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Abstract 
This research explores the pragmatic aspects of manipulation and persuasion in Shakespeare's The Tempest, with 

particular attention to how language as a tool of power, control, and resistance is employed. Employing the 

theoretical underpinnings of Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969), Politeness Theory (Brown & 

Levinson, 1987), and Conversational Implicature (Grice, 1975), the research analyses how speech acts, politeness 

routines, and implicatures create hierarchical relationships between characters. On the basis of a qualitative 

pragmatic analysis of some chosen dialogues, the research discloses that Prospero's directives and declaratives 

linguistically perform power, whereas Ariel's indirect politeness and Miranda's emotional expressiveness 

reproduce power relations through deference and affection. Caliban's expressive resistance, on the other hand, 

lays bare language as a vehicle of colonial resistance, subverting the coloniser's discourse to make it a force of 

rebellion. Findings reveal that The Tempest stages linguistic control as a representation of early modern 

hierarchies, patriarchal and colonial, in which communication itself is a site of ideological contest. Finally, the 

research concludes that Shakespeare's play illustrates how language not only represents power but enacts it, 

establishing the long-standing interconnection of pragmatics, politics, and persuasion in literary discussion. 

 

Keywords: Pragmatics, Speech Acts, Politeness Strategies, Colonial Discourse, Linguistic 

Power 

Introduction 

Language in Shakespeare's plays is not only used as a control, persuasion device or even 

mastery tool; language also functions as their medium of communication. The Tempest (1611), 

one of his most successful plays, is a complex inquiry into the ways in which power and 

rebelliousness are facilitated by verbal authority. It does so theatrically, playing out how 

Prospero’s mastery of language enables him to wield influence and dominate others on the 

island, how, as it is, its too becomes a play about authority and manipulation. The Tempest 

offers a fruitful ground for examining how language operates as a tool of control in the 

framework of pragmatics, the study of how meaning is generated in terms of context, speech 

acts, and implicatures (Leech, 1983). 

Pragmatic analysis is a valuable instrument to adopt if we want to understand how the 

characters in The Tempest deploy the language as an instrument of social actions, such as 

ordering, convincing and lying. Austin’s (1962) speech act theory and Searle’s modification of 

illocutionary force in 1969 explain how Prospero’s discourse, presented as caring and 

educative, ultimately has the underlying purposes of manipulation or power. It is Shakespeare's 

use of directives, commissives and expressive features that reflect on linguistic selection as a 

shaping force in the interpersonal construction of power representing the confluence of 

language and ideology’ (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 

Some theorists have explained that The Tempest is representative of the fears of early modernity 

about authority, colonisation, and dominance, typically attained through rhetorical and 

linguistic means (Greenblatt, 1990). Prospero's linguistic control is allied to his political and 
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magical power, positioning discourse as equally a source of wonder as of domination. 

Moreover, pragmatic analysis reveals the way politeness, implicature, and presupposition work 

in Prospero's, Ariel's, and Caliban's interactions, with each pair embodying shifting hierarchies 

of domination and resistance (Culpeper, 2001). Such spoken exchanges reveal the subtler 

mechanisms through which speech acts perpetuate colonial and patriarchal dominance. 

Aside from this, Prospero is not the sole character in The Tempest who uses manipulation and 

persuasion, as other characters use verbal strategies to survive and dominate. Different 

pragmatic negotiation and contestation forms are exemplified by Miranda's appeals to emotion, 

Ariel's obeisant speech, and Caliban's revolutionary speech acts (Pratt, 1992). Therefore, a 

pragmatic examination of The Tempest facilitates a better understanding of how language, 

beyond its aesthetic appeal, functions as a tool of psychological and social control and how 

communication is a site of ideological struggle. 

Thus, this study seeks to explore the pragmatic function of persuasion and manipulation in 

Shakespeare's The Tempest. Shakespeare's deep understanding of the performative nature of 

speech and power is revealed as it explores how speech acts, politeness strategies, and 

implicatures construct and undermine power relations. 

Research Objectives 

1. To examine how pragmatic features such as speech acts, politeness strategies, and 

implicatures are used by characters in The Tempest to exercise manipulation and 

persuasion. 

2. To analyse the relationship between language and power in The Tempest, focusing on 

how linguistic control reflects social and hierarchical dominance. 

3. To explore how Shakespeare employs pragmatic elements to construct and challenge 

authority, revealing the interplay between communication, ideology, and control. 

Research Questions 

1. How do the characters in The Tempest use pragmatic strategies such as speech acts, 

politeness, and implicature to manipulate and persuade others? 

2. In what ways does Shakespeare represent the relationship between language and power 

through the dialogues and interactions among the characters? 

3. How does the pragmatic use of language in The Tempest contribute to the construction 

and subversion of authority and control within the play? 

Literature Review 

Language has always been the prime vehicle by which power, ideology, and manipulation are 

communicated and sustained. In literary language, specifically in Shakespeare's The Tempest, 

language is not only a mirror of social hierarchies; it creates and upholds them. Pragmatics, as 

a branch of linguistics, gives a useful set of tools to study how utterances accomplish social 

acts, negotiate power, and encode ideological structure. Previous pragmatics and literary 

linguistics research has shed light on how speech acts, politeness strategies, and implicatures 

inform relationships between characters and meaning in narratives (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1979; 

Brown & Levinson, 1987). This section surveys major research that connects pragmatic theory, 

Shakespearean language, and colonial discourse, situating the present study within this 

trajectory. 

Pragmatics explores the context functions of language, focusing on meaning as an interactional 

and situational construction and not as a fixed property of words (Leech, 1983). Austin's (1962) 

How to Do Things with Words led the way by claiming that speech can perform as a 

performative medium that orders, promises, threatens, or apologises and brings about real-

world effects. Searle (1979) went on to further develop this into illocutionary and 

perlocutionary acts, characterising language as action within power relations. Grice's (1975) 

implicature theory also helps us understand how indirect meaning and conversational inference 
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create persuasion and manipulation, insofar as speakers deliberately flout maxims in order to 

complete communicative functions. 

Within literary discourse, pragmatic analysis shows how fictional conversations mimic actual 

conversation. Brown and Levinson's (1987) theory of politeness, especially the concepts of 

"positive" and "negative" face, is used to illustrate how language exerts social control by means 

of face-threatening acts. In drama, these tactics are made apparent in hierarchical interactions, 

masters ordering servants, rulers speaking to subordinates, so that Shakespeare's plays provide 

a rich site for pragmatics. 

A number of researchers have utilised pragmatic theories to analyse Shakespeare's linguistic 

tactics. Nakayasu (2013) discussed modals, speech acts, and (im)politeness in Shakespeare's 

plays and demonstrated that linguistic forms such as modals ("must," "shall," "may") regulate 

social distance and power. The research revealed that Early Modern English tended to use 

indirectness to soften threats to social rank, in support of the claim that Shakespearean 

characters use linguistic politeness to mask coercion. In the same vein, Bouchara (2009) used 

Brown and Levinson's politeness theory to explain Shakespearean comedies, and it was shown 

how Shakespearean characters use politeness to negotiate intimacy, authority, and submission. 

A Pragmatic Analysis of Shakespeare's Richard III by Sidig (2021) shows further how useful 

this method is. The research showed that Richard's manipulative speech is the most dependent 

on illocutionary acts, maxim violations, and implicatures to manipulate and control others. By 

combining speech act theory with Gricean pragmatics, Sidig showed how Shakespeare's 

villains reflect linguistic control as psychological power. These results set a methodological 

precedent for using similar equipment on The Tempest, in which Prospero's dominance relies 

on his command of words as much as on his sorcery. 

The Tempest is a prime example of the way Shakespeare theatres power in language. Prospero's 

control of language, his power to name, to narrate, and to direct, is the basis of his control. His 

speech performs a range from overt imperatives ("Obey and give ear") to performative 

statements that proclaim identity ("This thing of darkness I acknowledge mine"). By this kind 

of language, Prospero maintains control over Ariel and Caliban, and over Miranda. 

Culpeper (2001) highlighted that Shakespearean characterisation is frequently based on 

pragmatic action; linguistic indications such as address forms, directives, and evaluations 

express social relations. Prospero's directives also tend to be orders padded with politeness or 

attenuated with parental authority, following Brown and Levinson's (1987) theory of 

indirectness as a power-maintaining strategy. 

Greenblatt (1990) associated this linguistic control with wider ideological issues, claiming that 

Prospero's linguistic control reflects Renaissance discourses around colonisation and 

knowledge. His control as "the speaker of law" reflects the imperial ideology that positions 

colonisers as rational actors and the colonised as silenced subjects. These readings link directly 

to postcolonial explanations of The Tempest and constitute a necessary background for 

pragmatic exploration. 

Postcolonial critics Loomba (1998) and Rahman (2020) have suggested that the colonial 

elements found throughout The Tempest frame it in relation to the ideology of European 

expansionism. Prospero's exertion of linguistic hegemony of Caliban is the act of teaching him 

"'to name the bigger light and how the less, shows where language is utilized as a colonial 

instrument." Rahman (2020) regards Caliban’s learning about the language of the settler as 

both assimilation and act of resistance; Caliban swearing in the language of the settler is an act 

of cultural hybridity and is a way for resistance linguistically. Al Ghammaz (2021) re-staged 

the play analysing it from colonial and postcolonial lenses, determining that The Tempest 

scripts the discursive machinery of colonisation, in which speech acts and naming are 

themselves power. Orkin (1998) also read Caliban's expulsion in Fanonian terms, suggesting 
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Prospero's imposition of language, at its core, is a form of colonisation - psychological and 

existential colonisation. 

However, although such readings gesture toward the ideological implications of Prospero's 

oration, they do not often employ a subtle pragmatic taxonomy. Pragmatic theory could 

illuminate just how language achieves these effects, direct directive force, implicature, and 

face-threatening behaviour intersecting thematic criticism and linguistic analysis. A recent and 

highly relevant work of Martín, Akram, Imran, and Sartaj (2025), The Pragmatics of Colonial 

Discourse: Speech Acts and Implicature in Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness, offers a 

linguistic-pragmatic model of colonial fiction. Drawing on Austin's (1962), Searle's (1979), 

and Grice's (1975) theories, the authors demonstrate how speech acts, implicatures, and 

silences perform colonial power in Conrad's text. 

Their writing illustrates the way colonial power in Heart of Darkness operates through 

bureaucratic commissives, assertives, and euphemistic directives that naturalise domination. 

The colonised subject is pragmatically silenced, rendered into gestures and cries, while the 

European language enjoys a monopoly over performative power. This pragmatic voicelessness 

is reiterated in Caliban's exclusion in The Tempest, as the colonised "thing of darkness" only 

speaks under terms set by Prospero. 

In addition, Martín et al. (2025) argue that implicatures, particularly irony and conversational 

flouting, enable Conrad's narrator, Marlow, to condemn colonial ideology while also repeating 

it. This duality parallels Prospero's duality as a moral authority figure and an oppressor. In this 

way, I advance analysis of Shakespeare’s work by suggesting that colonial discourse works 

through actions rather than simply thematic elements. Both Heart of Darkness and The Tempest 

explore how speech acts establish imperial domination and how silences articulate resistant 

exclusion. By situating this newly developed pragmatic-postcolonial model, this work situates 

The Tempest within a broader language continuum of colonial representation, pointing out that 

pragmatic analysis can reveal to us the power behind surface meaning to discursive processes. 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 

The study uses a qualitative descriptive approach, which relies upon literary discourse analysis 

and linguistic pragmatics. Through the qualitative approach, The Tempest can be examined 

holistically for meaning, interaction, and power to contemplate the nature of communication 

as egregiously interpretative, rather than quantitative (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The 

research is attempting to understand how these pragmatic features (implicatures, speech acts, 

politeness strategies) weave together to create manipulation and persuasion in the discourse of 

the play.. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) elements assist in linking language use to power 

relations and ideological forces, with pragmatic stylistics providing the framework of analysis 

(Fairclough, 1995). The design aligns with interpretivist concepts, which believe that meaning 

is context-dependent and that literary language can reveal the underlying systems of control 

and resistance (Thomas, 1995; Paltridge, 2012). 

Theoretical Framework 

The study integrates three major pragmatic theories: Speech Act Theory, Politeness Theory, 

and Implicature Theory. Together, they form a triangulated framework that links linguistic 

performance to social power and manipulation. 

1. Speech Act Theory 

Developed by Austin (1962) and Searle (1969), Speech Act Theory emphasises that language 

performs actions. Each utterance carries an illocutionary force for the intended action, such as 

commanding, persuading, or deceiving. In The Tempest, speech acts such as Prospero’s 

directives or Miranda’s expressives reveal authority, obedience, or emotional manipulation. 
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2. Politeness Theory 

Brown and Levinson (1987) propose that speakers manage “face” through positive and 

negative politeness strategies. The degree of politeness reflects power, distance, and social 

hierarchy. Politeness may disguise coercion or reinforce submission, as when Prospero 

mitigates commands to Ariel while maintaining dominance (Bouchara, 2009; Nakayasu, 2013). 

3. Implicature Theory 

Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle explains how meaning often lies beyond literal 

expression. By flouting conversational maxims, speakers generate implicatures, unstated 

meanings that signal persuasion or irony. In The Tempest, characters often imply control or 

dissent indirectly, especially through ironic or ambiguous statements. 

Diagram 1 

 
Data Selection 

The primary data consist of selected dialogues from The Tempest (First Folio, 1623). Selection 

is based on purposive sampling, focusing on scenes that display clear instances of control, 

manipulation, or persuasion. Key scenes include: 

Act I, Scene II: Prospero’s control over Miranda and Ariel. 

Act III, Scene I: Ferdinand and Miranda’s persuasive dialogue. 

Act IV, Scene I: Prospero’s use of commands and moral justifications. 

Act V, Scene I: Prospero’s renunciation speech and resolution of power. 

These scenes represent various social dynamics, master-servant, father-daughter, and coloniser-

colonised, providing a comprehensive pragmatic corpus for analysis. 

Analytical Procedure 

The analysis proceeds through a series of systematic steps: 

Identification of Speech Acts 

Each utterance is categorised according to Searle’s taxonomy: assertives, directives, 

commissives, expressives, and declarations. This helps determine which speech acts function 

as tools of persuasion or domination. 

Examination of Politeness Strategies 

Utterances are analysed for politeness mechanisms such as mitigation, honorifics, and modal 

verbs (e.g., “would,” “may,” “must”). These linguistic markers reveal how characters maintain 

or subvert power hierarchies (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Bouchara, 2009). 

Analysis of Implicatures 

Gricean maxims (quantity, quality, relation, and manner) guide the detection of indirect 

meaning and irony. Violations of these maxims signal manipulation, evasion, or subtle coercion 

(Grice, 1975; Betti & Khalaf, 2021). 
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Interpretive Integration 

Findings are interpreted in relation to the broader colonial and hierarchical structures in The 

Tempest, connecting micro-linguistic patterns to macro-discursive ideologies (Rahman, 2020; 

Orkin, 1998). 

Limitations 

The research restricts generalisation throughout the corpus by considering just a single 

Shakespearean play. Additionally, since the analysis is textual and not performance-based, it 

cannot properly encompass pragmatic nuances such as tone, gesture, or delivery. Despite these 

limitations, the research provides an abundance of information regarding Shakespeare's use of 

language and realistic depiction of power. 

Data Analysis 

The following section offers a pragmatic analysis of Shakespeare's The Tempest, a focus on 

language as a tool of control, persuasion, and manipulation. This study considers how the 

discourse in the play creates authority and power relationships among its characters, Prospero, 

Ariel, Caliban, and Miranda to further understand it in the scope of Speech Act Theory (Austin, 

1962; Searle, 1969), Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), and Conversational 

Implicature (Grice, 1975). Pragmatic analysis allows us to be sensitive to a particular aspect of 

human behaviour in that linguistic acts have social and ideological functions in addition to 

meaning. 

Shakespeare combines language, authority, and statecraft in The Tempest. The social rank and 

psychological control of the characters feature in their speech acts: declarations, apologies, 

commands, and promises. As Leech (1983) states, "pragmatic choices are social choices," 

indicating that politeness and power share a common thread of linguistic form. Therefore, their 

illocutionary force will be used to investigate Prospero's authority, Ariel's deference, Miranda's 

plea, and Caliban's resistance. 

Through pragmatic analysis, this chapter aims to reveal how Shakespeare transforms ordinary 

conversation into an enactment of control. It examines the distribution of speech acts across 

power relations, the function of politeness strategies in sustaining or subverting authority, and 

the role of implicature in encoding manipulation. Ultimately, The Tempest emerges as a 

linguistic microcosm of early modern hierarchies, colonial, patriarchal, and rhetorical, where 

the capacity to speak equates to the power to rule. 

Speech Acts and Power Relations 

Speech Act Theory, as proposed by Austin (1962) and Searle (1969), posits that every utterance 

performs an act assertive, directive, commissive, expressive, or declarative. In The Tempest, 

Prospero’s language is dominated by directives and declaratives, which establish his 

dominance as the ruling subject on the island. His words not only describe actions but bring 

them into being. When he commands Ariel, “Come away, servant, come!” (The Tempest, 

1.2.188), the illocutionary force of his utterance both asserts authority and demands 

compliance. The directive here functions as a performative act of subjugation—Ariel’s 

obedience reinforces Prospero’s linguistic mastery. 

Similarly, Prospero’s instruction to Miranda, “Obey and be attentive” (The Tempest, 1.2.38), 

illustrates how paternal control is enacted through speech. The use of imperative mood 

(“Obey”) is a bald-on-record directive, which, in pragmatic terms, constitutes a high face-

threatening act (FTA). However, the subsequent phrase “be attentive” softens the directive 

slightly, combining authority with paternal care. This interplay of control and affection 

exemplifies what Searle (1979) describes as “indirect illocutionary intention”—commands 

disguised within concern. 

In contrast, Miranda’s speech acts often function as expressives or commissives, revealing her 

subordinate social position. When she pleads, “If by your art, my dearest father, you have put 
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the wild waters in this roar, allay them” (The Tempest, 1.2.1–2), her utterance expresses 

emotional appeal rather than command. The expressive illocution shows deference, appealing 

to Prospero’s emotions rather than authority. Miranda’s reliance on supplication rather than 

direction underscores gendered hierarchies within pragmatic exchange. 

Ariel’s dialogue also embodies directive–commissive reciprocity. When he reminds Prospero 

of his promise, “Remember I have done thee worthy service, told thee no lies, made thee no 

mistakings” (The Tempest, 1.2.247–249), Ariel’s utterance functions as an indirect commissive, 

reminding his master of a contract. The phrase “Remember I have done thee worthy service” 

is pragmatically rich: syntactically declarative, but illocutionarily assertive and commissive. It 

carries the implied act “You must free me.” This exemplifies what Levinson (1983) terms a 

strategic speech act where subordinates use linguistic subtlety to challenge power indirectly. 

Prospero’s reply, “Dost thou forget / From what a torment I did free thee?” (The Tempest, 

1.2.250–251), shows how speech acts can counter subversion. His rhetorical question, framed 

as an assertive reasserts of hierarchy by transforming memory into obligation. As Austin (1962) 

notes, the perlocutionary force (effect) of such utterances is not just persuasion but submission. 

Ariel’s eventual compliance “I will be correspondent to command” (The Tempest, 1.2.301) 

completes the act sequence, showing language as a cycle of domination and obedience. 

Caliban’s discourse, however, illustrates illocutionary resistance. His speech acts defy rather 

than comply. When he curses, “You taught me language, and my profit on’t / Is, I know how to 

curse” (The Tempest, 1.2.365–366), the utterance functions simultaneously as an assertive and 

a perlocutionary act of rebellion. The statement not only declares knowledge but also performs 

defiance. Searle (1979) defines such acts as expressives with a hostile illocutionary force. 

Caliban’s linguistic resistance reverses the direction of control: he appropriates Prospero’s own 

language to perform subversion. 

Prospero’s retort, “Abhorred slave, which any print of goodness wilt not take” (The Tempest, 

1.2.354–355) reiterates authority through declarative condemnation. In pragmatic terms, 

declaratives are powerful because they change the state of affairs simply by being uttered. 

Prospero’s labelling of Caliban as “slave” redefines his social ontology; the speech act creates 

the hierarchy it describes. This aligns with Butler’s (1997) theory of performativity: language 

produces rather than reflects social identity. 

Throughout The Tempest, Prospero’s dominance is sustained through a high frequency of 

imperatives, rhetorical questions, and declarative judgments, all of which are high-authority 

speech acts. By contrast, subordinate characters, Miranda, Ariel, and Caliban, navigate these 

through indirectness, supplication, or defiance. The asymmetrical distribution of speech acts 

mirrors the social order of the play: those who command speak directly; those who obey or 

resist speak indirectly. 

From a pragmatic standpoint, then, The Tempest dramatises how speech acts perform the 

politics of hierarchy. Authority resides not in physical power but in the illocutionary force of 

words. Prospero’s repeated directives transform speech into governance; his declarations shape 

identities; his questions manipulate emotion. Language becomes both the instrument and 

evidence of control. 

Table 1 

Speech Acts and Power Relations in Shakespeare’s The Tempest 

Character Speech Act 

Type 

Quotation / Example 

(Act.Scene.Line) 

Illocutionary 

Force / 

Function 

Pragmatic Effect 

on Power 

Relations 

Prospero Directive “Come away, servant, 

come!” (1.2.188) 

Command / 

Order 

Establishes 

dominance; enacts 

control over Ariel 



  JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL (JALT) 
Vol.8.No.4 2025 

  
 

683 
 

through 

imperatives. 

Prospero Declarative “Abhorred slave, 

which any print of 

goodness wilt not 

take” (1.2.354–355) 

Condemnation / 

Labelling 

Creates 

hierarchical 

identity through 

performative 

language; defines 

Caliban’s social 

role. 

Miranda Expressive / 

Requestive 

“If by your art, my 

dearest father, you 

have put the wild 

waters in this roar, 

allay them” (1.2.1–2) 

Plea / 

Emotional 

appeal 

Demonstrates 

subordination 

through affective 

persuasion rather 

than command. 

Ariel Commissive / 

Indirect 

Directive 

“Remember I have 

done thee worthy 

service” (1.2.247) 

Reminder / 

Negotiation 

Indirectly 

demands freedom; 

uses politeness to 

challenge 

authority subtly. 

Caliban Expressive / 

Assertive 

“You taught me 

language, and my 

profit on’t / Is, I know 

how to curse” 

(1.2.365–366) 

Defiance / 

Rebellion 

Reverses linguistic 

power; employs 

coloniser’s 

language to resist 

subjugation. 

Note. The table summarises representative examples of speech acts in The Tempest, showing 

how different characters employ language pragmatically to enact, negotiate, or resist power. 

Data sourced from the Folger Shakespeare Library Edition of The Tempest (Shakespeare, 

1623/2019). 

 Politeness and Face-Work Strategies 

In The Tempest, Shakespeare demonstrates an intricate understanding of social interaction 

through the pragmatics of politeness. According to Brown and Levinson (1987), politeness is 

a universal strategy used to mitigate face-threatening acts (FTAs) utterances that potentially 

damage the hearer’s self-image or autonomy. The degree of politeness reflects power, distance, 

and social obligation. In Shakespeare’s hierarchical world, these dynamics are amplified, as 

language becomes the primary medium for maintaining or challenging authority. 

Prospero’s speech patterns consistently exhibit bald-on-record politeness, often abandoning 

mitigation because of his superior status. His directive, “Obey and be attentive” (The Tempest, 

1.2.38), is a direct imposition without a redressive strategy. In Brown and Levinson’s terms, 

this represents a high FTA, where the speaker assumes that the power differential legitimises 

imposition. As Culpeper (2011) argues, Shakespeare often portrays powerful figures as 

linguistically unrestrained, revealing that social hierarchy licenses verbal directness. Prospero’s 

linguistic dominance thus becomes both a pragmatic and ideological enactment of control. 

By contrast, Ariel’s politeness strategies reflect his subordinate position. When he reminds 

Prospero of his promise of freedom “Remember I have done thee worthy service, told thee no 

lies, made thee no mistakings” (The Tempest, 1.2.247–248)—he performs what Leech (1983) 

would call a tact maxim: minimising the cost to the hearer while maximising the benefit. The 

utterance is syntactically declarative but pragmatically requestive, mitigating threat by framing 

a demand as a reminder. Ariel uses deference (“worthy service”) as positive politeness, 

emphasising loyalty and competence. His politeness masks protest, revealing what Watts 
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(2003) describes as “strategic politeness” linguistic courtesy used to negotiate power rather 

than express genuine submission. 

Miranda’s speech exemplifies the intersection of gender, politeness, and persuasion. Her 

interaction with Ferdinand in Act III, Scene I, is characterised by negative politeness, designed 

to minimise imposition while expressing affection. When she says, “Do you love me?” (The 

Tempest, 3.1.68), the question appears simple but pragmatically functions as an invitation for 

reassurance and reciprocity. Ferdinand’s response “Beyond all limit of what else is in the 

world” (The Tempest, 3.1.70) fulfils a politeness exchange grounded in emotional equilibrium 

rather than hierarchy. Miranda’s indirectness illustrates what Mills (2003) identifies as 

“feminine politeness,” a socially conditioned strategy that relies on self-effacement to sustain 

harmony. 

Caliban’s speech, conversely, rejects politeness as a pragmatic and ideological construct. His 

curses and direct insults toward Prospero “All the charms of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light 

on you!” (The Tempest, 1.2.340–341) represent impoliteness acts, deliberately flouting the 

expectations of social decorum. Culpeper (1996) notes that impoliteness, like politeness, is a 

strategy: a conscious violation of cooperative principles to assert power or express resistance. 

Caliban’s linguistic aggression is a form of identity reclamation; by refusing politeness, he 

symbolically rejects Prospero’s colonial authority. 

Prospero’s response to such defiance “Abhorred slave!” (The Tempest, 1.2.354) illustrates the 

linguistic asymmetry of power: the coloniser defines the social order through language, while 

the colonised defies it through verbal hostility. Politeness and impoliteness thus serve as 

pragmatic instruments of ideological positioning. The face-work performed in these exchanges 

reveals what Goffman (1967) describes as “the ritual order of interaction”: every utterance 

either maintains or contests the moral order of the social hierarchy. 

In this sense, Shakespeare constructs a linguistic continuum where politeness marks deference, 

impoliteness marks defiance, and directness marks dominance. Pragmatic analysis reveals that 

politeness is not merely etiquette; it is power in disguise. Ariel and Miranda’s linguistic 

courtesy sustains Prospero’s authority, while Caliban’s linguistic aggression destabilises it. 

Conversational Implicature and Indirectness 

While speech acts and politeness govern overt meaning, implicature exposes how power 

operates through the unsaid. Grice’s (1975) theory of conversational implicature posits that 

speakers generate meaning by adhering to or flouting the Cooperative Principle and its maxims: 

Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner. In The Tempest, characters use indirectness, irony, 

and understatement to conceal, challenge, or manipulate authority. 

Prospero frequently flouts the maxim of relation (relevance) to assert intellectual dominance. 

When Miranda questions him “Sir, you have often begun to tell me what I am, but stopped” 

(The Tempest, 1.2.33–34) he responds evasively, “The hour’s now come” (1.2.35). His reply 

implies, rather than states, that she is unworthy or unready to hear the truth. The implicature 

reinforces dependency: Miranda’s ignorance is sustained through linguistic delay. By 

controlling access to information, Prospero exercises epistemic power—the ability to define 

what others can know (Foucault, 1980). 

Ariel’s conversation with Prospero also demonstrates implicature as negotiation. When Ariel 

says, “Is there more toil? Since thou dost give me pains, let me remember thee what thou hast 

promised” (The Tempest, 1.2.242–243), he flouts the maxim of manner (be brief, be clear). The 

circumlocution (“let me remember thee”) politely encodes a complaint, implying, “You have 

not yet fulfilled your promise.” This indirect complaint softens confrontation while still 

exerting pragmatic pressure. Prospero’s subsequent irritation “Dost thou forget from what a 

torment I did free thee?” (1.2.250–251) reveals that he interprets the implicature as a challenge, 

confirming its perlocutionary success. 
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Miranda’s dialogues with Ferdinand rely on romantic implicature, where understatement 

conveys desire. When she says, “I do not know one of my sex; no woman’s face remember, 

save, from my glass, mine own” (The Tempest, 3.1.48–50), she seemingly expresses isolation, 

but the implicature suggests admiration for Ferdinand’s difference. Her indirect expression of 

affection aligns with Leech’s (1983) modesty maxim, avoiding overt self-praise or imposition. 

Pragmatically, such indirectness transforms emotional vulnerability into persuasive charm. 

Caliban, however, uses implicature to subvert meaning. When he conspires with Stephano and 

Trinculo, declaring, “I’ll show thee every fertile inch o’ th’ island” (The Tempest, 2.2.142 ), the 

literal offer conceals the implicature of betrayal; he is weaponising his knowledge against 

Prospero. His deliberate flouting of relation and quality (pretending loyalty while plotting 

revolt) reflects strategic manipulation. In pragmatic terms, Caliban’s discourse demonstrates 

how the subaltern appropriates the coloniser’s linguistic system to produce oppositional 

implicatures. 

The use of irony also reveals hidden power relations. Prospero’s final line “As you from crimes 

would pardoned be, / Let your indulgence set me free” (The Tempest, Epilogue, 19–20) 

functions as a performative appeal to the audience but carries a deeper implicature: his mastery 

has ended, and language is no longer an instrument of control but of supplication. This 

inversion of roles underscores the moral arc of the play, where speech evolves from command 

to confession. 

Overall, implicature analysis uncovers Shakespeare’s genius for linguistic subtlety. Power in 

The Tempest is not only declared through speech acts but also implied through silence, irony, 

and evasion. Characters flout conversational norms to achieve psychological dominance, 

emotional manipulation, or resistance. Pragmatic indirectness thus becomes a means of 

survival in the island’s hierarchy of speech. 

Table 2 

Politeness and Implicature Strategies in Shakespeare’s The Tempest 

Character Strategy Type Quotation / 

Example 

(Act.Scene.Line) 

Pragmatic 

Function 

Power 

Implication 

Prospero Bald-on-record 

Directive 

“Obey and be 

attentive” (1.2.38) 

Command 

without 

mitigation 

Displays absolute 

authority; 

assumes 

obedience. 

Ariel Negative 

Politeness / 

Indirect Request 

“Remember I have 

done thee worthy 

service” (1.2.247–

248) 

Polite 

reminder 

masking 

complaint 

Negotiates 

freedom through 

indirectness. 

Miranda Positive 

Politeness / 

Modesty 

“Do you love me?” 

(3.1.68) 

Emotional 

appeal, 

maintaining 

harmony 

Uses politeness to 

create intimacy 

and persuasion. 

Caliban Impoliteness / 

Defiance 

“All the charms of 

Sycorax... light on 

you!” (1.2.340–341) 

Direct verbal 

aggression 

Rejects linguistic 

subservience; 

asserts autonomy. 

Prospero Conversational 

Implicature 

“The hour’s now 

come” (1.2.35) 

Evasion 

through an 

indirect 

answer 

Maintains 

epistemic control; 

withholds truth. 
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Note. The table illustrates how politeness and implicature function as pragmatic strategies in 

The Tempest, revealing how language performs social control, negotiation, and rebellion. 

Source: Folger Shakespeare Library Edition (Shakespeare, 1623/2019). 

 The Pragmatics of Colonial Discourse 

The intersection of language and colonial ideology forms one of the most powerful dimensions 

of The Tempest. From a pragmatic perspective, colonialism in the play is enacted not merely 

through physical domination but through linguistic control the manipulation of speech, silence, 

and interpretation. As Greenblatt (1990) observes, Prospero’s authority is “textual as well as 

political,” rooted in his command over both words and narratives. Pragmatic analysis reveals 

that this authority is maintained through performative speech acts, face-threatening language, 

and asymmetrical communicative rights. 

Prospero’s language represents the discourse of the coloniser. His verbal commands “Thou 

poisonous slave, got by the devil himself” (The Tempest, 1.2.321) function as declaratives that 

construct Caliban’s identity. Austin (1962) notes that declaratives are performed by saying, 

Prospero’s labelling transforms Caliban’s being into servitude. His control over naming echoes 

what Said (1978) defines as the linguistic colonisation of the Other the act of fixing identity 

through authoritative speech. The pragmatic force of Prospero’s words lies in their 

performativity: language itself becomes a colonial instrument that redefines humanity and 

hierarchy. 

Caliban’s response “You taught me language, and my profit on’t / Is, I know how to curse” (The 

Tempest, 1.2.365–366) illustrates what postcolonial pragmatics identifies as linguistic 

resistance (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2002). His utterance contains both acknowledgement 

and rebellion: he accepts the coloniser’s language but converts it into a vehicle of defiance. In 

pragmatic terms, this is an expressive illocution with hostile force, undermining Prospero’s 

dominance through verbal inversion. By appropriating the coloniser’s discourse for resistance, 

Caliban performs what Bhabha (1994) calls hybridity a mimicry that destabilises colonial 

authority by using its own linguistic structures against it. 

Ariel’s discourse, by contrast, embodies what Spivak (1988) terms strategic subservience. His 

politeness and indirectness are pragmatic survival mechanisms within an oppressive hierarchy. 

When he says, “Is there more toil?” (The Tempest, 1.2.242), the indirectness of his question 

reflects both obedience and resistance. He challenges authority while appearing compliant a 

delicate balance that exemplifies Grice’s (1975) cooperative principle used subversively. The 

pragmatic ambiguity of Ariel’s speech allows him to function as both servant and negotiator, 

revealing how colonised subjects maintain agency through linguistic diplomacy. 

The colonial hierarchy is also reinforced through Prospero’s control of silence. Pragmatically, 

silence operates as a communicative act that conveys dominance or submission (Jaworski, 

1993). Caliban’s enforced muteness after his rebellion “Speak not for him!” (The Tempest, 

5.1.78 ) is a negative speech act; Prospero performs control by denying Caliban’s right to speak. 

In pragmatic terms, this silence is perlocutionary: it produces obedience and symbolic erasure. 

The denial of speech is the denial of subjectivity, a hallmark of colonial discourse (Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong’o, 1986). 

Furthermore, Prospero’s discourse toward Miranda and Ferdinand also reflects colonial 

paternalism. His manipulative guidance “They are both in either’s powers; but this swift 

business / I must uneasy make, lest too light winning / Make the prize light” (The Tempest, 

1.2.452–454) reveals a calculated use of language to control emotional and social outcomes. 

Prospero uses metacommunication speech about speech to direct the development of others’ 

discourse. This pragmatic control of communication mirrors the colonial mastery of 

representation itself: he decides who speaks, when, and for what purpose. 
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From a postcolonial pragmatic standpoint, The Tempest dramatises the linguistic economy of 

empire. Prospero monopolises performative authority; Ariel and Miranda practice politeness 

as compliance; Caliban’s defiance through curses reclaims linguistic space. Pragmatics exposes 

how Shakespeare’s island becomes a model of colonial speech order and an unequal 

distribution of communicative rights. The master commands; the servant pleads; the colonised 

curses. Through this pattern, language becomes both the medium and metaphor of colonial 

control. 

Table 3 

Pragmatic Dimensions of Colonial Discourse in Shakespeare’s The Tempest 

Character Speech Strategy Example 

(Act.Scene.Line) 

Pragmatic 

Function 

Colonial 

Implication 

Prospero Directive / 

Declarative 

“Thou poisonous 

slave, got by the 

devil himself” 

(1.2.321) 

Labels and 

dehumanises 

Caliban 

Constructs 

colonial 

hierarchy 

through 

performative 

language. 

Caliban Expressive / Defiant “You taught me 

language, and my 

profit on’t / Is, I 

know how to 

curse” (1.2.365–

366) 

Uses 

coloniser’s 

language for 

resistance 

Demonstrates 

linguistic 

hybridity and 

rebellion. 

Ariel Indirect Request “Is there more 

toil?” (1.2.242) 

Masks protest 

through 

politeness 

Displays 

strategic 

subservience; 

survives via 

linguistic 

diplomacy. 

Prospero Negative Speech Act 

(Silencing) 

“Speak not for 

him!” (5.1.78) 

Denies 

communicative 

agency 

Symbolises 

colonial 

suppression of 

the native 

voice. 

Miranda Metacommunicative 

Strategy 

“I must uneasy 

make…” (1.2.452–

454) 

Controls 

communicative 

interaction 

Reflects 

patriarchal and 

colonial 

control 

through 

discourse. 

Note. The table summarises the pragmatic mechanisms through which colonial ideology 

operates linguistically in The Tempest. Data derived from Folger Shakespeare Library Edition 

(Shakespeare, 1623/2019). 

Findings and Conclusion 

The findings of this study are that The Tempest is a linguistic drama of power in which speech 

acts, politeness, and implicature operate as instruments of persuasion and manipulation. 

Prospero's power is constructed primarily on directives and declaratives as performative tools 

of domination. His imperatives, such as "Obey and be attentive" (1.2.38), illustrate how control 

is exercised linguistically rather than merely asserted. The analysis further discloses that 
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subordinates Ariel, Miranda, and Caliban respond in varying pragmatic strategies: Ariel in 

negative politeness and indirect requests, Miranda in emotional expressiveness, while Caliban 

employs defiant expressiveness in opposition to domination. Such contrasting speech 

approaches attest that hierarchy in The Tempest is not merely social but communicative, marked 

by who can speak, command, or remain silent. 

The second overarching conclusion relates to politeness and implicature as forms of social 

negotiation strategies. For instance, Ariel's polite reminders and Mirand's suggestive tenderness 

are pragmatic instances of negotiating respect and resistance, while Prospero's vagueness and 

rhetorical evasiveness illustrate epistemic control or the deliberate use of vagueness as a form 

of control over knowledge. Caliban's rudeness, on the other hand, is especially used as a form 

of resistance and indicates a refusal to cooperate with the coloniser's discursive regime of 

politeness. In that sense, Shakespeare turns politeness upside down to emerge as a double-

edged phenomenon: it equals preservation of power when used by subordinates and dominance 

when used by their rulers. Similarly, implicature and irony are other secret weapons of 

persuading others; they're examples of how meaning is typically constructed not out of 

utterances but what remains wisely unsaid. 

In conclusion, the research establishes that the pragmatics of The Tempest reveal the dynamics 

of colonial discourse. Prospero's speech acts constitute Caliban's subordination, while Caliban's 

excessive resistance regains power in the very language system that oppresses him. Ariel's 

indirect compliance is the politics of survival under language domination. Thus, pragmatics 

demonstrates how Shakespeare dramatizes colonialism as a discursive process that negotiates 

power, resistance, and identity through speech. In summary, the research demonstrates that 

power in The Tempest lies in language itself, commanding, resisting, and determining human 

relations, while both illustrating the performative power of speech and outlining the ideological 

underpinnings of empire. 
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