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Against Reproductive Futurism: Sovereign Body in
John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi

Ikuko Kometani

Abstract

Political life in the West, Giorgo Agamben claims in his influential discussion of
sovereign power and bare life, has always been biopolitical life and the life of
sovereignty appears inextricably linked to the life of the body. The aim of this paper
is to trace some related aspects of the life of sovereign body in one of the plays that
formed the rich textures of Jacobean drama, John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi.
I explore what might be referred to as the margins of the political subject: the zone
in which bodies are woven into the social fabric and from which they attempt to
tear themselves, often in extremely violent and almost brutal ways. The border or
the threshold these bodies aspire to cross, I claim, becomes especially visible in
Ferdinand, the figure that at crucial moment in the play becomes associated with the
beast: a body that is out of control and that can find no active place in a politically
organized system. Through the powerful image of the body politic, homo sacer in the
heteronormative society established on the basis of reproductive futurism, and the
Duchess’ pregnant body, the play further participates in a political discourse in which
the life of the body is revealed as central in the definition of what Agamben calls the
politically qualified life.
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Thb, COPTEAAIE, T, HAEPALORO ) 2R 20 L A EWTH S
LEIPNTVRS,

[a]ll Beastes both great and small do auoyd their society and fellowship, for it cannot be safe
for strangers to lieu with them in any league or amity, seeing in their extremity they deuour one

another. (Topsell, 744)
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Lupa and lupula were the names of noble deuouringe Harlots, and from thence commeth
Lupanar for the stewes. It is doubtful whether the nurse of Romulus and Remus were a harlot or

the Wolf, I rather thinke it was a harlot then a Wolfe that nursed those children. (Topsell, 734)
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Concerning the naturall disposition of this beast we haue already spoken in part, and now we
wil adde that which doth remaine; and first of al their Epithites which are attributed vnto them
among seueral Authors are most cleare demonstrations of their dispositions; as wilde, sharp,
fierce, bold, greedy, whoare, flesh-eater, wary, swift, bloody, blood-louer, degenerate, hard,
glutton, hungrie, Cattle-eater, famishing, furious, yellow, fasting, ungentle, unhonest, untameful,
harmeful, Cattle-hurter, teeth-gnasher, insatiable, treacherer, martial, sorrowful, mountainie,
nightly, robber, strate, rauener, mad, snatcher, cruel, pack-bearer, blood-sucker, proud, fearing,
sullen, terrible, vehement, howling, and such other like belonging to the male wolfe. (Topsell,

745)
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[M]adness is defined to be a vehement dotage, or raving without a fever, far more violent
than melancholy, full of anger and clamour, horrible looks, actions, gestures, troubling the
patients with far greater vehemency of both body and mind, without all fear and sorrow. [...]
[L]ycanthropia, which Avicenna calls Cucubuth, others Wolf-madness, when men run bowling
about graves and fields in the night, and will not be persuaded but that they are wolves, or
some such beasts. Atius and Paulus call it a kind of Melancholy; but I should rather refer it to

Madness, as most do. (Burton, 122)
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Ferdinand Or is it true, thou art but a bare name

And no essential thing? (3.2.74-75 [ )
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(2.5.54-58)
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IRDFEERDHIT, BIUIIREZE, EH & 2 AHIE77E,
ROBFIMINCEBEZ TV D DIZ, Bholk
WHENZAEZTwB 2T, iR E-S %o
FZRKNATENDORZHNTAHA L, LEbIE L7, (52.7-19)

COE RBIEIZEZ 6. 1R T THIC TRPWEEHE (foul melancholy 1.1.71); 12
fEoTWhRYTDOLEE 77 —T4 TV FEERDIEICEDLESLI L, £, WL R,
WKEDDLLAA—YOHFTHENDITEFDOA X =V, RERACL>THHINT
W3, TARITEBNA TS LT HERED THA A ) LA T TR Y
B 2b20L3NEHYICHRESZONTH O NBRAOHEKIZOLT 5 ORI
"EEROIML) (2.547-48) ELTC77—FT4F Y FICEREING, VY -Zv¥—F4 Vi,
RNEBRANET7 7 =T 4 F v FOBRICE T 2 MRIFEDH LN T O WK OERIHZD X &
77—TH2ELTHNT 2, MUKIZ, 77 =T« F ¥ FOBSS N7 NIk % 20 1< n)
FULL 72D DTH > T ZDHT 6 b, AZERLI T2 HaTRAEVERLE TS

When her body signifies a desire different from his, Ferdinand kills her, for that such a body
should be familiar, in oedipal terms, is horrifying: “that body of hers” dazzles cruel sore eyes;
it is a root that shrieks when disturbed. But the Duchess cannot be finally done away with any
more than the shadow Ferdinand tries to throttle, so her death in this play is no end ... Even
death does not mark difference enough between his form and hers: his figure for his lycanthropy
speaks only of an alien skin, of an exterior surface turned into a now alienated interior. (Enterline,

120)

ZITEAINTVERIZV Y — 74 VDfRe b)) a—SOREbbETELDLLES
L EERCThNHIRIICTHI, RIEE SO hTy T —HlE Nk DEBHZO KR
ZRLZAR) B L ULMbFELT 2 L 0w) 2 &7,

AN« A=Y « RAY—IE, Y2 A4 7 AET7DR I RAICHE NS TRETE LK
DWVWEYEFE L L TOBHRERLEBYONIRE OBRIEH L., v 7 XRADHTZ1E
B AZTHEE =IOV TU DX I IZHE TW 3,

Because it is spoken by Macbeth about himself in relation to an environment made up of
surrounding humans, the simile’s larger effects draw us into his state of mind—serving not to
bestialize him but rather, as phenomenological figuration, to convey the heightened texture of

his self-experience. (121)
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RAY =D 7 RADWTH L2 e T N2y L RBEEIEMICE T2 7 7 —
TATVYRICHOETEELLET ARG, HPWRBIZTA Ty 74774 LT
FRIZ. NERAND B EDPRET 2 HAPEN AR ERICEE I NG5 IR 2 B D “self-
experience” & L TN Tw({, FARFIZ7 7 =74 F Y FORBLE L TOHKIZ, A
DTATYTATAREEROHY L) ZHSLICT B2 TR, ZOSAAEIR,
SAMBICHEAEIBMEZ DS LT, ZIORAE - 77 =T 4 TV F, BBR
ADERT 2R TERICEIS b2 =22 AL ~D T F 4 AN aHEE L THRZ
ShaMEEL T 2 k) IcBbn s,

77 =T 4F Y FIIRAENIZ4HTRARRAZRESE 2, B, FHOTEANROKZ
Lo THBRIKELLRZDED., ZOZETIE, 74 L - @=L OREBRADIA LR
BELMESHTIE 77 —TA4 T Y FORBZoR D HETHL, 2I06b. 77—
TA4F Y FPBRBENDTHTHD, )~ ANDEARELTHEHINERETHL I L
Bbhrs, HHE D sovereign 72 HiRIZ 5 ICE ST, AHWEEH 2 L iFTwLl, £
EON 7 sovereign . D F D ARERADL EH. WTFORFENLE L TORIZ. Z2DEIAIHE
RET77—T4F Y FOLREHHY THNTL 5D7,

ZLZLHoHPLDIHET, BIAEELZEET 2MAFHOHIRE LT Ry tvw)FiE
Z7 7 =74 T Y FABICE o THEAIR TV, I3 2 CIBMGIEZHE T2 7~
F—=A L BER LICBARIE T ICBA LR dic Sl 7y a7 ) 74 ZWELT 51
HteoT, WERHEBHT, Kicd->TIELV, BOLLOMIBZRO TR LW ESWVWES
NERANINLT, 77=T4F v FIEE)

77=F4FVEF BEAICL SRS
RO ZH S FHAETZ, (3.2.88-89)

DY) ORRPMEST 2013 RERADIIC, 77 —T 4 F ¥ FORTMENEH ORE%
FIEMELDS L HOD TOPALER &L LTORBRADEERDLIFICE D D0,
ZNEHALEIELRINTERL ARDSEPOTHZD, WbWw3 K (lycanthropy) |
K2 E D IE AR CABRANCHADFEZEZLETHETH S, Y a— iz L,
Z DO 1596 £ 5 1616 £ TH >~ « 7 u— FEERO L2 K2 HWFH%2 L Twrk
Henri Boguet @ Discours Execrable Z i & L CPFHEICL TR E W) T ETHS, 2D
HIZ, HE2FADBHETROFEZYDEE LT OMICE L2 A, ZDOWMEDLEDH
FERYWIL Tz EBHTL 2, MAPREOZICTE 2L EZ A, ZOEDBA
BRI o> TED, HAICHRZYID % L INTE, BEIBFEOEOLET L 7% -
D, EWIHYYEER, PV a—S ik, ZoWEENILE Lo, 77 =T 4 F v
DHANDFOBMEIC, ANHELTDOTA T Y T4 T4 BREBADEY, X 6ICITEER

48



IR RO H 635 2015412 H

EFPHERDEF—7BRADENTVLAEDE LWV, SHETTHEHITREIZ, R EICHA
FRTHH L 2RDBEHTH 5,

[Ferdinand] [s]aid he was a wolf, only the difference
Was, a wolf’s skin was hairy on the outside,

He on the inside. (5.2.15-17)

HEHITAREMZ, TWEH). 2F ) ze—y a2 FLaDBEREXEVEFICE 1T 2 4 B
V7V T4 2WETEEVIERICEVT, HOEDRANDTA TV T4 747 —>avic
SELTVEHTH D,

Yz A4 LAAHEHBNCES T 2E—DNR) ELT. 77 =74 F ¥ FlZowTdEic
phef, B, PR, REMEAS S I E AR SRR I TET0 S, 21 il
KA T 5 Dk Z 2 CTTRICIRDIES & FIAIE, TR L DB R 7 7T &,
NEFPIDOAEBEZBHRICL TWE 7 7 =74 7 ¥ FOJIE, ZEOHBTIZHRRRNE
Ble L CTEENICkbN TS, E#iln—r a2, ZRICKL T 7—F4 F ¥ FOHF
FTEBEIC X 2 L DB E L TR SULICIR S N BIRTh 2 Liwl 5 b Y a—
3. TBOAMIEI - HHIBOAOIRCTH 5, & L TBUATEEZ BT 2 74 A2 v H Dk
MCThHb, TITI7—T4FT v FOW%E THEH 2 B#H=TEHHEIED. XA
FEICIZIE O WIBAEMHEDR T, L LT, 227227V T4 EREDOMIA D &5
Lgaic, M%E T8E) OBGRINIR & L CTIREMICIZ 5 0T X i E o ftirE i
EFRLZZMAINILZTL %, Thbb, BROTFHEZARICT 2 TTHROHE, &,
SICZENZABRICT S D7 a7V 74 ICRLT, VEBWEE, 2810722
LIZE->T, HSDFT THRDFH #H(ETLIHEE, 2074 FaLb—rarvil<
D "HE, Th b,

RO AEFETR R BR 2R L 2RB 7 7 —F7 4 7 v Fix ) e oficwiks
SHRPHEDRDSY, FIWHEALOHEELLED, REICEASOMICHEZHIT 2
Lok, LBLADRS, A=Yy - Vv —<VDEROLIIC, 77—F4F v FD
Bz & > T DR - BN (RS2 5) BZshiz, L LT, LY
k) FECBHL S LB TER YL, ¥R, TROT (42.250-251) L LTERINDIAN
BRAD ZANDFHIBI2O0 T, fEROKKTT v b —=ADKATY . Holfz
WSH, Thbb 77 =745 PO - RERADHILYD & LT, #HirckEMHEIED
JEICHEZ X9 vy s, 29 LT, Bollid, Rikh RoT) iiktzohTnk
VA LAHERD T LM, &L YEELLDOE o THL AR
T, ERIN T DTH S,
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Bbhiz

ABOERERTROGERZAEET 204 %67, IRTITZOREEIZAS LK%,
BUARIE A (body politic) LIFT D HE  (bare life, #l EH L D4dz) & U THERR - HE L Tw <,
ABOADEMNCIZ, EOBEADM D BTV 2, BOICE > TAREARKEZPEL. 114
RE (B4 2) %2 X 5EBEIcHlb L X 9 & LT, W3iicHamt ot (€4 2)
ERIHIE D LV ABIEO HAERKERAON2DIE, FICIORITBVWTTH D,

fhZ b L PN EE kL 2oT RE, &L TCOTHICHEIULI N I 034 A4
RYUT A7 ADT T4 ANBEEBEEEZRR L TR0 E ) Icon T, REZHED R
R BMAEEI{T> Tk, 29 LERT VY v L REEEICOWTIE, Y24 7 AET7D
TV 7F; ® Ta)AL—F 2R3 L0bIF vy 72 rOEBHEDT 7 AT b HEIC
%5122 9, HROBEEEF T COMEDTIIFHTE LV ABORE L, Hithe
DAFIEFEI L, HEENARERICHEESI N 7> 27 ) 74 12 k> TIRR &%
SN2 MAET D S I TILIEHE L 7 AR T BPRRINZBICR oS

"EY) . HEPEROMN LY AOPTHLIAD ST LRI, ZORREIDY b
. AEFICEAEL TEHLIEL O, BESN TR OWEELL EOBE LD,
Y LD DWT, SHOBET 7 2 b2 ED LB SO Z2T>TwI ) EEI,
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