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INTRODUCTION

MARLENE DIRSCHAUER AND JONAS KELLERMANN

“Who’s in, who’s out”: Community and Diversity in Shakespeare

“Who loses and who wins, who’s in, who’s out” (5.3.15) — these questions, which
inspired the title of this Shakespeare Seminar, are uttered by King Lear shortly after
his defeat by Edmund’s forces. Lear’s questions reverberate well beyond the tragedy
about the abdicating monarch. Time and again, Shakespeare’s plays confront us with
powerful struggles of inclusion and exclusion, the outcomes of which are not always
determined by military victories and defeats: They are just as often influenced by
factors that still shape our perceptions and experiences of diversity today, such as the
colour of a person’s skin, the religion they practice, the disabilities of a person’s body,
or quite simply whom a person loves and desires. Shakespeare’s works also show us
how fragile a thing community can be. Even when characters proclaim themselves to
be “an endless mine to one another” (2.2.79) as the titular Two Noble Kinsmen
Palamon and Arcite do, Shakespeare does not hesitate to expose the deceptively frail
nature of such kinships soon thereafter. So, we see that on Shakespeare’s stage,
community and diversity are intimately but uneasily paired. “Difference”, as Goran
Stanivukovic writes in Queer Shakespeare (2017), is “based on suppression, occlusion
and semantic difference of allied vocabulary” (24).

This intimate yet uneasy pairing of diversity and community is the central concern
of this edition of Shakespeare Seminar. Community in this sense not only refers to the
many historical and “imagined” communities (Anderson) that feature in Shakespeare’s
works. These communities also include the bonds between friends, lovers, family
members or even whole nations; community further implies the various bonds that
revolve around the Shakespearean canon today, whether these be creative, academic,
or pedagogical. Whether in the class room or on stage, these Shakespearean bonds
highlight the complex socio-political entanglements between community and diversity
in the contemporary moment. Diversity can certainly foster community if we consider
increasingly diverse representations of minorities in our current media, for instance. To
a disenfranchised person, seeing yourself represented in the media may show you that
you are not alone but in fact part of a larger community. And yet, we also live in a time
in which conservative forces seek to hijack diversity in order to destroy the very
fundament of communal existence. They often do so by erecting an allegedly
insurmountable wall between ‘us’ and ‘them’ — whoever ‘us’ and ‘them’ may be. The
articles in this seminar examine to what extent Shakespeare’s works and their diverse
creative afterlives can help us overcome these walls both in Shakespeare’s own times
and in ours.

Jifeng Huang's essay explores how colonialism produces disability in The Tempest.
Taking into account the Edenic vision that propelled England’s voyagers to the New
World, Huang argues that the telos of redemption scripted in the play and for the
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2 Introduction

geographical discoveries in the early modern period entails the subjection of alterity in
a disabling mode. Drawing on insights from Indigenous studies and disability studies,
his essay investigates the discursive and material respects in which New-World
colonialism seeks and is dependent on the disablement of Indigeneity in the play.

Situated at the intersections of Queer, Black, and Shakespeare studies, Natalie
Zwitz’s paper analyses how James [james’ Pulitzer Prize-winning adaptation Fat Ham
employs the categories of Blackness and queerness to challenge normative ideas of
adaptation, genre, and ultimately Hamlet itself. Drawing on theories of reproductive
futurism, queer negativity, Afropessimism, and Freud’s concept of the death drive, her
article explores how reproductive cycles of revenge and violence can be overcome via
the negative and pessimistic implications of queerness and Blackness. Fat Ham, Zwétz
argues, thus uses categories of Otherness to transform Shakespeare’s death-centred
tragedy into a narrative of unexpected futurity.

Works Cited

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism. Rev. ed. London: Verso Books, 2016.

Shakespeare, William. The Norton Shakespeare. Ed. Stephen Greenblatt et al. London /
New York: W. W. Norton, 2008.

Stanivukovic, Goran. “Introduction: Queer Shakespeare — desire and sexuality.” Queer
Shakespeare: Desire & Sexuality. Ed. Goran Stanivukovic. London:
Bloomsbury, 2017. 1-29.

Shakespeare Seminar 21 (2024)



THE TEMPEST (1611) AND THE DISABLING NEW WORLD

by

JIFENG HUANG

The themes of colonialism and anti-colonialism in 7he Tempest are no news to readers
and scholars of Shakespeare. Caliban has long served as a focal point for various
postcolonial critiques, encompassing ideas of both subjugation and resistance. In
particular, his physical form has received increased attention in recent decades,
prompting larger metaphysical questions with its obscuration and transgression of racial
and species boundaries. Julia Lupton has examined Caliban’s body as a Genesitic
creation that transcends culturalist particularisations, claiming that “[Caliban] subsists
within an unredeemed Creation not yet divided into nations, forming the forgotten
ground of a heterogeneous universalism irreducible to either the economies of a
normative humanity or the semiotic coherence of individual cultures” (3-4). Katherine
Williams reads Caliban’s body as a locus that unfixes disabling discursive impositions,
contending that with it, “the play demonstrates not a ‘monster’ but the imposition of
‘monster’ as an incoherent concept” (212). Building on these scholars’ insights, this
article aims to bridge the gap between their inquiries by elucidating the connection
between the ideological motive and the consequences of England’s colonialist project at
the core of the play’s conflicts. I suggest that seeing the island in the play as a Creationist
primal landscape is itself based on a culturally specific position grounded in the Judeo-
Christian tradition, and it is from this position that the exiled characters seek to arrogate
the island to themselves by legally, spiritually, morally, and, at last, materially disabling
its Indigenous population. This colonial disablement went hand in hand with the Edenic
vision behind England’s voyages to the New World and, as instantiated by Caliban’s
disablement, persistently aimed for and hinged upon the invalidation of Indigenous
autonomy.

The Island of The Tempest and Early Modern Colonial Ideology

The most conspicuous resemblance between the island of The Tempest and the New
World is their shared imagery of fecundity, as Caliban’s description of the former bears
witness. When he asks Trinculo and Stephano to free him from Prospero’s enslavement,
Caliban offers to “show [them] every fertile inch o’ th’ island” and “the best springs”, to
“pluck [them] berries”, to “fish for [them] and get [them] wood enough” (2.2.125;
2.2.137-38).! Prominent here are Caliban’s hospitality and the island’s fecundity, which
echo Captain John Smith and his crew’s first experience in Virginia in 1607: “the
Countrie [for the moste part] on each side plaine high ground, with many fresh Springes,
the people in all places kindely entreating vs, daunsing and feasting vs with strawberies,

! William Shakespeare, The Tempest (Cambridge, 2002). Further references to the play are quoted from
the same edition and will be given parenthetically.



4 The Tempest and the Disabling New World

Mulberies, Bread, Fish, and other their Countrie prouisions wherof we had plenty” (6).
Before this, Captain Arthur Barlowe, who set sail for the New World at the behest of Sir
Walter Raleigh, was amazed by the abundance of America upon arrival in 1584. He later
looked upon it through a biblical lens: “The earth bringeth foorth all things in
aboundance, as in the first creation, without toile or labour” (Barlowe 108). Referring
to the New World as a replica of Eden, he revealed a felos integral to his expedition and
central to the later New England colonists’ journeys to America: The aim was not just
to exploit new resources, but to find a second Eden and reestablish social order with the
hope of redemption. In this respect, Prospero’s explanation of his exile — “By Providence
divine” (1.2.159) — not only indicates its fatedness, but also its still redeemable, albeit
lamentable, state. So too is the case with the other noblemen. Cast ashore on the island,
the ingenuous Gonzalo is overwhelmed by its pristineness and marvels at its magical
water:

That our garments, being, as they were, drenched in the sea,
hold notwithstanding their freshness and glosses, being rather new-
dyed than stained with salt water. (2.1.59-61)

Here, the renewed clothes and the scenario of baptism clearly symbolise the Christian
rebirth.? Thus the wondrous effect that the water bears refracts the island’s terrain into
biblical topography, where the voyagers can be cleansed of the past and aspire to
redemption.

Through this lens, the island appears as a destination of sanctified colonisation, an
ideal unspoiled land where the newcomers can start afresh and build a prosperous life.
That is what Gonzalo envisages as he reiterates Barlowe’s aforementioned epiphany:
“nature should bring forth / Of it own kind, all foison, all abundance / To feed my
innocent people” (2.1.159-61). Thus Gonzalo counts on the island’s fertility and the self-
sufficiency behind it described by Barlowe as “without toile or labour” (108). As such,
without the need for human endeavour, the island is miraculously productive just like
Eden, designed for the voyagers’ occupancy. However, the island’s apparent autonomy
is contradicted by the claim Gonzalo himself lays to this new Eden and its native
population, as he wills the island to “feed [Ais] innocent people”. Just in the preceding
lines, where Gonzalo pictures the Utopian order of this new society with himself as king,
the same contradiction is iterated as he deems it with “[n]o sovereignty” (2.1.153).
Gonzalo’s fellow exiles Sebastian and Antonio consider it a blunder, ridiculing Gonzalo
for his seeming confusion:

SEBASTIAN. Yet he would be king on’t.
ANTONIO. The latter end of his commonwealth forgets the begin-
ning. (2.1.153-55)

But rather than being an instance of silly inconsistency, Gonzalo’s ambivalent vision of
the island — of being both autonomous and in need of his rule — is, [ would stress, derived
from a sophistical logic not uncommon in early modern accounts promoting sea
adventures. In Hakluytus Posthumus (1625), the cleric Samuel Purchas justifies “the

2 See The Bible: Authorized King James Version, Galatians 3.27.
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5 Jifeng Huang

lawfulnesse of Discoveries” by suggesting that the “superabundance” and “rich
attractives” of “all Nations” are “open and common to the Communitie of Mankind”
according to “the Lawes of God and Nature” (9-13). In doing so, he assigns the
ownership of all lands on Earth to Christendom. Viewed in this way, the sovereignty that
Gonzalo refers to is a native one bound to be void, for the fertile and self-running island
is destined to be mastered by God’s subjects like him.

Yet, Indigenous autonomy has never been absent. As Siobhan Senier reminds us,
“Indigenous people differ from other cultural minorities in their long-standing claims to
particular geographic territories” (12). After European colonialism, the sovereignty of
Indigenous peoples — encompassing their claims to all aspects of their Indigenous
identity, including their own lands, local resources, as well as cultural and religious
habits — has been, in one way or another, taken away from them and nullified. Even so,
Indigenous peoples would evoke their unique histories with the annexed lands to revive
their original claims to them. Caliban emphatically does so when he condemns Prospero
for seizing the island: “This island’s mine by Sycorax my mother, / Which thou tak’st
from me” (1.2.332-33). Citing the universal custom of hereditary succession, Caliban
plainly asserts the rightfulness of his reclamation. To repudiate arraignments like this,
colonists and their supporters would often discursively pathologise Indigenous peoples
to render them unable to take care of their lands, resources, and even themselves.
Deploying this disabling narrative, colonists could vindicate their actions of occupation
and appropriation in the guise of caring guardians of native communities. A case in point
is the Scottish theologian John Mair’s infamous invocation of Aristotle’s doctrine of
‘natural slavery’ to defend the Spanish colonisation of the Americas:

These people (the inhabitants of the Antilles) live like beasts on either side of the equator; and
beneath the poles there are wild men as Ptolemy says in his Tetrabiblos. And this has now been
demonstrated by experience, wherefore the first person to conquer them, justly rules over them
because they are by nature slaves. As the philosopher (Aristotle) says in the third and fourth
chapters of the first book of the Politics, it is clear that some men are by nature slaves, others by
nature free; and in some men it is determined that there is such a thing (i.e., a disposition to
slavery) and that they should benefit from it. And it is just that one man should be a slave and
another free, and it is fitting that one man should rule and another obey, for the quality of
leadership is also inherent in the natural master. (77)

In Mair’s account, Indigenous peoples are portrayed as ‘beasts’ and ‘wild men’; they
neither the rational capacity nor the moral discipline to be in charge of their territories
and of themselves. Lacking the abilities of a freeman stipulated by Aristotelian precepts
of civic life, they should therefore be governed by capable (European) masters for their
own good. This theory of Mair’s formed the basis for an argument in the same vein at
the Burgos gathering of 1512, a meeting convened by Ferdinand II of Aragon to respond
to the Dominican Order’s denunciation of the Spanish colonial atrocities. One of the
main opinions presented there was that the subjugation of the Amerindian peoples was
merited and should be sustained. As a supporter of Mair’s argument, Gil Gregorio sought
to buttress it by using Ptolemy of Lucca’s Aristotelian political thought to interpret
colonial subjugation as merely an act adhering to the laws of physics, suggesting that
“[t]he Indians [...] exist only incompletely until they have been mastered; for they are
the moved and the Spaniards, their natural masters, are the movers. Their freedom is
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6 The Tempest and the Disabling New World

thus a violation of the natural order and, consequently, it is ‘harmful to them’” (Pagden
48).

Such ideological backing gave the colonists the license for continuous occupation,
domination, and exploitation of Indigenous territories. Records of the macabre violence
that occurred in consequence can be found in 4 Short Account of the Destruction of the
Indies (1552), an eyewitness expos¢ written by the Spanish Dominican friar Bartolomé
de las Casas. Besides slaughter and torture, enslavement was another major cruelty the
Amerindians suffered, as Las Casas documented:

Each of the settlers took up residence in the town allotted to him (or encommended to him as the
legal phrase has it), put the inhabitants to work for him, stole their already scarce foodstuffs for
himself and took over the lands owned and worked by the natives and on which they traditionally
grew their own produce. The settler would treat the whole of the native population — dignitaries,
old men, women and children — as members of his household and, as such, make them labour
night and day in his own interests, without any rest whatever; even the small children, as soon as
they could stand, were made to do as much as they could, and more. Thus have the settlers
exterminated the few indigenous people who have survived, stripping them of their houses and
all their possessions and leaving them nothing for themselves (and these abuses continue to this
day). (39)

Forced labour, overwork, starvation, and sleep deprivation led to various diseases and
health problems among Indigenous peoples, while the virgin soil epidemics further
exacerbated the situation. In addition, the harm and trauma inflicted during colonial
warfare and subjugation caused them lasting physical and psychological damage.
Hence, they were disabled by both environmental factors and bodily impairments. The
discursive disablement of Indigenous peoples as discussed above thus preconditioned
their material disablement. In turn, their Otherness manifests itself as material
disablement in their bodies. Colonial disablement therefore engineered a complex form
of disability. Tobin Siebers’s theory of complex embodiment regards disability “as a
form of human variation” (25) caused by both disabling social structures and disabling
bodily conditions. Colonial disablement corresponds to this model and, moreover,
consists in the dialectic between the discursive and the material, a dialectic that produces
unique experiences of disability by subjecting Indigenous peoples to a vicious circle of
double debilitation. Early modern colonial ideology portrayed Indigenous peoples as
incapacitated ‘beasts’, ‘wild men’, and ‘slaves’, so as to naturalise the exploitation of
their labour, their lands, and their resources. In consequence, Indigenous peoples were
dispossessed, diseased, and deformed by factors including homelessness, hunger,
exhaustion, and torture. They were thereby reshaped into disabled bodies that said
ideology would readily perpetuate as inferior. It is the friction between this colonial
disablement and Indigenous autonomy, as exemplified by Caliban, that is at the heart of
The Tempest’s dramatic tension.

The Discursive Disablement of Caliban

Whereas Gonzalo blanks out the island’s Indigenous autonomy to envision himself as
its ruler, Prospero has assumed the rulership in deed, since he was banished to the island
“[tlo be the lord on’t” (5.1.162). By implication, he has entitled himself to the
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7 Jifeng Huang

proprietary rights over everything on the island, including its native inhabitant Caliban.
His most explicit proclamation of ownership of Caliban is of course the famous
statement “this thing of darkness, I / Acknowledge mine” (5.1.274-75). The rhetoric of
racialisation and enslavement of this statement, I argue, gives away the mechanics of
colonialism that seek, and are dependent on, the disablement of Indigeneity.

First and foremost, the characteristic of ‘thingness’ not only metaphysically
dehumanises Caliban, it also legally disables him. As Visa Kurki points out, the early
modern notion of legal personhood in the West was derived from Roman law and
formulated as persona, referring to “a human being with a civil standing” (35), that is,
with the status of being a freeman (status libertatis), a citizen (status civitatis), and a
member of a family (status familiae).? Such a status is a sufficient condition for a person
to own and use “things [...] [with] monetary value, such as material objects and slaves”
(ibid., 33). As a nobleman from Milan and paterfamilias, Prospero qualifies de jure as a
legal person whereas Caliban, the wild and kinless “monster” (2.2.28), does not.
Categorised as a “thing”, by contrast, Caliban is reduced to a “res” with no “capacity for
rights” (Buckland 3), namely a slave as conceptualised in the Roman legal framework.
Through this juristic binary of human capacity and subhuman incapacity, the legitimacy
of Prospero’s dominion over Caliban is clearly pronounced and reinforced.

Furthermore, proclaiming Caliban to be his “thing” allows Prospero to legitimise his
annexation of the island. By professing himself to be the natural lord of the island, he
invokes the Roman concept of res nullius as the legal basis for his occupation. Originally
used to taxonomise “[t]hings belonging to nobody” (Berger 679) — including a type of
slave* — in Roman law, res nullius was later, as Lauren Benton and Benjamin Straumann
demonstrate, employed as a crucial discursive tactic to “establish superior claims over
imperial territories” (5) during the early modern European expansion. Things that are
res nullius are “susceptible to being acquired by taking [occupatio], a mode of
acquisition understood by the Roman jurists to be natural, based on natural reason and
the ius gentium, and therefore open to Roman citizens and noncitizens [peregrini] alike”
(ibid., 14). In applying the ius gentium, the “law of nations” (ibid., 15) laid down for all
men, as opposed to the ius civile, the civil law peculiar to one people, early modern
European imperialists expanded their domain of occupation to the entire world rather
than just their own soils, thus giving sanction to their seizures of any things they deemed
res nullius in the New World. This was also of particular consequence for the race to
world dominion among the European countries in the Age of Discovery. As Portugal
and Spain established titles to territories and high seas through papal bulls and
agreements between themselves such as the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), their
neighbours with vested interests — e.g., England and the Netherlands — needed a different
system of principles to counter the authority of the Iberian powers’ titles and institute
their own, and stronger, claims to the New World. From the 1530s onwards, the
Protestant countries did so through recourse to the Roman legal system, leaning upon

3 See Visa A.J. Kurki, 4 Theory of Legal Personhood (Oxford, 2019), p. 33.

4 See W. W. Buckland, Roman Law of Slavery: The Condition of the Slave in Private Law from Augustus
to Justinian (Cambridge, 1908), p. 2.
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8 The Tempest and the Disabling New World

its historical weight and secular nature.” Res nullius was a legal footing upon which they
could confront, for instance, the bull Inter Caetera of May 4, 1493, whereby Pope
Alexander VI granted by decree the areas “one hundred leagues west of any of the
Azores or Cape Verde Islands” to Castile, be they “found” or “to be found”, already
“discovered” or yet “to be discovered” (71, 77). Thus, res nullius became a central
means for the colonial empires to negate competing European as well as Indigenous
autonomy claims to New World territories.

Viewing the island as res nullius, Prospero declares his ownership of it valid upon
arrival: “Upon this shore [...] was landed / To be the lord on’t” (5.1.161-62). According
to the rule of “property of the first taker” (Gaius 2.67), or in layman’s terms, ‘finders
keepers’, seeing that the island was a thing unowned, he could indisputably assume
rights over it. This claim is, however, controverted by Caliban who protests that he had
held sovereignty over the island — “This island’s mind, by Sycorax my mother” — before
Prospero usurped it: “For I am all the subjects that you have, / Which first was mine
own king; and here you sty me / In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me / The
rest o’th’island” (1.2.342-45). Indeed, Prospero has occupied the island by possession
instead of on the principle of res nullius. Still, to maintain the pretence of res nullius, so
that his occupation persists under the rubric of Christian conduct, Prospero refutes
Caliban’s averment by labelling him as a “thing”. In doing so, he not only negates
Caliban’s status as a legal person and thereby his claim to the island, but he also
effectively assumes ownership of Caliban by extension because Caliban, being part of
the 1sland, is then considered res nullius as well.

It is no surprise then that Prospero’s acknowledgment of this ownership — “this thing
of darkness, I / Acknowledge mine” (5.1.274-75, emphasis J.H.) — contains a legal
import. According to the OED, “acknowledge” can mean “[t]o own as genuine, or of
legal force or validity” (1.c.), while also connoting “to recognize or confess [someone
or something] to be the thing specified. Also reflexive” (1.a.). Correspondingly, Urvashi
Chakravarty suggests that the legal signification of the word references a specific
Roman tradition: “Prospero’s ‘acknowledgment’ [...] evokes the juridical language of
confession which also recalls that other legal ceremony, the mancipatio” (189). As Gaius
laid out, the mancipatio was a Roman legal procedure by which the ownership of a slave
was transferred from the current proprietor to the next, and it was performed as follows:

in the presence of not less than 5 Roman citizens of full age and also of a sixth person, having the
same qualifications, known as the libripens (scale-holder), to hold a bronze scale, the party who
is taking by the mancipation, holding a bronze ingot, says: “I declare that this slave is mine by
Quiritary right, and be he purchased to me with this bronze ingot and bronze scale.” He then
strikes the scale with the ingot and gives it as a symbolic price to him from whom he is receiving
by the mancipation. (1.119)

In the presence of the noblemen as witnesses, Prospero’s acknowledgement of Caliban
does bear the legal significance of a mancipatio scenario. But while I concur that Caliban
is profoundly disenfranchised, it is difficult to see this moment’s resemblance to the

> See Lauren Benton and Benjamin Straumann, “Acquiring Empire by Law: From Roman Doctrine to
Early Modern European Practice.” (2010), pp. 19-20.
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9 Jifeng Huang

mancipatio, not least because Caliban was not transferred from another master to
Prospero. On the contrary, he had been the master of himself and of the island prior to
Prospero’s arrival. The operative Roman legal idea here is therefore less mancipatio than
res nullius, which, as I have mentioned above, proves particularly relevant to the early
modern European expansion. Using it as a discursive weapon, the European colonists
took possession of Indigenous lands and peoples simply because, for the colonists, they
were there for the taking. Exactly through this mechanism, Caliban is transformed into
a subhuman existence and hence legally disabled. Prospero’s act of acknowledging
Caliban, then, dovetails with naming him a “thing”, seeking together to validate the
ownership in legal discourse.

Moreover, the theological aspect of “confess” that “acknowledge” connotes in this
instant needs to be taken seriously. In view of the Edenic quality of the New World,
Prospero’s confession betrays the religious impetus for his subjugation of Caliban. For
the European voyagers, to be the governor of this second Eden — the realm of prosperity
and redemption — merited their custodianship of not just the native population’s material
resources but its spiritual life. As Richard Hakluyt’s The Principal Navigations (1589—
1600) documents, Sir George Peckham championed New World expeditions and
underscored the necessity of introducing God to the Amerindians for the sake of their
own spiritual deliverance:

those Countries are at this day inhabited with Savages (who have no knowledge of God:) Is it not
therefore (I say) to be lamented, that these poore Pagans, so long living in ignorance an idolatry,
and in sort thirsting after Christianitie, (as may appeare by the relation of such as have travailed
in those partes) that our hearts are so hardened, that fewe or none can be found which will put to
their helping hands, and apply themselves to the relieving of the miserable and wretched estate of
these sillie soules? (94)

Likewise, in 4 Discourse on Western Planting (1584), Hakluyt himself promotes the
mission of conversion and contends that the Amerindians require it of their own accord:
“the people of America crye oute onto us, their nexte neighboures, to come and helpe
them, and bringe unto them the gladd tidinges of the gospell” (10-11). Robert Johnson
also presents in Nova Britannia (1609) what he thinks is a chief goal of New World
expeditions: “to advance the kingdom of God by reducing savage people from their blind
superstition to the light of religion” (ibid., 11). Thus, the Christian faith was seen as the
remedy for the spiritual ignorance inherent in the New World, whose people were blind
to God and deaf to his gospel. Nevertheless, they were aware of their deficient
conditions and sought remedy for them. It was, therefore, believed to be an act of
benevolence, not of oppression, for a Christian to help what they saw as the ‘infirm’
native population and point them in the direction of true grace, which was then integral
to the former’s own path to salvation. In other words, being the spiritual custodian of
Indigenous peoples was seen as an indispensable responsibility for the New World
voyagers on their journey to redemption. Nonetheless, this task was not based on the
absence of Indigenous religions but on their very erasure. Just as Johnson’s phrase “blind
superstition” suggests, the Amerindians had their own gods, who were then deemed false
through the prism of Christianity. The enabling of the Christian voyagers’ spirituality
thus necessitated the disabling of Indigenous spirituality. Such is the case with Caliban,
who twice mentions the name of his and his mother Sycorax’s God “Setebos™ (1.2.375;
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10 The Tempest and the Disabling New World

5.1.261), a Patagonian deity.® On this basis, Prospero’s confession conveys a compound
message: his efforts notwithstanding, he failed to convert and reform the pagan Caliban;
this failure was primarily due to his spiritual incompetence, which he acknowledges as
his weakness. Yet, exactly through confession, he can regain spiritual strength and
proceed towards redemption.” His efforts prove fruitful shortly afterwards, as Caliban
concedes: “I’ll be wise hereafter, / And seek for grace” (5.1.292-93). It seems that by
observing Prospero’s confession, Caliban learns that acknowledging one’s own spiritual
failure is the right way to seek redemption, which prompts him to admit his previous
spiritual blindness and embrace his new faith. In this regard, for Prospero, his confession
not only facilitates his own spiritual elevation but also Caliban’s by serving as an
example of his conversion. Meanwhile, Prospero’s pursuit of redemption subsumes
Caliban as a supplement and erases his original faith, thereby disabling and eventually
effacing his spiritual sovereignty.

Prospero’s failure until this point was largely due to Caliban’s “darkness”, or so it is
suggested. As an overdetermined marker of Caliban’s racial Otherness, “darkness”
denotes a spectrum of meanings that are supposedly illustrative of his inferiority, such
as his physical difference and his ignorance. Kim Hall observes that “descriptions of
dark and light [...] became in the early modern period the conduit through which the
English began to formulate the notions of ‘self” and ‘other’ so well known in Anglo-
American racial discourses” (2). The dichotomy encompassed various aspects, ranging
from differences in physical appearance, disposition, behaviour, to religion. Considering
that Christianity was, in the words of Johnson, the “light of religion”, Indigenous
peoples’ pagan beliefs or spiritual ignorance would simply count as darkness.® The
‘dark’ Caliban, therefore, serves as a foil to Prospero and the other voyagers as they
settle in a new world as good, and evidently white, Christians. In this instance, the
religious and moral connotations of “darkness” are combined into that which is opposite
to illumination in Renaissance humanist terms. It signifies not just Caliban’s alleged
ignorance, but his alleged insusceptibility to ‘cultivation’. Earlier in the play, Miranda
accuses him of being an incorrigible miscreant despite her intention to educate him, an
attempt she herself depicts as an act of “goodness”:

® For discussions of Setebos as a reference to Caliban’s Indigenous identity, see Charles Frey, “The
Tempest and the New World.” (1979); Alden T. Vaughan, “Shakespeare’s Indian: The
Americanization of Caliban.” (1988); and Scott Manning Stevens, “Monstrous Indigeneity and the
Discourse of Race in Shakespeare’s England.” (2024).

7 For the connection between confession and grace, see The Bible: Authorized King James Version,
Proverbs 28.13: ““He that covereth his sins shall not prosper: but whoso confesseth and forsaketh them
shall have mercy”.

8 The notion that paganism equals darkness was proverbial in the Age of Discovery, see, for example,
Letters Patent NO. 48 issued in 1606 for the colonisation of Virginia, in Calendar of State Papers,
Colonial Series, America and West Indies, 1675-1676: “The King, greatly commending and
graciously accepting of their desires to the furtherance of so noble a work, which may, by the
Providence of Almighty God, hereafter tend to the Glory of His Divine Majesty, in propagating of
Christian Religion to such people, as yet live in darkness, and miserable ignorance of the true
knowledge and worship of God, and may in time bring the Infidels and Savages living in those parts,
to human civility”.
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Abhorréd slave,

Which any print of goodness wilt not take,

Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,

Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour

One thing or other. When thou didst not, savage,

Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like

A thing most brutish, I endowed thy purposes

With words that made them known. But thy vile race —
Though thou didst learn — had that in’t which good natures
Could not abide to be with; (1.2.351-60)

Enacted here is a humanist pedagogical scenario, where courses of ars rhetorica and
ethics were taught to schoolboys for them to become civilised gentlemen. In Miranda’s
portrayal, Caliban was a barbarian with no language or intelligent thoughts of his own;
and even after he learned their language, he could not take in the morals that came with
the courses she gave him. This frames Caliban as naturally devoid of, and incapable of
being instilled with, virtue. Miranda’s depiction of him creates a stark contrast between
Christian charity and barbaric vileness, which is further accentuated by Caliban’s
spurning the education he received: “You taught me language, and my profit on’t / Is, I
know how to curse” (1.2.363-64). Patricia Akhimie has noted that “[c]onduct is essential
to our understanding of race and class in the early modern period”, when non-dominant
and non-privileged social groups were characterised by “an inability to be better and
even to know better” (5). Thus, Miranda takes Caliban’s act of resistance as an act of
ingratitude. His unwillingness to comply with genteel behaviour is translated into the
reification of his “vile race” unable to be edified, or of him being “a born devil, on whose
nature / Nurture can never stick” (4.1.188-89). Meanwhile, through rehearsing the
pedagogical practices in the Renaissance schoolroom, Miranda reaffirms her and the
voyagers’ legitimacy in rebuilding a civic community in a new world by showing their
abilities to carry forward a humanist tradition and to perform what they deem
benevolence. Precisely in Miranda’s attempt to reform Caliban, she morally
incapacitates him.

The Material Disablement of Caliban

While Caliban’s retort expresses his resistance to the moral education imposed on him
and the discursive moral disablement associated with it, it also indicates the repercussion
of this imposition, i.e., his material disablement in terms of language. I here see language
not as a mere intracranial process, but an intra- and extracranial material phenomenon
formed, conveyed, and perceived with our bodies and social interactions.’ Linguistic
ability or disability, therefore, is conditioned by the synthesis of a subject’s cognitive
capacities, physical surroundings, social position, and cultural environment. Caliban’s
linguistic disablement is a material occurrence thereof. Perhaps a comparison of his

? For language as a material phenomenon from a sociolinguistic perspective, see Alastair Pennycook,
“After Words: There Is No Language without Materiality.” (2024); for language as a material
phenomenon from a philosophical perspective, see Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the
Discursive Limits of Sex (New York, 1993), esp. p. 68.
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response with an anecdote told by the Spanish Dominican missionary Domingo de Santo
Tomas would best illustrate this point:

It is of note that the Indians of Peru, before we Christians had come to them, had certain and
particular modes of swearing, distinct from ours. They had no assertive oaths, such as ‘by God’
or ‘by heaven’ but only execration or curses...e.g. ‘if I am not telling the truth, may the sun kill
me’ they said mana checcanta fiiptiy, indi guaiiuchivancmancha...Once when | asked a chieftain
in a certain province if he was a Christian, he said ‘I am not yet quite one, but I am making a
beginning.’ I asked him what he knew of being Christian, and he said: ‘I know how to swear to
God, and play cards a bit, and I am beginning to steal.” (qtd. in Ostler 334)

Not unlike the situation of this chieftain, Caliban’s acquired ability to curse embodies
the destructive replacement of Indigenous language systems by colonial ones. Miranda’s
programme of educational reform is based on the dual role of (a European) language.
As understood by Renaissance humanists and early modern expansionists alike,
language served both as a tool for understanding and embracing the true faith and as an
instrument of empire.!® As a result of this linguistic colonialism, which purported to
advance progress through supplanting ‘vulgar’ (Indigenous) languages with ‘civilised’
(imperialist) ones, native cultural traditions conveyed through and tightly connected to
Indigenous languages gave way to those of the colonisers. Caliban, however, uses his
oppressors’ language to talk back, reversing the denigration by calling it out for being
vulgar and at times pillorying their misdeeds in return. Nevertheless, he cannot reverse
the processes in which this language disables his native tongue and wears away his
Indigenous identity, processes that are traceable exactly in his retort.

Caliban’s material disablement lies substantially in his body as well. As Prospero
admits to Miranda, the smooth-running island is not sustained by its automatic
productivity, but largely by the gruelling work he subjects Caliban to: “We cannot miss
him. He does make our fire, / Fetch in our wood, and serves in offices / That profits us”
(1.2.312-14). Such forced labour paralleling the enslaved experience documented by
Las Casas might of course have caused Caliban multiple health problems. Yet what
leaves more directly perceivable impairments on Caliban is the corporal punishment
Prospero inflicts on him. Throughout the play, we learn about the various ways of
physical torture Prospero employs to punish Caliban, such as those listed in Prospero’s
threat here:

tonight thou shalt have cramps,

Side-stitches that shall pen thy breath up; urchins
Shall, for that vast of night that they may work,
All exercise on thee; thou shalt be pinched

As thick as honeycomb (1.2.326-30)

Often, Prospero’s spirits execute the torture at his bidding, as Caliban recounts:

Sometime like apes, that mow and chatter at me
And after bite me; then like hedgehogs, which
Lie tumbling in my barefoot way and mount

10 See Stephen J. Greenblatt, Learning to Curse: Essays in Early Modern Culture (New York, 1990),
pp. 17-23.
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Their pricks at my footfall (2.2.9-12)

These impairments inevitably disfigure Caliban, turning him into “strange stuft”
(4.1.232), or a “monster” (2.2.28) that fits the racialised profile painted to rationalise his
enslavement. Moreover, such torture takes a toll on Caliban’s mental state, as he
complains that the adders Prospero sometimes sets to wound him, “[d]o hiss [him] into
madness” (2.2.14). Thus, the corporal punishment of Caliban not only aims to discipline
him, it has also moulded him into a physically deformed and mentally unsound ward in
need of Prospero’s guardianship. He thereby embodies a disabled Other that colonialist
narratives would purport to be the ground for, instead of an effect of, colonization.

Conclusion

As a material manifestation of colonial disablement, Caliban’s monstrosity is a chimera,
with discursive distortion, physical disfigurement, and his bodily difference
superimposed. Seeing the New World as a destination of conquest as well as a second
Eden, early modern European voyagers occupied the territory for the expansion of their
kingdoms on earth and for the prospect of reaching the Kingdom of God. To justify their
occupation, they erased Indigenous autonomy by discursively pathologising Indigenous
peoples to change them into invalid beings ineligible to assume ownership of their lands
and of themselves. As a result of such pathologisation, Caliban is legally, spiritually, and
morally disabled. To materially perpetuate this disablement, the colonist Prospero in turn
inflicts constant torture on Caliban to produce a non-normative embodiment that the
discourse of colonial disablement substantively hinges upon.

Works Cited

“Acknowledge.” Oxford English Dictionary. Oxford University Press, 2009. 07
February 2024.

Akhimie, Patricia. Shakespeare and the Cultivation of Difference: Race and Conduct in
the Early Modern World. New York: Routledge, 2018.

Alexander VI. “Inter Caetera. May 4, 1493.” European Treaties bearing on the History
of the United States and Its Dependencies to 1648. Ed. Frances Gardiner
Davenport. Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1917. 71-78.

Barlowe, Arthur. The Roanoke Voyages, 1584-1590: Documents to illustrate the English
Voyages to North America under the Patent granted to Walter Raleigh in 1584,
Volumes I. Ed. David Beers Quinn. Surrey: Ashgate, 2010.

Benton, Lauren, and Benjamin Straumann. “Acquiring Empire by Law: From Roman
Doctrine to Early Modern European Practice.” Law and History Review, Vol. 28,
No. 1 (February, 2010): 1- 38.

Berger, Adolf. Encyclopedic Dictionary of Roman Law. Philadelphia: American
Philosophical Society, 1953.

https://shakespeare-gesellschaft.de/publikationen/shakespeare-seminar-online/



14 The Tempest and the Disabling New World

Buckland, W. W. Roman Law of Slavery: The Condition of the Slave in Private Law from
Augustus to Justinian. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1908.

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

Calendar of State Papers, Colonial Series, America and West Indies, 1675-1676, Also
Addenda, 1574-1674. Ed. W. Noel Sainsbury. London: The Stationery Office,
UK, 1893.

Chakravarty, Urvashi. Fictions of Consent: Slavery, Servitude, and Free Service in Early
Modern England. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2022.

de las Casas, Bartolomé. 4 Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies. Ed. and trans.
Nigel Griffin. London: Penguin Books, 1992.

Frey, Charles. “The Tempest and the New World.” Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 30, No.
1 (Winter, 1979): 29-41.

Gaius. The Institutes of Gaius Part I. Trans. Francis de Zulueta. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1946.

Greenblatt, Stephen J. Learning to Curse: Essays in Early Modern Culture. New York:
Routledge, 1990.

Hakluyt, Richard. Documentary History of the State of Maine, Vol. 2: Containing a
Discourse on Western Planting. Ed. Charles Deane. Cambridge: The Maine
Historical Society, 1877.

Hakluyt, Richard. The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of
the English Nation; Volume VIII. Glasgow: James MacLehose and Sons, 1904.

Hall, Kim F. Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern
England. Tthaca: Cornell University Press, 1995.

Johnson, Robert. Nova Britannia: Offering Most Excellent Fruits by Planting in
Virginia, Exciting All Such as Be Well Affected to Further the Same. London:
Samuel Macham, 1609.

Kurki, Visa A.J. 4 Theory of Legal Personhood. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019.

Lupton, Julia Reinhard. “Creature Caliban.” Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 51, No. 1
(Spring, 2000): 1-23.

Mair, John. “In Secundum Librum Sententiarum (1519).” Race in Early Modern
England: A Documentary Companion. Eds. Loomba, Ania and Jonathan Burton.
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. 77.

Ostler, Nicholas. Empires of the Word: A Language History of the World. New York:
Harper Perennial, 2006.

Pagden, Anthony. The Fall of Natural Man: The American Indian and the Origins of
Comparative Ethnology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982.
Pennycook, Alastair. “After Words: There Is No Language without Materiality.” Signs

and Society, Vol. 12, No. 1 (Winter, 2024): 109-123.

Purchas, Samuel. Hakluytus Posthumus, or Purchas his Pilgrimes: Contayning a
History of the World in sea Voyages and Lande Travells by Englishmen and
Others; Volume I. Glasgow: James MacLehose and Sons, 1905.

Senier, Siobhan. “Disability in Indigenous Literature.” The Routledge Companion to
Literature and Disability. Ed. Alice Hall. Oxon: Routledge, 2020. 9-20.

Shakespeare Seminar 21 (2024)



15 Jifeng Huang

Shakespeare, William. The Tempest. Ed. David Lindley. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002.

Siebers, Tobin. Disability Theory. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2008.

Smith, John. 4 True Relation of Virginia. Ed. Charles Dean. Boston: Wiggin and Lunt,
1866.

Stevens, Scott Manning. “Monstrous Indigeneity and the Discourse of Race in
Shakespeare’s England.” The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Race. Ed.
Patricia Akhimie. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2024. 129-153.

The Bible: Authorized King James Version. Ed. Robert Carroll. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2008.

Vaughan, Alden T. “Shakespeare’s Indian: The Americanization of Caliban.”
Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 39, No. 2 (Summer, 1988): 137-153.

Williams, Katherine Schaap. Unfixable Forms: Disability, Performance, and the Early
Modern English Theater. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2021.

Zusammenfassung

In diesem Beitrag wird untersucht, wie Kolonialismus in Shakespeares The Tempest Behinderungen
generiert. Ausgehend von/Unter Beriicksichtigung der Vision des Paradieses, die englische Reisende in
die Neue Welt trieb, argumentiere ich, dass das Ziel der Erldsung — das sowohl im Stiick angelegt ist als
auch als eine wichtige Grundlage frithneuzeitlicher Entdeckungsfahrten bildete — die Unterwerfung von
Alteritdt im Modus der Behinderung beinhaltet. Der Beitrag greift auf Erkenntnisse der /ndigenous
Studies und der Disability Studies zuriick und untersucht die diskursiven und materiellen Aspekte, durch
welche der Kolonialismus der Neuen Welt die Behinderung von Indigenitit im Stiick anstrebt, von der
er gleichzeitig abhéngig ist.
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DEFYING THE TRAGEDY:
QUEER, BLACK HAMLET AND THE FUTURITY OF DEATH IN JAMES
IJAMES’S FAT HAM

by

NATALIE ZWATZ

What happens, when Hamlet, prince of Denmark, is turned into a Black, queer, plus-size
“kind of Hamlet” (Ijames 5) who struggles with love, friendship, and the task of killing
his uncle during a family barbecue in the US South? Fat Ham, a 2022 Pulitzer Prize-
winning adaptation of Shakespeare’s play, explores this scenario and concludes that a
Black, queer Hamlet is able to overcome the Shakespearean tragedy and escape the
repetitive cycles of revenge and violence. Set in a private American backyard rather than
a Scandinavian castle, James [james’s play not only transforms the setting but also the
characters of Hamlet. Shakespeare’s brooding main character turns into the shy
“Mama’s Boy” (Ijames 43) Juicy, who is accompanied by his best friends, pothead and
part-time philosopher Tio (Horatio), and lesbian feminist Opal (Ophelia). The play
unfolds over the course of one afternoon, where Juicy not only faces the ghost of his
recently deceased father Pap (Old Hamlet), but also the task of avenging him. When he
died, Pap was imprisoned because he killed a man for having bad breath (Ijames 5, 23).
As a ghost, he now claims that his brother, Rev (Claudius), conspired to have him killed.
Add the outgoing and hypersexual Tedra as Gertrude, religious Rabbie as Polonius, and
Juicy’s love interest Larry as Laertes, and Fat Ham successfully creates a Black, queer
Hamlet adaptation that is able to rewrite the revenge tragedy. As Blackness and
queerness both defy the restrictions of a society in which whiteness and heterosexuality
are unmarked and invisible (Reddy 55; see also Gillen 5), James Ijames’s play utilises
the visibility of Otherness to transform Shakespeare’s tragedy that destroys futurity into
a narrative that creates it.*! This paper analyses how the play uses categories of race,
sexuality, and gender to create a work where, as The Pulitzer Prizes claims, “the only
death is patriarchy” (The Pulitzer Prizes).  will argue that Fat Ham embraces the themes
of revenge, masculinity, and futurity ingrained in Hamlet while defying their tragic
implications as well as death as the inevitable ending of a revenge tragedy. By
employing theories on Reproductive Futurism, Queer Negativity, and the Freudian death
drive and complementing them with theories on Afropessimism,? my paper examines

! To differentiate between colour and political category, ‘white’ and ‘whiteness’ will be written in italics
when referring to the latter while Black will only be used in its capitalised form to indicate the cultural,
historical and identitarian value behind the term.

2 This spelling of Afropessimism will be employed instead of the hyphenated version (Afro-pessimism)
in compliance with Lewis R. Gordon’s argument for the erasure of the hyphen to eliminate the
ambiguity between “pessimistic people of African descent and theoretical pessimism” (Gordon et al.
105).
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how those concepts enable the play to explore hope for the future within the death-
oriented narrative of the Shakespearean play. Ultimately, I will show that Fat Ham is an
inherently queer and Black play specifically because it defies structures that define its
source material Hamlet. Through this defiance and the utilisation of Queer Negativity
and Afropessimism that appear predestined to be fulfilled in a Black, Queer Hamlet
adaptation, the play not only portrays but enacts queerness and Blackness as future-
oriented alternatives to the whiteness and straightness of its Shakespearean blueprint.

Twenty-first-century Shakespeare studies showcase an increased interest in concepts
of sexuality (Freccero, Menon, Sanchez) and race (Burt, Gillen, Smith). Likewise,
Shakespeare receives more attention from Queer Theorists (Edelman “Against
Survival”, Freeman), illustrating the potential for non-white and non-hetero adaptations
and their analyses. My paper situates itself within this framework of current Shakespeare
research and combines these two strands of theory in its reading of Fat Ham while
highlighting the potential of Black and queer readings of Shakespeare’s plays and their
adaptations.

Defining the Undefinable

Maureen Reddy explores the mutual invisibility of heterosexuality and whiteness in
contrast to the visibility of queerness and Blackness and concludes that the

systems of privilege — particularly normative whiteness and normative heterosexuality — are
mutually reinforcing. [...] Whiteness and heterosexuality seem invisible, transparent, to those
who are white and/or heterosexual; they are simply norms. In contrast, whiteness makes itself
hypervisible to those who are not white, much as heterosexuality forces itself upon the
consciousnesses of gays and lesbians. (55, emphasis in original).

Through this analysis, Reddy not only insightfully works out the particularities of queer
and Black visibility in a white, heteronormative world but also puts both categories in
opposition to this normative setting and hence aligns them with each other. Similar to
Reddy, Eyo Ewara also defines both queerness and Blackness through their opposition
to and “estrangement” from a white, heteronormative society (2, 4-6). In his essay, he
describes “blackness and queerness as particular forms of unintelligibility” (Ewara 3,
emphasis in original) that characterise both categories as “inimical to the home — at least
in its straight, white, dominant iterations” (Ewara 3). This indicates a bond between both
through their incomprehensibility as the product of Otherness and unites both concepts
in their mutual contrast to normativity.

Accordingly, queerness has often been described as a term and concept that is “used
to contrast the cultural and political power that demands knowledge of any identity
defined in transparent and fixed terms” (Stanivukovic 7). Based on this, a definition for
queerness seems impossible because it would contradict the very idea of queerness.
However, based on the idea that the queer occupies a distinct place outside of knowledge
and fixed terminology, sometimes even outside of the idea of being, Lee Edelman has
argued that queerness “occupies the place of the zero, the nothing” (“Against Survival”
149) and defines that which is queer as “radically opposed to normativity and so to the
order of identity” (“Against Survival” 149). Similarly, Eric Stanley adopts the idea of
the queer as “zero” and argues for queerness as a “non-identity” or “nonexistence”,
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which, through this non-beingness, challenges established structures and ideas (2).
Ewara expands this idea of queer as the Other, the undefinable and non-identity to
describe what then makes a particular work of fiction or art queer. Referencing Queer
theorist José Esteban Mufioz, he states that “certain works of art are queer in that they
point not just to failures or resistances of meaning, but to alternative possibilities of
sense and meaning” (Ewara 5), constructing queerness not only as the Other but also as
an alternative to the current status quo. This oppositionality to established structures is
made visible in an adaptation like Fat Ham, which consciously plays with canonised
material and queers it with regard to characters, plot, and genre, illustrating the
theoretical bandwidth of queerness that goes beyond conceptions of sexuality.

Like queerness, Blackness is a concept that has social, political, and theoretical
implications that can differ hugely from each other, revealing Blackness to be not merely
a descriptive term, but rather an ontologically loaded one. Being Black or being
perceived as Black is simultaneously a performance or “a doing” of race (Muiioz,
“Feeling Brown” 679) and a way of being and feeling (Mufioz, “Feeling Brown”)? as it
1s an ostensible characteristic (see Burt 203). This performative aspect of Blackness,
both Black in the social, political, and ontological sense, as well as Black as a theoretical
groundwork, highlight the idea of being something other than the ‘norm’. Connected to
this idea of the Other, the concepts of Blackness and queerness are defined as being
something so distant and “estranged” from normative whiteness and heterosexuality that
they are made “unintelligible” (Ewara 2). Collectively, those observations on race in
general and Blackness, more specifically, make up the groundwork of my conception of
Blackness in this article. The terms ‘Black’ and ‘Blackness’ will hence include
ontological ideas of what it means to be Black in a society that assumes whiteness as the
invisible norm, whereas Blackness is always visible and therefore outlines the definition
of ‘race’ politically and socially (Reddy 55). Additionally, my usage of those terms
includes a theoretical framework that utilises the idea of Blackness as Otherness to
develop a new reading of race as an indication for differentiation, estrangement, and
deliberate opposition very similar to the usage of queerness. Consistent with this
comparison, multiple attempts have been made to parallel the positionality of queerness
with that of Blackness (Bliss 91; see also Reddy, Harper et al.).This informs my
understanding of Blackness and queerness in my analysis of Fat Ham as interconnected
through their mutual embodiment of nonconformity, difference and oppositionality in a
society of normative whiteness and heterosexuality.* Despite these overlaps, I want to
emphasise that Blackness and queerness, while both oppositional to normativity,
embody different forms of visibility in cultural and societal contexts. Accordingly, there

3 Mufioz connects emotions and feelings with race and defines “feeling brown” as “a mode of racial
performativity, a doing within the social that surpasses limitations of epistemological renderings of race”
(“Feeling Brown” 687).

% Those theories on normative whiteness and heterosexuality as well as the majority of the secondary
literature employed in this paper have a European and North American background. While this
background corresponds with the cultural background of the primary works, the theories used here do
not represent the broad, global sphere of Black and Queer Studies.
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has also been criticism of theoretical frameworks that align or completely equate those
terms, which will be discussed in detail in the following.

Queer Afropessimism

Resulting from the previously discussed concept of Otherness and the theoretical
assumption of queer as the zero and that which opposes normativity, queerness has been
perceived as a mode of “unbelonging” (Caserio in Caserio et al. 819). Multiple Queer
Theorists have referred to this mode as Queer Negativity, relying on the notion that “the
queer subject has been bound to negativity, to nonproduction, to unintelligibility, to the
grave” (Deutscher 58). Deutscher’s description here already invokes the image of
Hamlet as one of Shakespeare’s characters most concerned with pessimism, death, and
the unintelligibility of his own family tragedy. Adaptations like Fat Ham that
consciously play with those queer undertones in Hamlet work out and make visible those
relations. This Queer Negativity approach further negates society’s expectations of
heteronormativity and defies fixed definitions and knowledge (Edelman in Caserio et
al. 822). Associating queerness with negativity presents an opportunity to seek power in
difference and the defiance of what is portrayed as neutral and ‘positive’: Structure,
identification, and normalisation. When heteronormativity and cisgender ideology
define the political and social framework, everything that defies those ideas is hence
“politically, socially, and ontologically negative” (Clark 12). Queer Negativity is,
therefore, an approach to actively utilise the antisocial position of queer people and find
strength in the opposition to normativity. The Antisocial Thesis, first formulated in Leo
Bersani’s Homos (1995), that is implied here argues for a general “queer unbelonging”
(Caserio in Caserio et al. 819). Further explored by Lee Edelman, this concept claims
that queer people should not aim at being included in a society that positions them on
the outside but “[r]ather than rejecting, with liberal discourse, this ascription of
negativity to the queer, we might [...] do better to consider accepting and even
embracing it” (No Future 4).

Based on those ideas of Queer Negativity and the opposition of queerness to
reproduction, Edelman formulates his theories of Reproductive Futurism and Anti-
Futurity. For Edelman, the approach of Queer Negativity is strongly connected to these
concepts as well as to what he calls the “Futurch” (Edelman in Caserio et al. 821-2), the
belief in and acting for the future. Edelman’s Queer Negativity negates not only current
societal structures but also questions the heteronormative focus on the future,
represented through the Child as a product of heterosexual relationships. The apparent
absence of this Child in homosexual relationships represents a denial of futurity through
the lack of reproduction. In this concept, the Child is the symbol of futurity, and for
Edelman a “pervasive invocation” that represents “futurity’s unquestioned value” (No
Future 3). He identifies it as the motivation for all political action and a representation
of reproduction not only biologically but also ideologically (Deutscher 44). Queer
people that are currently in opposition to the social are hence still antisocial in the future,
indicating a form of stagnation and a future that is not really a future, but rather, more
of the same present.
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Lee Edelman also analyses Hamlet in light of this theoretical framework and
identifies survival, death, and futurity as core queer components of the play. His concept
of Reproductive Futurism plays a prominent role in the analysis of Hamlet’s actions,
especially his death scene where he urges Horatio to live on “To tell [his] story”
(Shakespeare, Hamlet 5.3.333). Edelman identifies in this the need for reproduction that
would be represented by the Child in heterosexual relationships but is here achieved
through storytelling and myth (“Wounded Name” 104). Edelman further elaborates this
point in an essay in the Shakespeare Quarterly and claims that Hamlet, by following his
“duty to set time right, [...] keeps it out of joint, becoming thereby prototype of the
modern subject as Child, the subject who attempts, through an infinite future, to make
present a ghostly past” (“Against Survival” 167).

In his analysis and the conclusion that there is no future for queer people, Edelman
understands the Freudian death drive as inherent to queerness on the levels of identity,
definition, and objective (No Future 22). Queerness is a reenactment of the death drive
which “names what the queer, in the order of the social, is called forth to figure: the
negativity opposed to every form of social viability” (No Future 9). It further represents
the looming failure of the current system that threatens the promise of futurity (No
Future 25-6). Combining multiple queer concepts through inclusion and expression, the
death drive, for Edelman, is a driving force for all social and anti-social action and is
bound to the idea of the future and the symbol of the Child insofar as it motivates
reproduction as a promise for futurity and fixation of identity (No Future 25-6). Edelman
urges to resist this obsession with the future and argues for a queer Anti-Futurity by
connecting this resistance with his definition of queerness, concluding that “what is
queerest about us, queerest within us, and queerest despite us is this willingness to insist
intransitively — to insist that the future stop here” (No Future 31).

A similar focus on death and futurity is evident in theories of Black Studies such as
Afropessimism and Social Death to analyse the social position of Black people.
Essential for the construction of those concepts are the works of Saidiya Hartman, Jared
Sexton, and Frank B. Wilderson III., who see a connection between Blackness and death
and “find that blackness carries on the traumatic past of slavery” (Clark 15). Slavery’s
“afterlife”, a term established by Hartman, is at the forefront of this theory and describes
the ongoing discrimination against Black people in America as a result and lasting
influence of slavery. Based on this assumption, Wilderson goes as far as saying “that
Blackness is coterminous with slaveness: Blackness is social death” (“Social Death”
139). Sexton describes the existence of Black people in America as “the social life of
social death” (15) and defines both terms with reference to slavery: “social death might
be thought of as another name for slavery and an attempt to think about what it
comprises, and social life, then, another name for freedom” (16-17). He defines
Blackness as a form of liminal being, being alive while being socially dead, and refers
to Hartman’s “afterlife” by describing this form of being as “a type of living on that
survives after a type of death” (Sexton 23). This death is the social exclusion and anti-
Black violence Black people are confronted with in a normatively white society: “black
life is lived in social death” (Sexton 29). Sexton invokes Wilderson when considering
how all Black actions are “haunted by this sense of grammar and ghosts, of a structure
and a memory of its (still) coming into being through and as violence” (33). Blackness
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and its portrayal are never separated from the memory of slavery and are, to this day,
“haunted” by it. This haunting is not only influential internally but also shapes the
position of Black people as situated outside of a society in which whiteness is the
“invisible” norm (Reddy 55). Afropessimism, then, is a mode of reading through and
with this “afterlife” and the position of social death that is aware of a Black reality
“haunted” by the past.

The notion of hauntedness and the ghostly presence of the past conjures the image of
Old Hamlet’s ghost, who leads Hamlet on a journey of violence and death. This connects
Shakespeare’s play to the concept of a Black present haunted by the past as well as Carla
Freccero’s concept of queer spectrality. In Queer/Early/Modern, Freccero asserts that
“queer historicism registers the affective investments of the present in the past” that
harbors “a traumatic pain whose ethical insistence is to ‘live to tell’” (79), an invocation
of Hamlet’s plea to Horatio to live on “to tell my story” (5.3.333) that connects the
haunted experience of queerness and Blackness with the Bard’s revenge tragedy.

Despite the lack of apparent Black characters in Hamlet, the play has also been
analysed concerning race by scholars like Ian Smith, who identified an essential
Blackness present in Shakespeare’s tragedy. He locates race in the defining inwardness
of the play that indicates a reading of race as a “withdrawal from the externality of social
instruments of exploitation and violence as well as the politics of oppression and white
supremacy’” (120; see also Gillen 4). Furthermore, Smith turns to the Second Quarto and
the First Folio to analyse the language shift in the usage of ‘Moore’ versus the modern
‘moor’ in translations of the bedroom scene. He indicates that Hamlet originally refers
to his murderous uncle as a ‘Moore’, a word choice that has been changed to the now
more common “moor” (Hamlet 3.4.65) to contradict the “fair mountain” (Hamlet
3.4.74) that represents Old Hamlet:

Hamlet’s naming the deceitful, murderous Claudius a ‘Moore’ betrays a sinister and fairly rapid
evolution in early modern racial thinking: in Hamlet’s mind, violence is already racialized and
attached specifically to a black identity and population (Smith 122).

This contradiction has been turned into a contrast of nature rather than one of race in
most modern translations. However, this does not eradicate the originally implied racial
connotations that contrast the good, dead, white king with the villainous, brother-
murdering, Black Claudius. Those racialised readings of good versus bad and white
versus Black continue in Hamlet’s recitation of the Pyrrhus monologue where he
describes Pyrrhus as “he whose sable arms,/ Black as his purpose, did the night
resemble” (Hamlet 2.2.390-1), a deliberate choice to portray the monstrous killer as a
vicious Black man despite him never being described as Black in the Greek source
material (Smith 132).

Drawing from those representations of race in mode, language, and action, Smith
argues that “Hamlet, like Othello, is a Black play, and Shakespeare’s Hamlet is a white
man navigating his complicated relationship to Blackness through a uniquely theatrical
prism” (146). Superseding the limitations of one play, Smith concludes from the usage
of Blackness in Hamlet that Blackness in the Early Modern context represents a new
epic mode and establishes a new archetype: the “theatrical Violent Black Man type” (21)
that reduces a Black, male character to “a usable commercial formula of race and
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masculinity” (148). Smith’s analysis is especially insightful because it illustrates that
Blackness and negotiations of race are already inherent in Hamlet. This reveals a new
level of analysis for an adaptation like Fat Ham that uses those implications and
visualises, articulates, and discusses them in and through a new setting.

Queer Negativity and Afropessimism are therefore united in their
negative/pessimistic mode of thinking that is employed to describe the lived experiences
of queer and Black people alike. Similarly, the reflection about death is a common
demeanour that informs both theoretical approaches. Shakespeare’s tragedy and its
central character are equally defined by encounters with and thinking about death, which
highlights the potential of a Black, queer Hamlet adaptation like Fat Ham: “Death marks
the starting point of these conversations, since coherent subjectivity, humanity, and even
life are not guarantees for blackness and queerness” (Clark 13). Lastly, futurity or rather
the absence thereof can be named as a third commonality, as Muiioz states: “the future
1s only the stuff of some kids. Racialized kids, queer kids, are not the sovereign princes
of futurity” (Cruising Utopia 95 qtd. in Bliss 85). Yet, Queer concepts such as Edelman’s
No Future have also faced significant criticism for representing only a certain group of
queer people: mostly whife, male queers, that seem to have a guarantee for futurity in
contrast to queer people of colour and are hence able to refuse it (Bliss 85). Many critics
have highlighted the lack of intersectionality in Queer Theory and worked out
approaches that include an awareness of race. James Bliss, for example, aimed to
incorporate a Black feminist viewpoint into Lee Edelman’s futurity. In his 2015 article
“Hope Against Hope”, Bliss argues that “neither Edelman nor his utopian critics seem
willing or able to imagine a mode of reproduction that is not reproductive futurism; that
1s, Black reproduction” (85). Bliss here positions Black, heterosexual reproduction
outside of the future-oriented reproduction of white, heterosexual people. In a
combination of Hortense Spillers’s approach that constitutes the Black family inherently
outside of the symbolic idea of the family (Bliss 85 ref. to Spillers) and Orlando
Patterson’s concept of “natal alienation” (Patterson qtd. in Bliss 85) that defines
Blackness, Bliss criticises that Edelman’s rejection of futurity “in the name of the queer”
(85) is exclusively available to white queers because Black reproduction is always
already futureless (85): “from within the logics of reproductive futurity and colonial
reality, a black future looks like no future at all” (Keeling 578 qtd. in Bliss 95).

Queer of colour critics like James Bliss hence consider Black reproduction to be a
“reproduction without futurity” (86) in opposition to the futurity without reproduction
of queer utopians and the anti-futurity of Queer Negativity. Accordingly, Brooke Clark
presents Blackness and queerness in opposition to each other, “blackness with [an]
ongoing past, queerness with a nonexistent future” (20). Therefore, queer, Black people
are positioned within an infinite past with no future, creating a liminal space in which
time is simultaneously unending, and not present — an almost timeless space. This
temporal aspect is particularly fruitful for the analysis of plays like Hamlet and its
adaptations, where borders of time continue to be transgressed through the ghostly
returns of the past to haunt the present and shape the future. The defining aspects that
evolved from this combination of Queer Theory and Afropessimism — temporality,
futurity, and death — are therefore crucial for the analysis of a Black, queer adaptation
of Hamlet where time is famously “out of joint” (1.5.186).
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“One Beating Heart”:
Reproductive Futurism, Negativity, and Revenge in Fat Ham

One of the key differences between Fat Ham and its Shakespearean blueprint lies in the
clear definition of the character of Old Hamlet as a villain in his role as Pap in Fat Ham.
Where Hamlet recipients are left to wonder why Claudius decided to kill his brother and
whether the old king was deserving of his death, Pap is explicitly described and
presented as a bad character who was disliked by most, even his own wife (Ijames 32).
Furthermore, Pap is a violent person himself, which is clearly spelt out when he
describes in detail how he wants his brother to be killed by Juicy (Ijames 27).
Additionally, Pap himself was imprisoned for murder at the time of his death (Ijames 5;
23). However, this does not redeem the Claudius character Rev. On the contrary, the
character descriptions establish that both are supposed to be played by the same actor
(Ijames 6), providing an important detail for how those two patriarchal characters are
supposed to be perceived. Instead of using the concept of a bad Old Hamlet/Pap as a
tool to exonerate Claudius/Rev, [james, by establishing them as villainous patriarchs,
makes clear that both men represent traditional, homophobic, misogynistic, and harmful
masculinity that puts pressure not only on the women in their lives but also the Hamlet
character Juicy. Implementing Edelman’s concept of Reproductive Futurism and the
idea of the Child as a symbol for the future highlights that the idea of self-reproduction
and continuing legacy is “a heteronormative fixation, a conservatism (and a
conservationism) of the ego” (Deutscher 40). This fixation is the quintessence of Hamlet
and Pap, like Old Hamlet, expects his son to structure his life based on premises and
ideals that are not his own, but his father’s. As a ghost, he argues that father and son are
supposed to be “one beating heart” (Ijames 18) because Juicy is his “namesake” (Ijames
18). His focus on the future and the need to have meaning after death is, therefore, the
underlying motivation for the return of the ghost and the need for revenge.

The conversations between son and ghost in both Hamlet and Fat Ham are therefore
loaded with the same idea of the future and its importance — Edelman’s Futurch. This
queer reading of the ghost scene in Fat Ham can be further supplemented by the
Afropessimistic assumption that a Black present is always haunted by the memories of
the past that often manifest themselves as violence (Sexton 33). Past, Blackness,
queerness, and violence are all intertwined and become manifest in the father’s ghost
that haunts the son. Like Hamlet, Juicy is confronted with the choice of clinging to the
past or creating a future. But while Hamlet chooses past and violence, Juicy utilises this
position to reflect on being Black and queer in a world where those terms dictate social
death. The cycles of murder, loss, and revenge that are reproduced repeatedly in Hamlet
therefore enable a reading of the tragedy as a form of reproduction without future (Bliss
86). The defining difference in Fat Ham is that this form of reproduction is refused by
Juicy. By denying his father to be avenged through his son, Juicy breaks the vicious
cycle of death, but more importantly, he breaks the cycle of expectation, reproduction,
and heteronormative masculinity.

But if Fat Ham, as a Hamlet adaptation, actively refuses to enact revenge, can the
play still be considered a revenge tragedy? According to Stevie Simkin’s and Ian Smith’s
definitions, revenge tragedies must include “explicitly staged violence” (Simkin 9 qtd.

https://shakespeare-gesellschaft.de/publikationen/shakespeare-seminar-online/



24 Queer Black Hamlet and the Futurity of Death

in Smith 123) as well as “deception, gruesome deaths, ghosts, skulls, madness, and
horror” (Smith 123). The lack of those and, not least, the lack of vengeance itself would
be enough to argue that Fat Ham escapes the genre of its source material. While all
remaining characters do attempt to kill each other after Rev’s accidental death (Ijames
149-51), there is no incident of a plotted death or any form of active violence that results
in death. In contrast, Juicy even attempts to save Rev, but Rev’s refusal to receive help
from a gay man not only leads to his demise but also classifies his death as a product of
homophobia. Consequently, Juicy’s queerness, which contributes to the estrangement
from his father and results in his refusal of revenge, contributes to the overall queerness
of the play by rewriting the script of a revenge tragedy. Queerness, in this context, is to
be understood in its theoretical sense that highlights difference and non-conformity
(Edelman “Against Survival” 149, Ewara 2, Stanley 14, Stanivukovic 7), which is
evident in the lack of explicit, violent death, vengeance, and plotting as well as the
conscious decision not to reproduce the toxic behavioural patterns that his father and
uncle expect from Juicy. Fat Ham hence queers Hamlet not only through the characters
of the play but more importantly by refusing the revenge dramaturgy of its
Shakespearean template, providing the Bard with an afterlife through a deliberate
queering of his material.

“Softness. Tenderness. Realness.”: Queering Masculinity

In almost every conversation between Rev and Juicy, Rev is adamant about highlighting
the differences between them, and he contrasts Juicy to himself and his brother: “You
was nothing like your daddy or like me. / You was soft” (Ijames 45). Based on this
contrast, we can make multiple assumptions on what Rev defines as ‘being soft’. Two
possible readings of this are Juicy being plus-size or his interest in learning and studying.
Juicy’s continuous quotations of and references to Shakespeare further play into a
potential reading of ‘softness’ as education or a representation of high culture.® For the
purpose of this analysis, however, the most fruitful reading of softness is that of
queerness, which can be combined with Juicy’s elaborate manner of speaking that
differentiates him from the other characters. As Menon has pointed out for some
Shakespearean characters, “queerness is largely traced in and as a verbal outline” (15).
This reading is further underlined by a homophobic comment from Fat Ham’s Polonius,
Rabby, who calls Juicy a “sissy” (Ijames 129) and the realisation that the Gertrude
character Tedra also knew about her son’s sexuality (Ijames 62). Similar to Pap’s
expectation that Juicy will carry on his violent legacy, both Rev and Pap also expect
Juicy to reproduce their ideals of masculinity that clash with his queer identity.

When Juicy talks to the audience about a present he received from his mother at a
young age — a Black Barbie — this expectation of masculinity is violently contrasted with
femininity and queerness: “The doll was mine and taught me beauty. / Softness.
Tenderness. Realness” (Ijames 59). The positive memory is overshadowed by the

® This invites a reading of heteronormative masculinity as oppositional to high culture and literature that
cannot be explored in detail within the scope of this paper but exemplifies an opportunity for further
analysis.
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reaction of his father: “Pap took the doll I loved so much and threw it in the smoker. /
[...] Just be a man, just be more like the boys.” (Ijames 59). This brings the play’s setting
to the foreground. Fat Ham is set in a backyard in the US South with a barbecue at its
centre and, more specifically, the smoker in which Pap burned Juicy’s Barbie. In Juicy’s
childhood memory, the smoker becomes a symbol of toxic masculinity and aggression
against anything non-male, non-hetero, and non-cis. The fact that Rev, the perfect
substitute for Pap, now spends most of his time at the smoker (Ijames 36, 43, 68)
underlines that both characters exemplify a destructive form of masculinity and are
fundamentally interchangeable as homophobic patriarchs. This reveals harmful
masculinity as a form of Reproductive Futurism with the goal of a “persistence of the
same” (Deutscher 44), illustrating “futurity’s unquestioned value” (No Future 3) that
Edelman criticises and that he counters with his definition of queerness.

However, not every portrayal of masculinity is in opposition to queerness. In the case
of Opal, the “kind of Ophelia” (Ijames 5), queerness is expressed through assimilation
to cliché¢ masculine ideals: She hates wearing dresses (Ijames 79), shows interest in
violence, and claims she would be able to kill someone (Ijames 73-4), portraying those
ideals that Pap unsuccessfully seeks in Juicy. Consequently, masculinity in Fat Ham not
only opposes queerness but can also embody it, illustrating that performance as well as
defiance of masculinity can be queer. However, heterosexual masculinity is clearly a
factor that defies futurity. As Opal states: “What he thinks 1s your weakness gonna save
you Juicy” (Ijames 95), foreshadowing that his lack of ‘masculinity’ and his queerness
are ultimately what enables Juicy to escape his tragic role and death. By interrupting the
reproduction of the ideals of masculinity, Juicy not only saves himself but also all other
characters aside from Rev, who dies for his ideals (Ijames 146-7). The final scene
manifests this defiance of tragedy and highlights these aspects of death and futurity. The
refusal of stereotypical masculinity is celebrated by Larry’s drag performance —
underlining the performative aspect of gender — and the final stage direction that reads:
“The play cracks open into a celebration of the feminine” (Ijames 154). Using an
inherently Black and queer art form like drag in this final scene additionally highlights
the distinguishing features of Fat Ham and brings a play that is supposed to end in
tragedy to a joyous ending.

“A Lost Generation”: Queerness, Blackness and Anti-Futurity

After evaluating the homophobic and discriminating tendencies that the older generation
in Fat Ham embodies, this section will turn to the young, mostly Black, and queer
characters that question the values of their parents. This generational conflict is made
visual in the charades scene — the Fat Ham reenactment of the mousetrap-scene. Age
here determines the affiliation with a certain team (Ijames 96). Similarly, personal
values, expectations for the future, and contemplations about death made by the young
characters are worked out in strong opposition to their parents’ generation. This
oppositional thinking employs themes of Anti-Futurity and Afropessimism and hence
enables the younger generation to distance themselves from the Reproductive Futurism
their parents represent. Creating this generational distance substantially contributes to
the futurity of Fat Ham.
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As has been shown above, this futurity and the avoidance of the tragic ending is
largely due to Juicy’s queerness and his defiance of masculinity and heteronormativity.
However, another aspect also largely contributes to the non-tragic ending of the Hamlet
adaptation — the characters’ Blackness. In their first conversation after Juicy’s encounter
with the ghost, the Horatio character Tio argues for the consideration of Juicy’s and his
father’s Blackness in his contemplation of revenge: “Like, your pop went to jail, his pop
went to jail, his pop went to jail, his pop went to jail, and what’s before that? Huh?
Slavery. It’s inherited trauma. You carrying around your whole family’s trauma, man.”
(Ijames 35) This reference to slavery and the implication of its continuity through the
incarceration of Black men is a clear indication of an Afropessimistic viewpoint that can
be traced throughout the play. Tio puts slavery in line with generations of Black men
spending time in jail and argues that both factors equally contribute to an “inherited
trauma”. What was already identified as toxic cycles of revenge that both Hamlet and
Juicy find themselves confronted with is put into another perspective in this Black,
American adaptation that considers the historical background of Black people,
especially men, in the USA.

Those aspects are part of what Saidiya Hartman calls “the afterlife of slavery” (6) and
what Sexton describes with reference to Hartman as the “fragic continuity between
slavery and freedom” (23, emphasis added). By combining the question of tragedy with
the aspect of Blackness, it appears that a Black, American Hamlet adaptation is
predestined to end in death and tragedy. However, Fat Ham can negate this assumption
by consciously taking Blackness and Black history into consideration and adopting an
Afropessimistic mode of thinking. Further indications of that are mostly worked out in
conversations between Tio and Juicy. In another such conversation, Tio shares news
about a young Black man they both knew:

TIO. Apparently he got strung out on that stuff.

JUICY. What stuft?

TIO. Them pills and needles.

JUICY. Damn.

TIO. Yuuuuuuuuup. Strung out. OD’d in the back seat of his car. So his mama is selling all his
sneakers to help pay for the funeral.

[....]
JUICY. I wonder if he was ever okay?

TIO. Apparently not.
(Tio and Juicy sit together, side by side, in stunned silence for a spell.) (Ijames 124)

Contemplating the death of their peer, Tio and Juicy share a moment of realisation that
this young man not only lost his future but that he never had one to begin with; he “was
[n]ever okay” (Ijames 124). In this scene, Queer Negativity and Anti-Futurity are
merged with an Afropessimistic viewpoint, and Lee Edelman’s symbol of future and
heteronormative Reproductive Futurism equally dies with this young Black man.
Furthermore, the indication of the young man’s inherent lack of future and the
depressive mode of him “never [being] okay”, which evokes themes of Mufioz’s “feeling
brown”, connects this loss of future with a general non-existence of future for Black
people in America (see Bliss 96). This is further underlined by the lack of the mother’s
resources to bury her son. Blackness is hence portrayed as a futureless identity. In this
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scene, Tio and Juicy both realise that “the future is only the stuff of some kids” (Mufoz,
Cruising Utopia 95 qtd. in Bliss 85).

Shortly after, Opal and Larry join Juicy and Tio in a conversation that summarises
their shared experience as young, mostly queer, people of colour; they are “a lost
generation” (Ijames 125). This exchange invokes the Afropessimistic idea that Black
people live their lives without a future and reproduce without the prospect of futurity
(Bliss 86, 96) and the Queer Negativity approach that there is no future for queer people
because there is no reproduction (Edelman, No Future; see also Deutscher).
Accordingly, the young, queer, non-white generation in Fat Ham exists in a liminal
space where there is neither reproduction nor futurity. In this void they feel “lonely and
confused” (Ijames 125) and are, from a perspective of heteronormativity and normative
whiteness, fundamentally “lost” (Ijames 125). However, it is this liminal space that frees
them from any obligations to the past generation or the future. By questioning the
“cycles of violence” (Ijames 35) that past generations accepted (see [james 25), [james’s
younger generation overturns those cycles just as Fat Ham overturns Shakespeare’s
tragedy. This dynamic becomes manifest by their active decisions against violence in
crucial scenes like Juicy’s forced outing of Larry (Ijames 130-1), Juicy’s avoidance of a
physical confrontation with Rev (Ijames 144-5), and ultimately the final scene in which
the tragic ending is denied (Ijames 150). Released from the reproduction of violence,
Fat Ham now exemplifies a possible future for its characters that was absent in its source
material and is, paradoxically, achieved specifically through the negative and
pessimistic implications of queerness and Blackness.

“All of us are supposed to die”: The Futurity of Death

The final scene of Fat Ham 1s the moment where the characters are confronted with the
normative expectation that all of them “are supposed to die” (Ijames 149), highlighting
the inherent Anti-Futurity of Hamlet and exemplifying the final turning point of Fat
Ham where the play’s queerness and Blackness come to the fore. The scene furthermore
challenges genre conventions, adaptation, and structure in general, which begins with
Rabby’s reaction to Rev’s death: “Bless his heart” (Ijames 148), a response Opal
immediately criticises (Ijames 148). This questioning of authority and convention results
in an assertive “Cause that’s what you SUPPOSED-TA-DO Opal!” (Ijames 148) that
uses the same ominous “supposed to” that Juicy also employs to argue for the necessity
of death. This expression of expectation and probability (“Suppose, v.”’) indicates a clear
reference to normativity and a tendency to follow structure and established rules that is
representative of Rabby’s generation in Fat Ham.

However, it is not Rabby or Tedra who argue for the reenactment of Hamlet’s tragic
ending, but Juicy. When Tedra protests “Who say we gotta die?” (Ijames 149), Juicy
argues that this is “how these kinds of things end” (Ijames 149). Juicy here exemplifies
a strict adherence to the Shakespearean outline that he already showcased throughout
the play with his multiple direct quotations of not only Hamlet but also Macbeth and
Romeo and Juliet. At first intrigued by his arguments, the remaining characters prepare
to kill each other but are unable to do so (Ijames 150) and begin to question the reason
for death anew:
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TEDRA. Why though?

JUICY. Cause this a tragedy. We tragic.

OPAL. I'm not. Look, you see me thriving right now! I’'m figuring shit out.
TIO. Yeah man.

JUICY. Well, I don’t wanna ... you know. But stories have plot, structure...
OPAL. Do they?

TIO. Nope. (Ijames 151)

This discussion and the questioning of death in the final act dissolve the fixed structures
of the revenge tragedy that Juicy tries to adhere to. The connections to Shakespeare
crumble; the patriarchal cycles of revenge that are supposed to be reenacted by Juicy
and that follow the genre conventions of a revenge tragedy are not recreated. With this,
the characters not only oppose genre but also “that dead old white man” (Ijames 116)
who originally crafted the framework of their story. The only deaths in Fat Ham are
those of Pap and Rev, which are not only self-induced but essentially interchangeable.
Those deaths are no reason for grief but rather become a symbol for a more promising
future where everyone feels “more at ease. Happier. Calmer” (Ijames 153). Through this
opposition to the ending of the source material, Fat Ham enacts queerness and Blackness
in their definition as “the Other” (Reddy 62), the “estranged” and “unintelligible”
(Ewara 2, 6, 8), and as that which escapes classification and normativity (Stanivukovic
7).

Furthermore, Fat Ham overturns the negative associations of Afropessimism and
Queer Negativity on multiple occasions, enabling a future not despite but through the
“afterlife of slavery” (Hartmann 6) and “queer unbelonging” (Caserio in Caserio et al.
819). In Juicy and Tio’s dialogue on slavery and inherited trauma (Ijames 35), the
afterlife of slavery is a prominent argument for Juicy to resist his father’s wishes and
break out of this cycle of incarceration. Near the end of the play, his antisocial position
as a queer man passively causes Rev’s death, which enables Tedra and Juicy to live more
freely and without Rev’s expectations. By limiting death to characters that would
otherwise restrict futurity, bind the next generation to their inherited trauma and force
them to reproduce violent cycles, Fat Ham creates futurity for Black, queer characters,
now freed from a reproduction of the past that caused the tragedy in Hamlet.

Overall, the defiance of genre conventions, as well as the performance and non-
performance of masculinity, are markers of queerness and Blackness in Fat Ham and
make a queering of the Shakespearean play possible. As my analyses with a focus on
futurity and death have further shown, both Fat Ham and Hamlet negotiate reproduction
and futurity in the face of death. While Hamlet exemplifies a forced reproduction
without futurity, Fat Ham breaks the cycles of revenge and violence and gives hope for
a future that only exists because of the active refusal of reproduction. In both cases,
death marks the turning point that either prevents (Hamlet) or enables (Fat Ham) a
future. Ultimately, Fat Ham successfully negotiates the already existing queer and Black
undertones of Hamlet and not only portrays queer, Black characters but also enacts
queerness and Blackness through its deliberate resistance of normative ideas on
adaptation, genre, and Hamlet itself. [james’s adaptation reduces its source material to a
loose framework in which Shakespeare himself is limited to being portrayed and
discussed as “a dead old white man” (Ijames 116) whose ghostly presence and call for
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revenge are denied. By negotiating Blackness and queerness on ontological, theoretical,
and political levels, Fat Ham successfully reworks the Shakespearean blueprint,
questions its underlying cycles of repetition, and ultimately defies the tragedy.
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