculinization’ occurred in 

the play to such a level that he cannot even be labeled as a monstrous character wholly. He is addressed as ‘a 

most delicate monster’ by Stefano, and also mocked as ‘a most perfidious and drunken’ ‘scurvy’ as well as 

‘puppy headed monster’ by Trinculo. (Act II, Scene ii). Ironically, he is monstrous only by his looks but not by 

actions. Caliban is always running some errand or given silly orders to serve either Prospero or 

Stefano/Trinculo, “Be you quiet, monster” (Stefano), “Monster put some lime upon your fingers… (Trinculo)” 

(Shakespeare, act IV, scene i), ‘bring some wood’ and several to mention. The fact is Caliban is even robbed out 

of his ‘monstrosity’ as in patriarchal society it is synonymous to masculinity which can be a threat to Prospero’s 

micro- cosmic world that is centered upon his ‘ultra-masculine’ image. Caliban’s ‘demasculinized’ and splitting 

images as ‘animal’ ‘monster’ ‘ugly beast’ create a ‘protective shield’ for Prospero’s ‘masculinity’ from losing 

his power to/over Caliban. Thus Caliban’s identity is constantly constructed through Prospero’s gaze who is 

upholding patriarchal ideologies.  

In this paly, Caliban is reduced to a body and his whole identity surrounds through it. In the essay, “From 

Discipline and Punish: The Birth of Prison”, Foucault asserts that “modern individual is produced by power that 

individualizes precisely in order to have better control. A panoptic or all seeing gaze keeps them subject under 

constant surveillance. In the name of discipline, modern societies attempt to engineer the behavior of the 

individual and thus subordinate them to institutional demand and examine over all subjects and punish the 

deviants. Thus a body of knowledge is built up from everyday practice” (1637). Caliban is also living in a prison 

like society constituted by Prospero under the burden of rules and regulations. Hanneigh depicted ‘’Prospero as 

the major characters provides a great panoptic surveillance in the island” (The Tempest: A Negotiable Meta-

Panopticon). Carey-Webb also states Prospero as an all-seeing force who is manipulating  actions in the play . 

He criticizes him as the invisible power that observes all (2014,75) By making Caliban the subject of panoptic 

gaze, Prospero attempts to engineer the behavior of Caliban and thus subjects him to the institutional demands 

and makes him subservient to the patriarchy. Prospero builds up a body of knowledge through which he 

constantly watches over Caliban and punishes him. If Caliban fails to maintain the established rules and 

regulations, he is figured as ‘negative’, ‘imperfect’ and ‘monster’. In a distant island, Prospero has created a 

prison like society which is almost a mirror image of the modern society. Foucault argues that ‘power names 

action as crime and perversion precisely to increase its opportunities for intervention…   Subject’s identity is 

figured out through an interpretation of his action and thus he becomes the ‘object of analysis and a target of 

intervention’ (Foucault 1667). Likewise, whatever is done by Caliban, has been determined by Prospero as 

‘animalistic’ and ‘monstrous’. Thus his ‘animality’ gets fixity within the interplay of power, discourse and 

knowledge produced by Prospero. 

 

III. Caliban’s awareness of his own marginalization 
A detailed reading of Caliban uncovers his awareness of his ‘victimhood’ being a ‘demasculinized’ entity which 

creates a kind of desperation in him to achieve the ultra-masculine personality of Prospero. At the very 

beginning of the play, Caliban makes himself subservient to Prospero’s power as he finds the ‘perfect’ male ego 

in Prospero which he himself lacks. Caliban thinks that by following Prospero he can overcome his ‘limitation’. 

As Caliban has no father figure with whom he can identify himself so, he is transferring it to Prospero for 

achieving the wholeness of his identity. Caliban tries to follow Prospero as a father figure and representative of 

patriarchy as he realizes that his root of misery lies in his lack of masculine qualities that Prospero possesses. 

Caliban directly asserts how Prospero tried to teach him various things like “how to name bigger light” as a 

father figure for which he tried to win the approval of Prospero “and said, “I lov’d thee./ show’d you the all the 

qualities o’ th’ isle,”.(Act I, Scene ii) but ironically Caliban’s attempt to identify himself with Prospero ended up 
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with slavery and domination. Caliban’s attempt to establish his identity in the patriarchal order can be projected 

by the two very processes illustrated by Freud In the essay, ‘Group Psychology and the Analysis of Ego”. Freud 

explicitly distinguishes between two kinds of relationship through which individuals enter into with the external 

world of objects around him. He summarizes a distinction between two kinds of desire; desire to have the other 

person (he calls it ‘object cathexes) and a desire to be the other person (he calls it ‘identification’). Caliban tries 

to establish his identity in the patriarchal order following these two processes depicted by Freud. Caliban at first 

attempts to be the other person succeeding Prospero and his rules. While Caliban fails to identify himself with 

Prospero discovering his domination, later, he attempts to identify himself with Trinculo and Stephano and 

utters “How a new master get a new man” (Shakespeare, The Tempest 65). The word ‘new man’ is important as 

it reveals Caliban’s unconscious desire to be the ‘new man’. Ironically, Caliban is again victimized by their 

domination. Caliban’s attempt to violate Miranda’s chastity fulfills the second notion of identity formation of 

having the other person which ironically proves him more monster like falling into the trap of patriarchal order 

and being ‘revictimized’ by it again and again. 

 

IV. Caliban’s Resistance through ‘constructive violence’ 

Though Caliban was victimized by the societal established patriarchal rules but after being aware of his 

victimhood, he resists to undo that domination through his action. He attempts to re-establish his own identity 

through conducting violence which can be depicted as ‘constructive violence’ in Fanonian term. One of the 

features of Caliban’s ‘constructive violence’ is his attempt to reject Prospero as his master. Not only this, he also 

curses Prospero many times to give an outlet of his inner grudge. By cursing Prospero, he gets mental solace,  

All the infections that the sun sucks up 

From bogs, flats, on Prosper fall, and make him  

By inch-meal a disease! His spirits hear me, 

And yet I needs must curse. (Shakespeare, act II, scene i).  

He also plots with Trinculo and Stephano against Prospero to take revenge of his betrayal. Caliban also shows 

resistance towards societal established discourses by rejecting Prospero’s knowledge, “Burn but his books” 

(Shakespeare, act III, scene ii). Book is the representative of societal discourses as book is the source of power 

for Prospero. As powerful can do nothing without discourses, Prospero is helpless without his ‘books’. “Caliban 

clearly expresses his awareness of the function of Prospero’s books as instruments of power: he begs Stefano to 

kill him” (Poulard) and seize his books. 

Caliban is always criticized as a villain who attempts to rape Miranda and tries to disobey Prospero only 

because he deviates from the societal established code of sex/gender stereotype. Caliban is neither given the 

identity of a masculine man not only that he even denied of being a human. Although he is a grown up man, 

Miranda treated him like a disciple, an inferior to her, an object to show sympathy but not love, “I pitied 

thee,/taught thee each speak, taught one thing or other!” It makes Caliban to comprehend that he has been given 

a status even inferior than a woman in a patriarchal society. To win back his honor and dignity, he tries to prove 

his ultra-masculinity through assaulting Miranda. While depicting stereotyping as a signifying practice, in the 

essay “The Spectacle of the Other”, Stuart Hall argues how the powerless are often trapped by the binary 

structure of the stereotyping. Hall argues that during slavery, the white slave master often exercise his authority 

over the black male slave denying him of “certain masculine attributes [… like…] authority, familiar 

responsibility, and the ownership of poverty and thus treats him as a child. The ‘infantalization’ is also a 

symbolic castration complex of the black man which deprives them of ‘masculinity’. To this ‘infantalization’ 

and castration, the black man often responded by demonstrating ‘hyper-masculinity’. This ‘macho’ response to 

the image of being ‘childish’ conforms the stereotype. Thus ‘victims’ can be trapped by the stereotype 

unconsciously”. (162). Violation of Miranda’s chastity on the part of Caliban is also such an attempt to prove 

his ‘super masculinity’ as well as a way to escape from castration complex. In a distant Island, Caliban can only 

prove his ‘manliness’ by establishing an active sexual relationship with Miranda showing his sexual 

powerlessness. But ironically, he gets trapped within the boundary of stereotyping. While attempting to prove 

his ‘ultra-masculinity’ through raping Miranda, Caliban becomes more ‘animal’ like and becomes victimized by 

the discourse of the powerful. This is the politics of representation through which powerful gets benefit and 

powerless becomes victimized. These are the attempts on the part of Caliban to do some ‘constructive violence’ 

in order to establish his identity in the patriarchal order. 

 

V. Caliban’s Submission to the Established Patriarchal Order 

In spite of his several attempts to re-establish identity as a male through conducting ‘constructive violence’, 

Caliban has to submit to the patriarchal order at the end of the day. He remains marginalized till the end of the 

day. His plotting against Prospero does not succeed; his attempt  to prove ‘ultra-masculinity’ goes in vain and at 

last, he has to negotiate by celebrating   Prospero’s ‘powerfulness’ and accepting his own ‘powerlessness’ and 

‘imperfection’. In the essay “The Work of Representation”, Stuart Hall resonances the politics of representation 

focusing upon discourse, power, knowledge and subject. He summarizes Foucault’s idea saying that 
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“knowledge is produced through discourse which rules out, limits and restricts over way of talking or 

constructing knowledge about it.... Thus discursive formation sustains a discursive regime of truth that may or 

may not be true but after certain period of time through practicing, it becomes true” (45).Likewise Prospero 

makes Caliban ‘subjectivized’ to his discourses and Caliban’s ‘animal’ like representation reveals the politics of 

representing individual under the    discourse of powerful. Thus Caliban’s ‘animality’ gets fixity and appears to 

be ‘normal’ in the text with(in) Prospero’s application of power and knowledge. That’s why Caliban is not only 

‘animal’ like to Prospero but also to Miranda, Ariel and especially to the Elizabethan audience. This is the way 

through which ‘discursive regime of truth’ works for individuals. Caliban has to negotiate with the powerful 

accepting his own ‘powerlessness’. When Trinculo berates him, he counts on Steohano to defend his honor on 

behalf of him: 

“I’ll not serve him, / he is not valiant.”  

“Lo, how he mocks me! Wilt thou let him, my lord?” (Shakespeare ,act III, scene i) 

 Eventually being mocked, ridiculed and subjugated by Stephano and Trinculo, Caliban again bends to the 

domination of Prospero as eventually Prospero emerges as the powerful ‘perfect male’ ego: 

“Ay that I will; and I will be wise hereafter, and seek for grace.” (Shakespeare, act v, scene i) 

The notion of becoming ‘wise’ is ironical here because in real sense from now on he is going to internalize the 

societal established discourses of patriarchy accepting his own ‘ugliness’, ‘imperfection’ and ‘deformity’ as 

‘natural’ making himself the everlasting ‘villain’. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

Critics from time to time try to discover “a cultural space in which [we] may recognize [our] selves” (Sinfield, 

237)). However, this paper uncovers the root of Caliban’s miseries from a fresh perspective showing his 

inability to fulfill the societal established codes of masculinity for which he has always been victimized. This 

paper, therefore, comprehended Caliban’s ‘ugliness’ and ‘monstrosity’ as a social construction which was only 

to make him powerless to legitimize the ‘ultra-masculine’ power of Prospero. Eventually, through the course of 

time, Caliban gains the consciousness of his victimhood and violently tries to undo all the stereotypes imposed 

upon him. Although Caliban attempts to re-establish his ‘masculinity’ but ironically it reaffirms the stigma 

attached to him making him more ‘monstrous’, ‘ugly’ and ‘ animalistic’. Ultimately Caliban falls a prey to the 

societal established patriarchal power-structure and surrenders to it through ‘naturalizing’ his ‘deformity’ and 

‘ugliness’. 

 

Work Cited 
 Butler, Judith, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of "Sex", Routledge, New York. 1993. Print. 

…Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 1990.print. 

…"Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory". Theatre Journal. 17 November, 
2015.print 

Carey-Webb, A. Making Subject(s): Literature and the Emergence of National Identity. Routledge, London, 2015. Print.  

Davis, Lennard J. Enforcing Normalcy: Disability, Deafness and the Body. New York: Verso, 
1995. 

 Foucault, Michel Edition. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Vintage Books, 1977. Reprint.  

… Archeology of Knowledge. Trans. AM Sheridan Smith, London and New York: Routledge, 1989. Print 
 Freud, Sigmund.  Group Psychology and the Analysis of Ego. Norton, 1975. Reprint 

Hall, Stuart , Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, Sage Publications, 1997. Reprint. 

…“The Spectacle of Other.” Representation: cultural Representations and Signifying     
                Practices Ed. Stuart Hall. London: SAGE Publications, 1997. Print. 

Motlagh, Hanieh Mehr. “The Tempest:A Negotiable Meta-Panopticon” Advances in Language and Literary Studies ,Vol. 6 No. 2. 

Australian International Academic Centre. 2015. Print. 

Nixon, Sean. “Exhibiting Masculinity.” Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. Ed. Stuart Hall. London: SAGE 

Publications, 1997. Print. 

Poulard, Étienne. “Shakespeare’s Politics of Invisibility: Power and Ideology in The Tempest”. International Journal of Zizek Studies, ISSN 
1751 8229 Vol-4, No.2 

Soubriet, Beatriz & EoiTomelloso,” "Ovid and Shakespeare's Venus and Adonis: A Study of Sexual-role Reversal." In SEDERI VII. Ed. S. 

González Fernández-Corugedo et al. , SEDERI, 1996. 273-76. Print. 
Shakespeare, William. The Tempest (Oxford World's Classics). Orgel Stephean. Ed. Oxford University Press, 1987.  

   


