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Macdufl’s Son and the Queer
Temporality ol Macbeth

AMANDA ZOCH

Early modern children are largely unknowable. They leave
scant archival evidence and, when brought to life by early modern
playwrights, child characters are often seen rather than heard.
For these reasons, studies of early modern children have been
primarily historical and recuperative, either chronicling accounts
of childhood or giving voice to the boy actors in children’s and
professional acting companies.' Joseph Campana, however, has
recently advocated a ditterent approach, one that considers early
modern children as more than historical or affective subjects in
need of recovery.” His work on Shakespeare’s children critiques the
sentimentality that pervades early modern child studies, and he
instead considers child characters as “literary test cases of what
the idea of the child could and could not accomplish.™ Heeding
Campana’s call to action, I turn to Macbeth—a play whose children
many scholars, including Campana, have discussed—in order
to complicate one of Shakespeare’'s most sentimentalized minor
characters: Macduif's son. For Campana, the children in Mac-
heth, Richard II, and Henry VI are “"exemplary broken timepieces
whose fractures reveal crises in the concept of sovereignty and
innovations in thinking about the political bodies of children.™
While he offers a compelling argument for the general value of
Shakespeare’s child characters, | find that an independent con-
sideration of young Macdulf remains necessary to ascertain this
particular character’s dramatic function in Macbeth. To that end,
this article explores the historical and narrative characterization of
Macduff's son, a pivotal figure whose childish innocence and adult
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understanding reveal a queer indeterminacy that troubles the
presumed symbolic relationship between children and futurity.

[Even the most cursory exposure to Shakespeare's Macbeth
reveals the play as utterly preoccupied with children. They pro-
liferate throughout the text, signifying innocence and its unjust
violation at the hands of the Macbeths, promising generational
security for fathers’ and kings’ legacies, and serving as motives,
with the absence of children magnifying Macbeth's desire for
kingship and immortality. In tact, Margaret Omberg notes that
Shakespeare deviates from his source material in Raphael Holin-
shed’s histories to ensure that most male characters form pairs
of fathers and sons: King Duncan and his sons, Malcolm and
Donalbain; Macduff and Macduff's son; Banquo and Fleance; and
Siward and Young Siward.” In particular, Shakespeare’s creation
of Siward's and Macduff's sons underscores the play's obsession
with young male heirs.

Critics, too, are preoccupied with the play’s fixation on real and
imagined progeny, resulting in a formidable amount of scholarship
on the children in Macbeth. Much of that work considers whether
or not the Macbeths had children. Decades ago, Cleanth Brooks
and L. C. Knights dismissed this query as an overly literal engage-
ment with the text, yet the question of the Macbeths’ children—as
well as its merit as a question—continued to kindle debates for
years.” While scholarship has generally moved away from direct
involvement in this once-heated topic, the critical centrality of the
Macbeths’ apparent childlessness often eclipses the significance
of the play’s other, more corporeal children. While young Macduff,
for instance, plays an integral role in the plot—his death propels
Macduff’s victorious retaliation—he receives only marginal atten-
tion from scholars. Most references to Macduff's son highlight
his innocence and unjust slaughter merely to confirm Macbeth's
tyranny, a selective approach suggestive of the sentimental atti-
tude against which Campana warns. Such an approach limits our
perception of young Macduff's role in Macbeth. When freed from a
sentimental reading, however, Macduff's son provides a valuable
entry into another dynamic area of scholarly interest: time and
the tension between the play's linear and queer temporalities.”

In his oscillation between childish and adult behavior, young
Macduff bridges two prevailing lines of inquiry into Machbeth: the
symbolic role of children and the asynchronous nature of time.
This fluctuation renders him an ambiguous child, an unstable
signifier of futurity. Therefore, I argue that young Macduff disrupts
the play’s linear temporality by failing to align with the futurity
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he, as a child, appears to symbolize. In turn, the son’'s abbrevi-
ated life parallels Macbeth's fraught relation to time, revealing the
overlooked structural and thematic significance of Macduff's son.

To lay the groundwork tor this argument, I first address how
scholars have traditionally understood young Macduff and then
use both the character's performance history and the history of
early modern childhood to complicate sentimental interpretations.
I consider the character’s historical reception in relation to Kath-
ryn Bond Stockton and Anna Maria Jones’s work on queer chil-
dren, contextualizing Macduff's son as a particular kind of queer
child, both unknown and knowing. | juxtapose that state with
the future-orientation of the Macbeths’ nonexistent, yet hoped
for, children and Banquo's escaped son, Fleance. Such a contrast
reveals the power of young Macduff's misrecognized futurity: he
symbolizes generational succession while simultaneously living
out Lee Edelman’s call for queer subjects to embrace “no future.”
Accordingly, I will conclude this article by considering how Edel-
man's antirelational approach complicates Macbeth's perceived
relationship to time, arguing that young Macduff functions as a
harbinger of the play's queer temporality and as a reflection of
Macbeth’s doomed futurity.

Before discussing Macduff's son as a queer child, [ must first
explain this article’s use of "queer” as both a theoretical approach
and an adjective. While queer theory’s relevance to prequeer texts
remains heavily debated, | believe this article offers a productive
pairing for both Macbheth and the field of queer studies.® Although
[ resist the more restrictive historicist definitions advocated by
some scholars, | do attend to those historical specificities whose
absence would obscure the context of a text's creation.” Thus,
[ use queer unhistorically, but I also incorporate necessary his-
toricist attention to early modern attitudes toward children and
generational succession. Moreover, | am mindful of Will Stockton’s
caution against “the transformation of queerness into an honorific
trope of the abnormal, obscure, strange, or unintelligible.”'” For
Will Stockton, defining queer does not normalize the term, and
therefore I must clarify my use of this evocative word. '' I use
queer in a conceptually adjectival form, a descriptor for desire,
relations, temporality, etc. Queer in its noun form—whereby it
labels an identity—obstructs many productive readings of early
modern texts because the noun signifies a historical specificity
unavailable to this time period. Therefore, in this article, queer
is an adjective that describes the early modern period’s non-
normative behaviors, desires, temporalities, and spaces as they
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intersect with sexuality and reproduction. I situate Macduff's son
as a queer child because he resists clear alignment with repro-
ductive futurity, not because he is a same-sex desiring child.'? |
also employ other anachronistic terms from contemporary queer
studies—in particular, futurity and heteronormativity—because
these terms oftfer a lexical shorthand for early modern culture’s
patriarchal organization as well as its emphasis on generational
succession—issues of supreme importance for understanding
Macbeth and young Macdutt.

BETWEEN INNOCENT AND KNOWING:
MACDUFF'S SON AS QUEER CHILD

When literary scholars discuss Macduff's son, they often do
so within larger arguments about Macbeth's cruelty. The son's
murder, then, becomes either collateral damage in Macbeth’s war
on time or a parallel to Herod's slaughter of the innocents.'? Cath-
erine Belsey claims that young Macduff, as well as Shakespeare's
other victimized children, offer "a screen on which butchery is
projected and made visible."'"" On one hand, this interpretation
emphasizes the violence of young Macduff's death, presenting
it as visual evidence of Macbeth’s brutality. On the other hand,
viewing Macduff's son as a blank slate upon which the violence
of adults can be wrought mistakenly empties the character of all
possible agency. Readings that consider young Macduff only as
a victim of adult violence oversimplify his character by omitting
his vital connection to time.

Young Macduff's complexity emerges with more clarity when
observed through the performance history of Macbeth, particu-
larly the Restoration and Victorian periods’ fraught relationship
to the child character. According to Ann Blake, early modern
directors and editors took issue with the son's “witty prattle”
and cut his role from the play. A 1674 director found no merit in
young Macduff's only scene and removed it from his production,
while the 1744 editor of the Bell edition dismissed the scene for
“trifling, superfluous dialogue” inappropriate for the play's pa-
thos.' In 1847, Samuel Phelps attempted to restore the son to
the stage, but, as Carol Chillington Rutter notes, spectators found
his death “too painful to watch,” so the role was excised again.'®
After the Restoration, young Macduff's murder was not staged
professionally until 1909." In Katie Knowles’s cultural history
of Shakespeare's boy characters, she suggests that the reason
for young Macduff's absence from the Restoration and Victorian
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stages was his “jarring inconsistency of tone.”"® Young Macdulff,
she argues, becomes an “‘oxymoron in action’: both the ultimate
victim, and the catalyst for victory.”" This contradiction occurs
because Macdultl's son exhibits agency despite his naiveté. Thus,
unlike some of Shakespeare’s other children who remained ap-
pealing across centuries, Macduff's son resists characterization as
a passive victim of violence. Moreover, despite the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries’ increased tolerance for young Macduff's
“jarring inconsistency of tone,” the character persists in creating
discomfort. Rutter, in an article examining post-1980 British pro-
ductions of Macheth, argues that the play’s treatment of children
engages contemporary culture's deep anxiety about “childness,” a
fear that children are both endangered and dangerous.?” Macbeth
views young Macduft, however erroneously, as a threat, and this
perspective tinges the audience’s perception; though murdered,
the child is somehow not quite victim enough.

While much of young Macduff's complexity becomes visible in
contrast to specific historical conditions, we must also consider
the character within the context of early modern childhood. As
noted at the beginning of this article, our distance from early
modernity creates an unstable environment for the analysis of
children. Working with exceedingly limited evidence, historians
continue to disagree over whether or not early modern childhood
was viewed as ontologically distinct from adulthood and the ex-
tent to which the cultural and emotional attitudes necessary for
managing high infant mortality rates affected adults’ perception
of their progeny.?' Nonetheless, Shakespeare’'s children—though
beholden to no singular theory of childhood or parent-child in-
teractions—do offer fairly coherent representations of childhood
as a state separate from adulthood and one wherein children are
recipients of parental affections. Analyzing the rites of passage in
Shakespeare’s plays, Marjorie Garber claims that early modern
children remained unlike adults until individuated by "a move-
ment away from group identification either with peers or with a
nuclear family unity.™* Moreover, in Childhood in Shakespeare’s
Plays, Morriss Henry Partee argues that Shakespeare’s "presenta-
tion of children with adults on the stage suggests his recognition
that although the priorities of a patriarchal society made childhood
a difficult time, not all parents were so oblivious to children as
to regard them as ‘small adults.””** Therefore, despite what some
historians might claim about the general plight of early modern
children, Shakespeare’s representations are widely recognizable
as children.
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Yet, just as performance historians acknowledge young
Macdulff's divisive reception, Garber notes an unsettling quality
to Shakespeare’'s child characters: “their disquieting adulthood
strikes the audience with its oddness, and we are relieved when
these terrible infants leave the stage.”™* Shakespeare’s children
may invite parental affection and, its corollary, mourning—as we
see with Mamillius in The Winter's Tale and Arthur in King John—
but they can also exhibit a premature adultness that discomfits
viewers. For example, in one of the most extensive considerations
of Macduff's son, Partee claims that the child unnerves his mother
with his "mature generalization[s]” and “sophistication and in-
sight.” Although Lady Macduff dismisses his remarks, young
Macdulff's rationalization of life without a father and his suggestion
that his mother has found a replacement husband represent a
pragmatic attitude at odds with the news of his father's supposed
death.?” Thus, Garber, Partee, and performance historians com-
plicate the son’s perceived innocence, and I build off their work
by arguing that young Macduif's deviation from innocence also
marks a movement away from generational, future-oriented time.

Macduff's son vacillates between expected innocence and
a disturbing adultness; he is at once knowing and unknowing,
known and unknown—paradoxes that are characteristic, 1 argue,
of a queer child. Although queer theory's turn to the child has
come under some justifiable fire for contributing to the overdeter -
mination of a child’s sexual identity, we can gain much by pairing
this discourse with early modern children, especially when these
subjects are freed from heteronormative constraints.? In this
regard, Kathryn Bond Stockton’s expansive work on the various
modes of childhood queerness steps beyond what Kenneth Kidd
observes as queer theory's two dominant priorities when investi-
gating the child: "queering the child, or exposing the child's latent
queerness” and "underscoring the Child's normative power." In
The Queer Child, Kathryn Bond Stockton argues that a child’s
queerness is not necessarily sexual; rather, the child may be
“queered by innocence.™" Because childhood is temporally dis-
tant from the adults who define it, children are “made strange
(though appealing) to us by [their] all-important ‘innocence.’ This
is a form of normative strangeness ... From the standpoint of
adults, innocence is alien, since it is 'lost’ to the very adults who
assign it to children.”™ Thus, the obscured and temporary space
of childhood contains an inherent queerness.

Although Kathryn Bond Stockton regards the child queered
by innocence as a twentieth-century development, Macbeth dem-
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onstrates that the obscuring elfects of innocence are not limited
to modern children, as young Macduff's dialogue with his mother
makes evident. After learning that Macduff may have betrayed
his country and abandoned his family, Lady Macduff tells her
son, “Sirrah, your father’'s dead,” a lie meant to protect young
Macdutf from his father’'s shame.” Her actions recall the "‘cod-
dling’ attitude” described by historian Philippe Ariés in which
early modern parents, particularly mothers, care for and protect
their children.”! If she regarded her son as but a small adult, then
she would be less inclined to protect him from this knowledge.
Furthermore, when Lady Macduff cannot read her son’s silence,
she presses the point: "How wilt thou do for a father?” (IV.ii.38).
Trying to prompt a response, she further emphasizes her child’'s
helplessness, suggesting that young Macdulf needs a father since
he is still too young to ascend to head of the family.

Although treated by his mother as an innocent, some of young
Macduff’s actions tell a different story. His performance history
shows that he has the uncanny ability to unsettle audiences
through a disjointed juxtaposition of adult ability and childlike
innocence. Rather than credit this unease to young Macdulif's
precocity, a state ascribed to him by Campana and Blake, I am
instead interested in the queer temporality embedded in this
contrast of adult and child. In a recent article, Anna Maria Jones
conceptualizes the “knowing-innocent child,” which she defines
as "a being who can, impossibly, embody the potentiality of a fu-
ture, not-yet-realized social order and also give its full consent to
that suppositious future, maintaining both childish purity (igno-
rance) and mature selthood (knowingness).™ Employing Kathryn
Bond Stockton’s concept of a child queered by innocence, Jones
expands the idea to incorporate the queer child’'s frequent and
uncanny adultness, proposing a tension between "the innocent
child-as-victim and the knowing child-as-agent.”™ For Jones,
knowing differs from precocity because knowing encompasses
adult agency, while precocity most commonly emerges as imita-
tive wit.?* The knowing-innocent child offers a fruitful framework
for understanding Macduff's son: as both victim and agent, he
embodies the innocence of present childhood and the knowing-
ness of adulthood. Rather than symbolize a future he will grow to
achieve, this knowing-innocent child asynchronously embodies
the future in the present.

Young Macdutff reveals himself to be much more than a mere
prattler or innocent babe when Lady Macduff, upon learning
that her husband has fled to Scotland, initiates a brief conversa-
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tion with her son. When Lady Macduff lies about her husband’s
death, the son responds not with grief or foolish nonsense, but
with an adult-like practicality surprising for a child. Macdutf's
son returns, “If he were dead, you'd weep for him; if you would
not, it were a good sign that I should quickly have a new father”
(IV.ii.58-9).% The son’s utilitarian approach acknowledges that
he needs a father, but he then suggests that if his father is dead,
his mother does not grieve because she has already found a re-
placement for Macduff. Lady Macduff laughs at this absurd yet
practical logic, recalling the scene from The Winter's Tale where
Mamillius flirts with his mother’s attendants:

Your brows are blacker; yet black brows, they say,
Become some women best, so that there be not
Too much hair there, but in a semicircle

Or a half moon made with a pen.®

Mamillius’s words parrot adult discussions of beauty despite him
lacking full understanding of his interlocutors’ teasing remarks.
However, young Macduff's response—though also arguably preco-
cious—reveals clear insight into his mother’s words; he suspects
that what she says is not true, and he reacts accordingly.”” Al-
though he acts like an adult in this moment, he of course has the
physicality of a child, and this contrast establishes temporal dis-
sonance between his present and future states, troubling the son’s
alignment with futurity and priming the audience for the larger
issue of Macbeth's untenable relationship to—and against—time.

As if to remind the audience of young Macduff's ultimate
vulnerability, his adult insight never appears without some
contrasting moment of childish ignorance. When the son intuits
from his mother’s odd behavior that his father remains alive, he
asks, "Was my father a traitor, mother?” (IV.ii.44). As with young
Macduff's assessment of his mother, this question reveals a
complex awareness of the situation; if his mother tells him that
his father is dead, then she must mean to spare him from worse
news, such as familial or national betrayal. However, when Lady
Macduff responds with the affirmative, admitting Macduff is a trai-
tor (or so she thinks), the son asks, “What is a traitor?” (IV.ii.46).
Asking for the definition of a “traitor” reminds the audience that
this character is not a boy about to be a man, but simply a boy,
one who knows how to use words—how, sometimes, to act like
an adult—but not always what those words mean. He lacks the
worldly, adult knowledge that a traitor is, as Lady Macduff help-
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fully supplies, "one that swears and lies” (IV.ii.47). This oscillation
between adult agency and childish helplessness queers young
Macduff's body and enables a slippage between innocent and
knowing, child and adult, and future and present. The resulting
dissonance only increases when young Macduff dies at the end of
the scene, embodying both the child he is and the adult he might
have been. This final oxymoronic status highlights Macbeth’s
misguided efforts to secure a future in the present and heralds
the play’s shift into a queer temporality.

Thus, I argue that the knowing-innocent character of Macduff's
son disrupts not only a single scene, but also the play’s dominant
linear temporality. For example, after the son’s murder, Macduff
explicitly speaks of him but once, questioning the poor messenger,
"My children too? / ... What, all my pretty chickens and their dam
/ At one fell swoop?” (IV.iii.212 and 22 1-2). Yet Macduff, grieving
“as a man,” vows, “Front to front / Bring thou this fiend of Scot-
land and myself! / Within my sword’s length set him!” (IV.iii.225
and 236-8). Macduff mourns his son, a “pretty chicken| |” taken
too soon, but the son’s death also propels Macduff's murder of
Macbeth. This act is Macduff's revenge upon Macbeth for killing
his family and ending his legacy. Killing Scotland’s king, however,
disrupts generational time; regicide violently interrupts the line
of succession and implicitly undermines the futurity Macduff
seeks to avenge. Such long-term temporal effects signal a de-
parture from generational time and show that mistaking young
Macdutf's innocence for an alignment with futurity (a sentimental
approach) would be to overlook the character's larger significance
within Macbeth.

BETWEEN PRESENT AND FUTURE:
QUEER TEMPORALITY IN MACBETH

As a knowing-innocent child, Macduff's son does not signify
the proper, future-oriented potential of a child. I do not intend a
casual mapping of modern notions of reproductive futurity and
its emphasis on the potentiality of children onto the early modern
period. However, the antecedents of these ideas are at work in
early modern England. Generational time, in particular, exerts a
powertul force on the play and its titular character. Jack (pub. as
Judith) Halberstam defines this temporal mode as a subdivision
of heteronormative time, "within which values, wealth, goods,
and morals are passed through family ties from one generation to
the next.”™® Although the actions establishing generational time
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as normative occur in the present, they are done for the sake of
the future, “glancling].,” Halberstam clarifies, “ahead to connect
the family to the future of both familial and national stability.™"
The early modern period’s high infant and child mortality rates
created a significant, practical need for ensuring a lineal future,
suggesting an early, perhaps less overtly sentimental, form of
reproductive futurity at work in the period. Furthermore, children
who survived until early adolescence, as Macdulf's son is typically
portrayed, bore more of the symbolic weight of futurity because
they had already outlived so many of their siblings and peers.*"
Macbeth is complicit in these beliefs when he muses to Banquo,
“Do not you hope your children shall be kings, / When those that
gave the Thane of Cawdor to me / Promised no less to them?”
(I.iv.120-2). Macbeth desires what the witches have prophesied,
and his disbelief at Banquo’s skeptical reaction reveals his own
impractical desire for a legacy despite his childlessness.

In addition to Macbeth's apparent desire for a legacy, this
moment also hints at his eventual willingness to wage war
against time to guarantee that his nonexistent children, rather
than Banquo's corporeal progeny, “shall be kings.” Rather than
acknowledge the truth of the witches’ first two prophecies—that
he is Thane of Glamis and will become Thane of Cawdor—as
a happy coincidence, Macbeth ponders the last one foretelling
his ascension to king of Scotland. He resolves to trust fate: “If
chance will have me king, why, chance may crown me” (L.iv.147).
His resolve is short-lived, however, when just a few lines later,
Macbeth whispers to Banquo, “Think upon what hath chanced,
and at more time, / The interim having weighed it, let us speak
/ Our free hearts each to other” (Liv.157-9). Despite an initial
effort to leave his fortune to fate, Macbeth cannot relinquish the
possibility of becoming king, of immortality, which inspires his
resolution to take action.

In making himself king, the normative progression of time be-
comes Macbeth's enemy. With his wife’s aid he attains the crown,
yet he cannot achieve immortality through generational succes-
sion. This failure proceeds not from sterility or infant mortality,
common reasons for childlessness. Rather, Macbeth simply runs
out of time to acquire heirs, and the clock begins winding down
when he "mock]s] the time” as he prepares to murder King Dun-
can (I.vii.81). According to Donald W. Foster, Macbeth'’s regicide
and, later, outsourced slaughtering of children, reveal a "revenge
on time itself,” an interruption within the correct temporal pro-
gression.*' In this sense, generational time presents the primary
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obstacle to Macbeth's desires; just as he murders sleep, Macbeth
also "doth murder time,” as William Blissett so pithily puts it.*

Macbeth’s antagonism toward time leads him to seek control
over it. Luisa Guj claims that Macbeth attempts to usurp God
by becoming the arbiter of his own fate.” Indeed, Macbeth tells
his fellow nobles, “Let every man be master of his time” (I11.i.42).
Macbeth means that Banquo has every right to leave before the
banquet, but these words also imply a desire for mastery over
time, a desire his actions make apparent—especially his failure
to trust passively the witches' prophecies. As Julia MacDonald
claims, Macbeth chooses asynchrony in his attempts to master
his own time. MacDonald argues for a “"demonic” temporality in
Macbeth, a temporality created by Macbeth’s murder of Duncan,
a murder of "a gracious time."* With this act, Macbeth rejects
the normative temporality Duncan symbolizes and takes an
asynchronous, rather than lineal, path to kingship. For MacDon-
ald, asynchrony means being out of time, even being “in hell.”*
Although I situate Macbeth’s existence at odds with time, rather
than completely out of it, this asynchrony signals the connection
between this play and queer theory, a link Heather Love has also
observed.' Thus, indebted to Guj's and MacDonald’'s readings
of Macbeth's intentionality, I argue that his conscious efforts to
maintain generational time establish a queer temporality within
which Macbeth's seemingly conventional desires exist.

The emergence of the play’s queer temporality, then, occurs in
contrast to normative generational time’s privileging of children,
futurity, and lineage. Queer temporalities can take various forms,
but in contrast to heteronormativity’s grip on the future, many
emerge as latent turns toward the past or radical reimaginings
of the future.?” Lee Edelman, however, theorizes a fundamentally
different form of queer temporality in No Future: Queer Theory
and the Death Drive. Rather than engaging with a pull from the
past or forging a new queer future, Edelman’s version of queer
temporality demands a total exit from the domains of heteronor-
mativity. His polemic calls for queer subjects to embrace the “no
future” of his title by refraining from all behavior that reinforces
heteronormativity and normalizes queerness. For Edelman, then,
the Child stands for all that is not queer, the symbolic totem that
‘remains the perpetual horizon of every acknowledged politics,
the fantasmatic beneficiary of every political intervention.™® The
Child symbolizes the future, thus motivating and also threaten-
ing Macbeth. From this perspective, children—by virtue of their
symbolic force as Children—may seem innately opposed to queer -
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ness.* However, Macduff's son resists a straightforward reading of
Edelman’s argument. Young Macduff symbolizes the Child while
also embodying, albeit unconsciously, Edelman’s call for queer
subjects to reject “the Child ... as site of a projective identifica-
tion with an always impossible future” and instead "delight[ | in
... mortality.”" [ turn to Edelman’s not uncontroversial work to
explore this strange intersection of antirelational queer theory
and childhood in order to question prevailing notions of the Child
and further explore the queerness of Macduff's son.

Young Macduff's rejection of futurity is most evident in his
embrace of his own murder, an almost literal rendering of Edel-
man’s call for "no future.” As the murderers sent by Macbeth
close in around Macduff's family, the son boldly confronts his
attackers. When one of the murderers calls Macdutff a traitor, the
son responds with fervent language: “Thou liest, thou shag-haired
villain!” (IV.ii.79). With this final threat, Macduff's son strikes at
the murderer with the only strength his young body possesses,
his verbal and physical agency. Acting on his own accord and
empowered by his own words, he runs headfirst into death, an
unthinking rejection of futurity that undermines the son’s sym-
bolic role as a Child and stands as a powerful moment in a play
obsessed with children and generational time. The son’s actions
subvert futurity in two ways, a paradoxical etfect befitting young
Macdulff's contradictory presence as a knowing-innocent child.
First, in the face of impending murder, Macduff's son does not
plead for his life as might be expected of a child. Rather, he be-
comes a child-as-agent and acts in direct opposition to futurity
by running toward his much stronger attacker. Yet, in confront-
ing the murderer, however unconvincingly, like a man—Ilike his
future adult self, like his father even—the son fails. He cannot
harness the abilities of adulthood because, as this scene reveals,
he will never be an adult. This knowing-innocent child will never
grow into the adult his agency foretells, thereby cementing this
character within the confines of a queer indeterminacy.

In addition to preserving young Macdutf as a queer child, the
character’'s death also marks a powerful shift in the temporality of
Macbeth, serving as a transition from a normative, future-oriented
temporality to a queer one. First, young Macduff has no reason
to die. Unlike Fleance, Banquo’'s son and the promised heir to
Scotland’s crown, Macduff's son poses no logical threat to Mac-
beth’s kingship. By Macbeth's reasoning, Fleance should die; his
existence obstructs Macbeth's immortal desires.”' Yet he escapes
Macbeth's trap and lives, while Macduff's son perishes by Mac-
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beth’s orders shortly thereafter. While Fleance's survival could be
seen as a triumph of futurity because he, unlike young Macduff,
lives to have a future, Fleance nevertheless exits the world of
Macbeth. Macduif's son remains present in the text even after his
death: we see his lingering effects in Macduff's violent grief and,
as | will show, in Macbeth’'s most famous moment of introspec-
tion. Thus, despite the Child's ostensible perpetuation through
Fleance, the play remains focused on the failed futurity of young
Macdutt. Kristen Poole notes that it is Fleance who first observes
the oncoming distortion of time (“The moon is down: I have not
heard the clock™), but such a queer, futureless temporality does
not dominate the play until the unwarranted death of Macduff's
son (II.i.2).”* Young Macdulff, therefore, becomes a harbinger of
the play’s queer temporality, embodying—paradoxically—Edel-
man'’s call for a rejection of the heteronormative, generational
mandate for a sustainable future.” After the son’s death, the play
abandons its future-oriented focus on Macbeth'’s rising fortunes
and enters into the queer temporality of Edelman’s “no future,”
or—to paraphrase Macbeth's tragic, soliloquized recognition—"no
tomorrow” (V.v.19).

Standing in stark contrast to the doomed futurity of Macduff's
son and the play’'s eventual temporal progression, Macheth begins
with a clear focus on the Macbeths’ future aspirations. The couple
appears childless, and a brief consideration of the absent progeny
to whom Lady Macbeth claims to have “given suck” highlights
the Macbeths’ ravenous desire for futurity (I.vii.54). Although
debates continue regarding whether or not the Macbeths had
children, have children, or speak only hopefully, the fact remains
that children—and their symbolic futurity—motivate Macbeth's
actions. As suggested by his early lines to Banquo, “Do not you
hope your children shall be kings” (l.iv.120), Macbeth is seduced
by the structural lineage that could make him and his nonexis-
tent children kings. His uncontrollable desire originates in the
period’s normative generational time and echoes centuries later in
Edelman’s critique of a twenty-first-century mentality that strives
for political and material gains not for the present, but “for our
children.”™* Moreover, Lady Macbeth urges her husband to kill
Scotland’s king by citing the horror of child slaughter:

I have given suck, and know
How tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me;
[ would, while it was smiling in my face,
Have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums
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And dashed the brains out, had I so sworn as you
Have done to this.
(I.vii.54-9)

Using effective emotional manipulation, Lady Macbeth equates
killing a child with Killing a king, both actions that disrupt futu-
rity. Although her formulation disregards futurity in one respect,
it simultaneously uses Macbeth's desire for the futurity inherent
in the immortality of kKingship as motivation to commit murder.>”
As Love argues, Macbeth is impatient for the future, and this
impatience, combined with his irrational desire, causes Macbeth
to accept his wife's urgings as rational.”® Lady Macbeth, whom
Love terms the play’'s queerest character, observes and then con-
vinces her husband of immortality in an enterprise doomed from
the start.”” Believing in the part of the prophecy that promises
to make him king, Macbeth nevertheless ignores the rest, which
promises that the seeds of Banquo will also become kings. There-
fore, Macbeth’s efforts to maintain generational time in spite of
external conflicts—the continued existence of Duncan’s sons, as
well as Macbeth's own lack of an heir—cause him to engage in
an unacknowledged queer temporality. MacDonald argues that
Macbeth chooses this asynchronous path, and while his actions
do send him down a queer temporal trajectory, Macbeth's choice
is actually an effort to conform to generational time, not to side-
step it.”® Thus, Macbeth enters a queer mode of time in order to
secure his position within generational time, irrationally position-
ing himself for an impossible future.

This misrecognition of futurity is paralleled in miniature by
the short stage life of Macdulf's son. In addition to heralding the
play’s queer temporality, the son’'s childlike body and innocent
behavior elicit a misrecognition of futurity that parallels Macbeth’s
doomed interpretation of the witches’ prophecies, which leads him
to attain Scotland’s crown through murder. Neither Macduif's
son nor Macbeth is capable of achieving the future they either
seemingly signify or desire. However, while the son’s knowing and
innocent character acts as a productive representation of a future-
less queer temporality, one that persists through death, Macbeth
never achieves a productive queer subjecthood. Though caught
in a queer temporality, Macbeth’s ultimate desire for reproduc-
tive futurity prevents his acceptance of alternatives to futurity.

Hence, the impossible future microcosmically symbolized by
Macduff's son haunts Macbeth, both character and play. This
attereffect emerges most clearly in the famous “tomorrow” speech:
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Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day

To the last syllable of recorded time,

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!
(V.v.19-23)

In these lines, Macbeth bemoans the slow march of tomorrows
that signify futurity for others but nothing for himself. He has
no tomorrow, no children, and no future, and his speech reveals
his preoccupation with lineage even as he eschews life. The “brief
candle” conjures up Macdulf's son, the play’s briefest candle (a
metaphoric lifespan), and “out, out” echoes the aggressive snuff-
ing out of the son’s life by Macbeth'’s hired henchman.” In death.
young Macduff symbolizes failed futurity, yet the character also
lives on, haunting Macbeth’s speech with the specter of the king's
own inevitable downfall. The lingering effects of young Macduff's
death emphasize the contrast between a possible future and an
impossible one, two temporal modes between which Macbeth
himself is caught. By killing Macduff's family and believing in an
impossible future, Macbeth unwittingly embraces all that is so-
cially nonviable, just as Macdutf's son does in his headlong rush
into death. The son cannot live, so he accepts death; Macbeth
cannot maintain his crown, but he retuses to accept deteat. Even
as he concedes the impossibility of his desired future, Macbeth
refuses to stray from the course of action already set in motion.

Macbeth's failure to comply with futurity, revealed in his
attempts to control it, results in his tragic downfall and, more
importantly, discloses a critical narrative function for Macdulif's
son. Young Macduff both creates and ends the future for Mac-
beth and the play. The value of putting Edelman in dialogue with
Macbeth, then, is to produce a reading that can address the child
on both a symbolic and narrative register—as the Child and as a
queer character, respectively. Edelman writes that queer names
“those abjected as non-reproductive, anti-social, opposed to vi-
ability, and so as threats to the Child who assures and embodies
collective survival."® By these definitions, Macduff's son is both
the Child—symbolizing innocence and futurity within the narra-
tive world of Macbeth—and the nonviable queer, who, with his
disregard for death and uncanny adultness, threatens the very
way of life for which the Child stands. This apparent contradic-
tion is a productive one for both the play and queer studies, and
deliberate consideration of Macduff's son adds nuance to our un-
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derstanding of both children and time in Macbheth. Macduff's son
is a child who threatens the Child, and this conception extends
Edelman’s work beyond queer adults to queer children, offering
queer studies another source of illumination for the fascinating,
yet ever-obscure child.
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