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Abstract: 

This research paper delves into the realm of post-humanist philosophy 

within the context of early modern English literature, particularly focusing 

on the reflections found in dramatic works of that era. The study 

investigates how the human perspective was reimagined, challenged, and 

redefined in the discourse of early modern drama, shedding light on the 

transition from human-centered to post-humanist ideologies. Through an 

interdisciplinary approach that combines literary analysis and 

philosophical inquiry, this paper examines key dramatic texts such as 

William Shakespeare's plays and works by Christopher Marlowe, 

considering the ways in which these writers grappled with the boundaries 

and limitations of human existence. It explores the representation of human 

identity, agency, and consciousness in these texts, emphasizing how they 

mirror and anticipate post-humanist themes. 

 

The study engages with ideas of cyborg technology, non-human agency, 

and the fuzziness of human and non-human borders by drawing on post-

humanist theoretical frameworks. It aims to show how early modern play 

provides a rich environment for investigating and contesting conventional 

ideas about mankind, providing insights into the development of human 

perception and thought. Furthermore, this study contextualizes the rise of 

post-humanist concepts and highlights their significance to current 

discourses on technology, ethics, and the environment by examining the 

socio-cultural and historical conditions of early modern England. It seeks 

to encourage a revaluation of the human perspective in a world that is 

changing quickly by adding to the ongoing conversations regarding the 

fluidity and complexity of human identity and existence.  

 

Keywords: Post-Humanism, Early Modern Drama, Human Perspective, 

Identity, Philosophy, Literature, Post-Humanist Theory, Interdisciplinary 

Study. 
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Introduction: 

The exploration of human identity and existence has been a perennial 

pursuit in the realms of literature and philosophy. Throughout history, the 

concept of what it means to be human has undergone dynamic 

transformations, propelled by societal shifts, technological advancements, 

and philosophical inquiries. This research endeavours to delve into the 

nuances of these transformations, focusing on the lens of early modern 

English drama as a captivating and reflective mirror of human perspectives 

and evolving notions of humanity. 

The early modern period stands as a pivotal epoch in the development of 

human thought and culture. Within this context, English literature, 

particularly dramatic works, serves as an intricate tapestry that weaves 

together societal ideologies, philosophical musings, and artistic 

expressions. The dramas penned during this era by luminaries such as 

William Shakespeare and Christopher Marlowe not only entertain but also 

encapsulate profound reflections on the human condition. 

 

This paper embarks on a journey through the landscapes of post-humanist 

philosophy as reflected in early modern drama. It aims to scrutinize the 

ways in which these literary works challenge and redefine the traditional 

boundaries of humanity, offering insights that resonate with contemporary 

discourses on post-humanism, technology, and human identity. 

 

At the core of this exploration lies an interrogation of the human 

perspective as depicted in the dramatic narratives of the time. These texts 

often transcend mere entertainment, delving into the complexities of 

human consciousness, agency, and existence. By employing an 

interdisciplinary approach that melds literary analysis with philosophical 

inquiry, this research seeks to unravel the layers of meaning embedded in 

these works, elucidating their relevance in rethinking our understanding of 

the human self. 

 

The study contextualizes early modern drama within the socio-cultural 

milieu of its time, recognizing the profound societal changes and 

philosophical movements that influenced these literary creations. 

Furthermore, it draws upon contemporary post-humanist theories to 

establish a dialogue between the past and the present, tracing the lineage 

of ideas that challenge the conventional boundaries of humanity. 

 

Objectives: 

 Analyzing Post-Humanist Themes: Explore and dissect post- 
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humanist themes present in early modern English drama. This 

involves identifying and examining instances where the 

boundaries between human and non-human entities are blurred or 

challenged. 

 

 Character Studies: Conduct in-depth character analyses to 

illustrate the reconfiguration of human identity in specific 

dramatic texts. Highlight characters or scenarios where traditional 

human identities are transformed, altered, or hybridized. 

 Critique of Anthropocentrism: Critically assess how early 

modern dramas critique anthropocentrism. Explore how these 

works challenge the belief that humans are the central and superior 

beings in the universe, potentially considering ecological or ethical 

implications. 

 

Methodology: 

This research paper involves a multi-dimensional approach blending 

literary analysis with philosophical inquiry. Firstly, a comprehensive 

selection of early modern plays, particularly focusing on works by 

Shakespeare, Marlowe, and their contemporaries, will be examined to 

identify instances and characters that challenge human-centric 

perspectives. This analysis will encompass close readings of texts, delving 

into character traits, thematic explorations, and the utilization of theatrical 

devices to convey post-humanist themes. Moreover, an interdisciplinary 

approach will incorporate insights from post-humanist philosophy, 

ecocriticism, and cultural studies to contextualize these dramatic works 

within broader intellectual discourses. Additionally, critical engagement 

with historical contexts and scholarly interpretations will contribute to 

understanding the socio-cultural milieu influencing the portrayal of non-

human entities and the reconfiguration of human identity in early modern 

drama. Finally, qualitative methodologies, such as thematic coding and 

comparative analysis, will be employed to synthesize findings and draw 

insightful connections that illuminate the nuanced nuances of post-

humanist encounters within these literary works. 

 

Explore and dissect post-humanist themes present in early modern 

English drama: 

Post-humanism is a philosophical perspective that challenges traditional 

notions of human existence and agency, often emphasizing the blurring 

boundaries between humans, animals, machines, and nature. While the 
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term "post-humanism" emerged much later, we can identify themes in 

early modern English drama that resonate with post-humanist ideas. Here 

are some key themes and examples from early modern English drama: 

 Ambiguity of Human Identity: Early modern dramas often 

explore the fluidity and complexity of human identity. Characters 

exhibit traits that challenge fixed categories of human/non-human. 

In Shakespeare's "The Tempest," the character of Caliban 

embodies this ambiguity. He is neither fully human nor fully non-

human, blurring the boundaries between the natural and the 

supernatural. 

 Exploration of Power and Control: Plays like Christopher 

Marlowe's "Doctor Faustus" delve into the theme of humans 

striving to transcend their limitations through the pursuit of 

knowledge and power. Faustus's quest for knowledge leads him to 

make a pact with the devil, blurring the lines between human and 

supernatural forces. This quest for power challenges the 

conventional human understanding of limits and control. 

 Questioning Human Exceptionalism: Early modern dramas 

often challenge the belief in human exceptionalism. In 

Shakespeare's "A Midsummer Night's Dream," the fairy world 

challenges the human-centric worldview. The fairy characters 

possess supernatural powers and agency, presenting an alternative 

perspective where humans are not the sole centre of significance. 

 Nature vs. Artifice: The conflict between the natural and the 

artificial is a recurring theme. Shakespeare's "King Lear" portrays 

the breakdown of social and familial structures, reflecting the 

disruption of natural order. Additionally, the character of Lear's 

Fool often comments on the artificiality of human constructs, 

questioning the legitimacy of human-made systems. 

 Exploration of Hybridity and Transformation: Early modern 

dramas frequently depict characters undergoing transformations or 

embodying hybrid identities. In Shakespeare's "The Winter's Tale," 

the character of Perdita is discovered as both human and 

supposedly non-human (shepherds' child). This blurring of 

identities challenges the fixed categories of humanity. 

 Technology and Its Implications: While not explicitly focused 

on advanced technology as we understand it today, early modern 

plays like Shakespeare's "The Tempest" with the character of 

Prospero, a sorcerer using magic, can be interpreted as exploring 

the implications of human control over natural forces, echoing 

themes relevant to technological advancements and their ethical 
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implications. 

These themes in early modern English drama anticipate and resonate with 

post-humanist ideas by challenging the conventional understanding of 

humanity, agency, and the relationship between humans and the non-

human world. They prompt audiences to reconsider the boundaries of 

human existence, knowledge, and control, paving the way for later 

discussions in post-humanist philosophy. 

 

In-depth character analyses to illustrate the reconfiguration of 

human identity in specific dramatic texts: 

Here are in-depth character analyses from specific dramatic texts, 

highlighting how traditional human identities are transformed, altered, or 

hybridized: 

 Caliban in "The Tempest" by William Shakespeare: Caliban 

embodies the reconfiguration of human identity in "The Tempest." 

Born of a witch, Sycorax, and the devil himself (as described by 

Prospero), Caliban challenges the traditional human identity. He is 

initially seen as a savage, half-human creature, often subjugated 

by Prospero. However, Caliban's character is more complex than a 

mere monster. He exhibits an innate connection to the island's 

natural world, understanding its secrets and possessing a deep 

bond with it. His speech, though perceived as uncouth, holds a 

poetic quality, showcasing a unique intelligence and sensitivity. 

Caliban's identity blurs the boundaries between human and non-human, 

portraying the hybrid nature of his existence. His character challenges the 

audience's perception of what it means to be human and invites reflection 

on the treatment of those considered 'other.' 

 Bottom in "A Midsummer Night's Dream" by William 

Shakespeare: In "A Midsummer Night's Dream," Bottom 

undergoes a transformation that complicates traditional human 

identity. Initially, he is a weaver and a member of a group of 

amateur actors. However, through Puck's mischief with a love 

potion, Bottom's head is turned into that of a donkey. This physical 

transformation leads to a temporary hybrid identity where his 

human consciousness remains intact, but his appearance changes 

drastically. 

This alteration challenges the audience's perception of outward 

appearances versus internal essence, showcasing that despite his changed 

form, Bottom retains his human traits, feelings, and desires. The episode 

also questions the stability of human identity and the arbitrariness of 

physical appearances in defining it. 
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 Doctor Faustus in "Doctor Faustus" by Christopher Marlowe: 

Doctor Faustus represents the desire for transcending human 

limitations, blurring the boundaries between humanity and the 

supernatural. Driven by an insatiable thirst for knowledge and 

power, Faustus makes a pact with the devil, exchanging his soul 

for twenty-four years of limitless power. This decision leads to his 

transformation from a mere mortal to a figure challenging the 

conventional understanding of humanity. 

Faustus' journey showcases the consequences of seeking to transcend 

human limitations through supernatural means. His transformation into a 

being with magical abilities highlights the dangers of such pursuits and the 

ethical implications of altering one's humanity. 

 Titania and Oberon in "A Midsummer Night's Dream" by 

William Shakespeare: Titania and Oberon, the Fairy Queen and 

King, challenge traditional human identities by representing 

supernatural beings with human-like emotions, desires, and 

conflicts. Their actions impact the human world, influencing the 

lives of the mortal characters in the play. Titania's love affair with 

Bottom (with the head of a donkey) further blurs the lines between 

the human and supernatural realms, complicating traditional 

perceptions of love, desire, and identity. 

In these characters and scenarios, the transformation, hybridization, or 

reconfiguration of traditional human identities challenge the audience's 

perceptions of what it means to be human. These complexities invite 

contemplation on the fluidity of identity, the impact of physical 

transformations on essence, and the ethical considerations associated with 

the pursuit of power and transcendence beyond human limitations. 

 

Critically assess how early modern dramas critique 

anthropocentrism: 

Early modern dramas often challenge anthropocentrism, the belief that 

humans are the central and superior beings in the universe, through various 

themes, characters, and narratives. These works critique the notion of 

human exceptionalism and highlight ecological and ethical implications by 

portraying alternative perspectives and questioning the dominance of 

human-centric worldviews. Here's a critical assessment of how early 

modern dramas accomplish this: 

 Representation of Non-Human Entities with Agency: 
Characters such as fairies, monsters, and spirits in plays like 

Shakespeare's "The Tempest," "A Midsummer Night's Dream," 

and Marlowe's "Doctor Faustus" challenge the human-centric  
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worldview. These entities possess agency, intelligence, and 

emotions, demonstrating that they are not inferior to humans. This 

representation challenges the hierarchy placing humans at the apex 

of existence. 

 Exploration of Nature's Power and Human Vulnerability: 
Early modern dramas often showcase the power of nature over 

humans. In "King Lear," for example, the storm scene symbolizes 

the chaos in the natural world mirroring the chaos within Lear's 

mind. Nature, in its uncontrollable force, exposes human 

vulnerability, challenging the belief in human dominance over the 

environment. 

 Critique of Human Hubris and Overreaching Ambition: 
Characters like Doctor Faustus, driven by an insatiable desire for 

knowledge and power, challenge anthropocentrism by 

highlighting the consequences of human hubris. Faustus's pact 

with the devil showcases the ethical implications of attempting to 

exceed human limitations, questioning the notion of human 

superiority in manipulating the natural order. 

 Interconnectedness and Interdependence: Early modern dramas 

often emphasize the interconnectedness between humans, animals, 

and the environment. "A Midsummer Night's Dream" portrays the 

intricate relationship between the fairy world and the human 

world, suggesting that humans are not the sole focus of 

significance. The disruption caused by human actions affects the 

non-human world, highlighting the interdependence between all 

forms of life. 

 Ethical Considerations and Social Critique: These dramas also 

critique human behaviour and social structures. "The Tempest" 

explores themes of colonialism and power dynamics, challenging 

the assumed superiority of one group of humans over another. The 

ethical implications of exploiting others and the consequences of 

unchecked power reflect broader critiques of human-centric 

ideologies. 
So, early modern dramas challenge anthropocentrism by portraying alternative 

perspectives, critiquing human hubris, highlighting interconnectedness, and 

emphasizing the consequences of human actions on the non-human world. 

These works invite audiences to reconsider their place in the world, urging 

ethical reflection on the treatment of nature, other beings, and the implications 

of human actions on the broader ecosystem. The dramas offer a critique of the 

belief in human superiority, urging a more ecologically aware and ethically 

conscious understanding of humanity's place in the universe. 

43 

Belles-Lettre 2024, Vol. 2



Findings: 

 Blurring of Human and Non-Human Boundaries: Early modern 

dramas challenge the clear-cut distinction between humans and 

non-humans. Characters like Caliban in "The Tempest" and Bottom 

in "A Midsummer Night's Dream" exemplify hybrid identities that 

complicate the understanding of what it means to be human. 

 Agency and Power Beyond Human Control: The representation 

of supernatural beings and forces in these dramas showcases 

entities with agency and power, questioning the notion of human 

superiority. Fairies, spirits, and magical elements challenge 

anthropocentrism by exerting influence and agency on human 

characters. 

 Critique of Human Hubris and Limits of Knowledge: 
Characters like Doctor Faustus embody the consequences of human 

overreaching ambition and the ethical implications of trying to 

transcend human limitations. The pursuit of knowledge and power 

beyond human boundaries often leads to moral dilemmas and 

challenges to the established human-centric worldview. 

 Nature as a Powerful Force: Early modern dramas often present 

nature as a powerful and uncontrollable force, challenging human 

dominance over the environment. Scenes like the storm in "King 

Lear" or the setting of the isolated island in "The Tempest" highlight 

the vulnerability of humans in the face of natural forces. 

 Ethical Implications and Social Critiques: These plays reflect 

broader ethical considerations by critiquing societal structures, 

power dynamics, and the consequences of human actions on the 

environment and other beings. The portrayal of colonialism in "The 

Tempest" and themes of interconnectedness and interdependence in 

"A Midsummer Night's Dream" invite ethical reflection on human 

behaviours and relationships. 

 Reconsideration of Human Exceptionalism: Early modern 

dramas challenge the belief in human exceptionalism by presenting 

diverse perspectives, emphasizing the interconnectedness of all life 

forms, and inviting audiences to reconsider the centrality of 

humanity in the universe. 

 Theatrical and Literary Techniques as Vehicles for Post-

Humanist Ideas: Analyze how theatrical elements, such as 

characterization, language, setting, and symbolism, serve as 

vehicles for conveying post-humanist ideas and challenging  

traditional human perspectives in these early modern plays. 
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Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the exploration of early modern English drama within the 

context of post-humanist encounters offers a profound reconfiguration of 

the human perspective. These plays, by Shakespeare, Marlowe, and others, 

meticulously challenge the established notions of human centrality and 

superiority in the universe. Through the portrayal of hybrid identities, 

powerful non-human entities, and the consequences of human hubris, these 

dramas complicate the boundaries of humanity, highlighting the 

complexities of identity, agency, and the relationship between humans and 

the broader world. The ethical implications arising from the critique of 

human exceptionalism and the emphasis on interconnectedness invite 

audiences to reconsider their place in the ecological and ethical landscapes. 

Ultimately, these early modern dramas serve as compelling reflections on 

the limitations of human understanding, the ethical ramifications of human 

actions, and the necessity of rethinking the traditional human perspective 

in a universe where boundaries between the human and non-human are 

fluid and interconnected. 
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