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ABSTRACT

THE PROBLEM OF OTHERNESS IN /N THE HEART OF THE COUNTRY BY
J.M. COETZEE, NIGHT LESSONS BY LATIFE TEKIN AND
LIGHTHsOUSEKEEPING BY JEANETTE WINTERSON

Bulut, Bilge
PhD, Department of English Literature
Supervisor: Assist. Prof. Dr. Hiilya YILDIZ BAGCE

October 2019, 328 pages

Deploying some specific Kristevan theories such as the semiotic and the symbolic
bases of language, melancholia, abjection and being a stranger, this thesis argues that
J.M.Coetzee in In the Heart of the Country, Latife Tekin in Night Lessons and Jeanette
Winterson in Lighthousekeeping bring a new perspective to the problem of otherness
by eradicating the binary opposition between self and other, which renders their
political stance very forceful. In the Heart of the Country demonstrates that the other
is within the subject in the form of the abject and unless the abject is sublimated, the
subject cannot come to terms with her self-isolation. Coetzee shows that a new
discourse is necessary if one needs to get rid of the deep-rooted binary oppositions.
Night Lessons is the sublimation of the pre-Oedipal Narcissistic union with the
maternal other. It is analyzed through the female narrator’s relationship with her
mother in the light of Kristevan abject and semiotic signification. Tekin shatters the
subject/object opposition by creating her own textual style which fuses fact and fiction.
The political criticism is not given directly but embedded in the mother-daughter
relationship. Lighthousekeeping is studied by underlining the transformation of

abjection into positive signification and the negative effect of melancholia. Winterson

v



manifests her political perspective very explicitly and broadens the queer political

perspective without risking it being downplayed into a totalizing metanarrative.

Keywords: Julia Kristeva, abject, the semiotic, the symbolic, melancholia
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J M. COETZEE’NIN IN THE HEART OF THE COUNTRY, LATIFE TEKIN’IN
GECE DERSLERI VE JEANETTE WINTERSON’IN LIGHTHOUSEKEEPING
ROMANLARINDAKI OTEKILIK PROBLEMI

Bulut, Bilge
Doktora, Ingiliz Edebiyat: Béliimii
Tez Yéneticisi: Dr. Ogr. Uyesi Hiilya YILDIZ BAGCE

Ekim 2019, 328 sayfa

Bu ¢aligma Kristeva’nin dilin semiyotik ve sembolik salinimlari, melankoli, igrenglik
ve yabanci olma teorilerinden yararlanarak J.M. Coetzee’nin In the Heart of the
Country, Latife Tekin’in Gece Dersleri ve Jeanette Winterson’in Lighthousekeeping
romanlarinin ben ve 6teki arasindaki ikili karsithg yok ederek otekilik problemine
yeni bir bakis acis1 getirdigini ve bu bakis agisinin bahsedilen yazarlarin politik
durusunu ¢ok giiclii bir sekilde ortaya koydugunu savunmaktadir. In the Heart of the
Country oteki denilen 6genin kiside igreng (abjekt) seklinde bulundugunu ve bu
igrengligin  yliceltilmedigi  slirece  bireyin  kendi  soyutlanmiglik  halini
kabullenemeyecegini gostermektedir. Coetzee koklesmis ikili karsitliklardan
kurtulmak i¢in yeni bir sdylemin gerekli oldugunu gostermektedir. Gece Dersleri
romani anne ile olan Odip Oncesi narsist birlesmenin yiiceltilmis halidir. Bu b&liim
anlaticinin annesi ile olan iligkisini Kristeva’nin igrenglik ve semiyotik anlamlamasi
1s181inda incelemektedir. Tekin 6zne ve nesne karsithgini gergek ve kurmacayi
birlestiren kendine 6zgili yazimsal tarz1 ile yikmaktadir. Romandaki politik elestiri
dogrudan  gosterilmemis, anne-kiz iliskisi iginde romana yedirilmistir.

Lighthousekeeping romani igren¢ olanin pozitif anlamlamaya doniisme siirecini ve

Vi



melankolinin olumsuz etkisini gézler oniine sermektedir. Winterson kuir politik bakis
acisini toptanci bir {ist anlatiya indirgemeden genisletmistir ve kendi politik bakis

acisini belirgin hale getirmistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Julia Kristeva, igrenclik, semiyotik, sembolik, melankoli
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1.The Aim of the Study

This study aims to analyze J.M Coetzee’s In the Heart of the Country (1977), Latife
Tekin’s Night Lessons (1986) and Jeanette Winterson’s Lighthousekeeping (2004) in
terms of their approaches to the question of the other by the theories of Julia Kristeva.
The theoretical background of the thesis will be based on Kristeva’s concepts of the
semiotic and the symbolic, abjection, melancholia and being a stranger. The questions
related to the problem of otherness have received considerable critical attention in a
wide range of fields. Literature is one of the fields where this problem is foregrounded
especially in the novels where social and political upheavals mark the distinction
between the groups of people who consider themselves as belonging to a collective
unity and outcast some people as the Others!. Coetzee tackles the opposition between
self and Other within the frame of colonialism and racism in South African apartheid.
Tekin dwells on the political turmoil of the period before and after the 1980s in Turkey,
the time when the 12" September 1980 military coup broke down the normal
functioning of social order. Winterson deals with the otherness problem in terms of
gender construction, queer and uncanny. The common ground among these three
novels is that all of them register a novel approach to the problem of otherness and
they all bring the maternal other into being through a subversive act of writing
notwithstanding the differences of contexts and the eras they were written in. All the
writers use literature as a means to narrow down the gap between the subject and the

object, thereby rendering the constructed nature of the subject and object visible. The

' To avoid confusion, I will be referring to the semiotic maternal other as other (“0” in lower
case) and the symbolic other as Other (“O” in upper case) in this thesis.



other common thread of these writers is that all of them have been exposed to harsh
criticism owing to their peculiar writing styles and not writing politically and
realistically enough. As a rebuttal to this point, in this study, I put forward the claim
that all these novels are quite revolutionary because they go beyond the borders of
self/other binary by the dialectic between the semiotic and symbolic bases of language
opening a place for the abject to be sublimated. Therefore, they carry the question of
realism and political consciousness to another realm by going beyond the dualistic

structure of language and self/other opposition.

This study draws on Kristeva’s theories on the semiotic, symbolic, abject, melancholia
and being a stranger. Her focus on the interconnection between language and body
challenges the traditional view of writing by opening up a new space in writing where
the semiotic discourse unravels the poetic dimension of language. The semiotic
disrupts the syntactical linearity of language. French feminism in general is interested
in writing the body and the psychological background it draws on foregrounds the
maternal body and the pre-Oedipal identification with the mother or maternal body.
The inscription of the body in writing takes its root from the realm where the archaic
connection between mother and child energizes the speech of the subject and the
subordination of the body to the mind is refuted. The characters’ identification with
the maternal body in the novels reveals how the signification process can be altered
and how this alteration enables them to overcome the hegemony of all systems and
discourses. This thesis uses Kristeva’s theories on language while exploring the third
space between subject and object. Kristeva has produced a large number of theories
starting from the 1960s to the present. This study will benefit from her studies by
focusing on her theories on poetic language in the 1960s, the semiotic and the symbolic
bases of signification she introduced in the 1970s, her theories on horror, love and
melancholy in the 1980s and the psychic problems individuals encounter due to the
lack of a semiotic dimension in their speeches which took place in the books of
Kristeva published after the 1980s. The primary sources to be focused on by Kristeva
are Desire in Language (1980), Powers of Horror (1982), Revolution in Poetic
Language (1984), Tales of Love (1987) and Strangers to Ourselves (1991).



As these writers’ preoccupation is to transgress the symbolic structure of language in
which the self and other opposition cannot be broken, their writing style becomes
revolutionary. What I mean by revolutionary draws on Kristevan terminology. The
semiotic can be transgressive and disruptive because the semiotic bursts open the
symbolic base of language by bringing the body to the foreground. When body and
language are aligned, the discourse gets a subversive force. Kristeva finds the
distortion of the symbolic by the semiotic signification revolutionary because the
semiotic upsets the privileging of the symbolic and it leads to a change in the essence
of the hierarchy of the signifier and the signified which is inherent in the symbolic
language. The language which is produced by the mutuality of the semiotic and the
symbolic leads to change in the production of the subject and opens up a new space for
alternative subject and object formations. Accordingly, there can be a meta-
commentary on the selected novels of these writers in terms of their political
consciousness and this meta-commentary can lead these novels to be analyzed from a
larger scope than those of some critics, who do not find these texts realistic and
political enough. Kristevan approach to the semiotic base of language will be helpful
in this respect to show that the essence of the otherness problem does not lie in what
these novels deal with but how they lay bare the impossibility of representation unless
the symbolic element “what philosophers might think of as meaning proper” (Oliver
“Introduction” xiv) is amalgamated with the semiotic element “ associated with
rhythms and tones that are meaningful parts of language [where] bodily drives are

discharged”(Oliver “Introduction xiv).

The reason why these three specific novels are chosen in this study is that the self/other
problem is in the core of all these novels and that the way they go beyond the borders
of language has similarities. Besides, all the novels explore very delicate and
problematic topics such as racism, coup and gender. There are a good number of novels
which deal with these problems but these writers depart from the mainstream writing
styles that their contemporaries have adopted. For instance, Coetzee has brought a new
perspective to South African literature. As Penner points out, “if Coetzee’s novels are

not seen by some of the readers as being self-sufficiently relevant to, or specific about



the present turmoil, it is because he addresses a more fundamental question about the
cognition and language of worldwide colonialism” (27). He means that Coetzee
regards the turmoil of the apartheid from a larger perspective by focusing on what the
causes of the turmoil is. There are many other writers such as Nadine Gordimer, André
and Brink Breyten Breytenbach who have widened the understanding of literature in
South Africa in that they have set the South African literature free from the shackles
of the binaries between the colonizer and the colonized. Coetzee is in this group of
writers, and he has worked “on the principle that the novel should not supplement
history, but establish a position of rivalry with it” (Head, Introduction x). With his
knowledge about European theories on writing and his in-between position of being a
white writer writing about South Africa, he has written “particular works from the
English canon with a view to reconstructing European ‘realities’ in postcolonial terms,
not simply by reversing the hierarchical order, but by interrogating the philosophical
assumptions on which that order was based” (Ashcraft 32). So, he writes both from
the inside and outside as an English speaking Afrikaner. He defies the socially and
historically mimetic representations of the apartheid regime novels and challenges the
nature of realism. His novels enable the readers to think about racism from a wide
array of perspectives ranging from the ontology of fictional form, the impossibility of

mimetic writing and the problem of alterity.

The interrogations of the critics as to how Coetzee is engaged with the problems of
realism and fiction have been the concern of the novelist, as well. He explicates the
role of the novelist in South Africa “as a force for representation [of the]
unrepresentable” (Coetzee Doubling 67). He thinks that historical facts, realism and
depredations of South African apartheid are beyond representability owing to their
inexplicable emotional and psychological effects on people. The oppressor and the
oppressed are far from being categorized in binary oppositions. They are entwined into
each other. Therefore, a new form of address is required to talk about the pain within

South African context especially for the white novelist.

In the Heart of the Country has not been analyzed as much as his other more popular

novels such as Disgrace and Waiting for the Barbarians. Besides there is no study on



this novel dealing with the alterity problem from a Kristevan perspective. Therefore,
this study will close the gap in academic studies in this respect. While Kristeva’s
theories on abjection and her conceptualization of the foreigner will be the main
backdrop of this chapter on a larger scale. Firstly, these theories will show that Coetzee
brings a new dimension to self/other and colonizer/colonized binary by focusing on
the in-betweenness of his characters, thereby establishing a negotiation between self
and Other. Secondly, this analysis will help us bring a meta-criticism to the critical
approaches to his novels, claiming that Coetzee has a very forceful, ethical and
political stance in this novel. This novel, like the other two novels in this thesis, makes
one question what political is. In this respect, Kristeva’s theoretical approach to
language and how revolutionary language can be political will serve as the backdrop

of this argument.

The second novel in this thesis, Night Lessons by Latife Tekin, who has brought a new
aspect to the understanding of novel writing in Turkey, is one of her most complicated
and elusive novels in which she deals with the traumatic effects of the 12 September
1980 coup by pushing the boundaries of conventional realistic representations. In
Turkish literature, there is a phase of literary movement called coup novels. Especially
after the 12 March 1971 Turkish military memorandum and 12 September 1980 coup,
Turkish writers started writing about these political upheavals and their focus shifted
to words representing the traumatic effects of the coups. As Bayraktar underlines, what
distinguishes the coup novels of the post-1980s from those belonging to the post-1970s
is that their “aesthetic concerns became much more significant and the mediated nature
of representation was considerably emphasized” (105). Tekin is one of these writers
who dealt with the adverse effects of the military intervention and the atrocities of
traumatic state violence in the aftermath of the 1980s in her novels. Different from the
novels of the post-1970s, she does not write in a documentary style and her
understanding of realism does not rest upon the conventional representations of
historical realities. She is in the vanguard of a new understanding of aesthetic
representation of realism. She has used novel genre as a means not to document or

record history by leaning on the realistic conventions but as a conduit between realism



and aestheticism. Night Lessons dismantles the authoritative representation of
historical events and pushes the limits of language by foregrounding the fusion of
writing and body. The writer never speaks exclusively in her own voice; there are
many narrators whose voices harmonize, quarrel and sometimes contradict each other.
Similar to Coetzee, Tekin writes both from the inside and outside of real history. She
was a member of the Leftist group in the 1980s and she witnessed all the political
upheavals of the time in person. After she noticed that her political stance did not
overlap with that of her militant friends, she parted company with the political
organization; so she could be an observer both from the inside and outside. In Night
Lessons, she writes about her disappointment with the way that the leftist group treated
the working class people. She believed that if the working class people were to defend
their own rights, they were supposed to have the freedom to speak for themselves
because lack of freedom to speak was another form of oppression on people and it was
not different from the violence of the state during the coup years. Therefore, she writes
from an in-between position in Night Lessons, she never falls in the trap between
self/Other, leftist class/ working class. The novel creates a third space between these
two binaries and this third space enables her to avoid adopting an authoritative position
in writing. To have a broader perspective about Tekin’s writing style and her own ideas
about Night Lessons, | arranged a meeting with her in person in Bodrum Giimiisliik in
2016. I asked her a lot questions ranging from her ideas about women writers’ position
in Turkey to the conditions that prepared her to write Night Lessons. As the whole
interview is too long to be inserted in this thesis, I will be referring to her own words

where necessary.

Although the thematic issues are considerably different in In the Heart of the Country
and Night Lessons, the positions of the authors as the ones who experienced the
historical events as an insider but wrote as an outsider make it possible to analyze these
novels in the same study. Both Coetzee and Tekin explore and play with language to
be able to write outside the limits of it. In this thesis, language will be referred to as
Kristeva’s symbolic base of signification in which the hierarchy between self and Other

is fixed. As the symbolic base of language “is embodied in the Law of the Father”



(Lechte Julia Kristeva 75), it cannot be used as the only means to disrupt the self/Other
opposition. In my analysis, I will demonstrate that Coetzee and Tekin’s writing styles
can be interrogated as the melting pot where the “interaction between these two terms
[symbolic and semiotic] constitutes the signifying process” (McAfee 15-16). The
dialectic between the semiotic and the symbolic in these novels creates a new type of
discourse by which the symbolic base can be undercut and the semiotic element “makes
itself felt-discharged-into” the symbolic (Kristeva Revolution 24). Kristeva is against
the binary thinking of Western tradition; she states that these two types of signification
are knit together and when their interrelation is enacted, the rupture between the
dichotomies such as nature/culture, body/ mind and self/Other can be shattered. Thus,
the Kristevan analysis will be helpful in the stylistic and contextual analyses of these
two novels. In both of them, the main characters coalesce body and mind and they
adopt the maternal other in order that they can overcome the anguish resulting from

the traumatic experiences of the specific historical events.

The third novel Lighthousekeeping by Jeanette Winterson has been chosen because its
approach to self/Other dichotomy bears resemblances to the aforementioned novels. It
is a novel about a girl called Silver who is brought up in a lighthouse by a blind
lighthouse keeper called Pew. It is a text infused with a queer aesthetics that goes
beyond the borders of heteronormative love. The reason why this novel has been
chosen for this study is that it does not have a lesbian hero as visible as it is in the other
novels of Winterson such as Oranges are not the Only Fruit. Although many of
Winterson’s novels are accepted as coming out novels and they have been studied in
terms of gender and queer identities, Lighthousekeeping has not been studied much
and “the affirmative expressions of lesbian experience and lesbian feminist critique
that feminist scholars have valued in Winterson’s earlier writings [...] are foreclosed
in this novel” (Jenzen 180). Agreeing with Jenzen, this study will try to demonstrate
that the implicit lesbian experience in the novel saves it from being categorized in the
straitjacket of lesbian feminist critique. As mentioned before, Coetzee has received a
lot of negative criticism owing to his avoidance of color bars and explicit and visible

representations of historical facts. Likewise, Tekin has been expected to represent the



historical disasters and unveil the historical facts more realistically like the novels
written after the 1970s. By the same token, Winterson’s novels have been classified in
feminist or lesbian critiques and she has been exposed to harsh criticism as she has not
written in accordance with the expectations of the readers who have looked for a
lesbian love story in her novels. For instance, as Lyenne Pearce has pointed out related
to Written on the Body, “many feminist readers and critics have felt cheated by
Winterson’s handling of gender, while Winterson herself has further problematized

the issue with her reluctance at being cast as a ‘feminist’ or ‘radical lesbian’” (119).

The reason why Winterson has been both welcomed and negatively criticized at the
same time lies in the incoherent nature of lesbian fiction definition. Lesbian fiction has
always been a contradictory issue because its terminology has branched out into
lesbian sensibility, lesbian-feminist fiction and queer literature. Until the 1990s, there
were different tactics to decide if a fictional text must be read as a lesbian text. One
approach was to include everything that touches on the gender subversion like Virginia
Woolf’s Orlando (1928) in lesbian fiction. Another approach was to pay attention to
transgression. The lesbian novelist Bertha Harris even argued that “lesbian should be
read as she is socially perceived, as a monster, and therefore, novels about monsters
should be read as lesbian novels” (in Abraham 296). Another group put forward the
idea that all sorts of texts must be entailed in lesbian literature as long as the writer is
lesbian. Most of these suggestions were limited due to their hostility of heterosexual
culture. While some groups wanted more acknowledgements of lesbians by the lesbian
narratives, some others feared that a more expansive approach could erase the sexual

content of the lesbian narrative. (Abraham 296).

The parameters of lesbian fiction at the beginning of the 1990s incorporated the
postmodern ideas in lesbian fiction changing their focus from “the analyses of
narrative space, lesbian sensibility, the writing of erotics and the body to the
postmodern lesbian” (Farkas 37). It is inevitable that Winterson has been both
applauded and frowned upon during her career amongst all these changing attitudes.
After publishing Oranges, she was categorized in lesbian feminist fiction and the novel

was celebrated as a coming-out novel. However, Winterson departed from manifest



lesbian heroines in her next novels and she plunged into postmodern writing. Then, a
bulk of analyses have been riveted to her postmodern techniques and to what extent
she stays faithful to lesbian politics while using post-modern techniques has been
questioned; the arguments have centered on “whether postmodern narrative has the
subversive power to undermine patriarchal and heterosexist discourses, or whether it
merely constitutes a textual play engaged in the continuous deferral of meaning”
(Farkas 45). The same questions have been asked about whether Winterson fits into
the category of queer theory “which calls attention to the fact that the division between
masculine and feminine is not a fixed divide, but a performance” (Makinen 139). This
study does not follow the path opened up earlier by the other theorists. The oft-repeated
questions such as lesbian fiction/queer fiction/metafiction/postmodern fiction/magical
realism will be avoided not to iterate a similar path in the analyses of Winterson.
Therefore, a meta-criticism can be introduced as to the reception of her novels if
specific categories are left behind. This study will try to show that lesbian and queer
criticism can be under the threat of being turned into another form of hierarchy as long
as it is contrasted with other forms of narratives which are not concerned with lesbian
heroines. Trying to grope for a visible coming out story or a lesbian experience has the

risk of downplaying the text to a single signifying system.

Given that the definitions of lesbian and queer fiction have never been stable, studying
Winterson’s novels from a broader perspective can be more fruitful. This broader
perspective is enacted in Lighthousekeeping by Winterson’s bringing love and story-
telling as the main tenets of subject matters to the fore in the novel. The novel bursts
the constructed nature of heteronormativity open by not explicitly displaying the
binary between heterosexuality and homosexuality but presenting love and story-
telling as the two requirements of identity construction. Kristevan theory will be
helpful in this context to show that love can be regarded in diverse forms and it does
not have to be related to the romantic attachment between two people, either
heterosexual or homosexual. Love of the imaginary father and different alternatives of
love in the novel will be expounded on in this study drawing upon Kristeva’s

explanation of the history of love. Besides, the other main issue in the novel such as



the importance of one’s learning to tell his/her own story will be connected with
adopting the maternal other and putting subjectivity “in process/on trial” (Kristeva
Revolution 22). In tune with the other novels, Lighthousekeeping brings a new
dimension to the self/other binary by focusing on the subject’s adoption of the maternal
other, which is on a par with the semiotic domain and semiotic aspect of signification
which renders language dense and obscure and thus disrupts the empiricist view of
language. In the novel, the rift between words and things distorts the correspondence
between signifiers and signifieds and it evinces that language is not disconnected from
the body. The body/mind dualism is rarefied in the novel; while Silver overcomes
abjection through adopting and welcoming the semiotic “bodily energy and affects”
(McAfee 17), the other main character Babel Dark cannot reach a compromise
between body and mind, and his destiny ends in suicide. Winterson lays bare the
significance of embodying another discourse that is not limited with the demarcations
of the binaries in the symbolic language and in this respect her thematic concerns and
narrative techniques constitute a complex constellation that can help one rethink the

relations between fact and fiction.

As for the layout of this thesis, after the theory chapter, J.M. Coetzee’s In the Heart of
the Country will be studied within the framework of colonialism and racism. Before
the analysis, there will be some information about the style of Coetzee and why and
how his place in postcolonial literature must be distinguished. Later, the female
narrator’s relationship with her father and mother will be analyzed. The abject father’s
transformation into an imaginary father figure and the traumatic effect of the father
and his discourse on his daughter will be studied. Next, the colored servants and the
narrator’s interaction with them will be analyzed and how Coetzee erases the color
bars between the white and the black will be unveiled. Lastly, how the narrator makes
a pact with her own body and realizes that the real abject figure is herself will be
studied along with the stylistic analysis of the novel. The contextual and stylistic
analyses will demonstrate how Coetzee writes from an intermediary position between

the opposites and how the symbolic base of language is pulverized by the semiotic

10



configuration that the narrator adopts by bringing her body into close proximity with

her mind.

The next chapter will start with Tekin’s position in Turkish literature and how Night
Lessons has been studied before. Then, the narrator’s position in the family as a savage
figure and the rupture between her and her mother will be examined. Next, the
narrator’s estrangement in the political discourse will be focused on by dwelling on
the language and gender discrimination problem in the Leftist movement. Lastly, the
sublimation of the abject mother through semiotic writing will be studied by pointing
at how the metaphors, folkloric language, fragmentation of time and space, shifting
subject positions and multiple narrators unveil the dialectic between the semiotic and

the symbolic and enable the narrator to create her own discourse.

In the last chapter before the conclusion, Winterson’s Lighthousekeeping will be
studied in four main parts. After introducing the critical studies on Winterson and
Lighthousekeeping, the dyadic unity between the female narrator and her mother will
be studied. Then, story-telling and love will be explained as forms of the sublimation
of the abject. The following explanations will be about to the narrator’s public life
experiences as thetic moments. In the following part, the other main character, Babel
Dark’s life will be analyzed in terms of otherness. Lastly, the linguistic elements will
be scrutinized in order to show how Winterson tampers with the symbolic/patriarchal

language within the theoretical framework of Kristevan abjection and signification.

The whole study, in general, will try to connect these three novels in terms of their
approach to the problem of otherness. As the meta-critism of this study is the political
consciousness of the writers, the connection between body and writing will be
underlined after the whole contextual and stylistic analyses are completed. Although
politics can be thought to refer to the antoganisms between classes, different political
groups or the conflicts between people and nations, this thesis puts forward the idea
that body is highly relevant to the discussions revolving around politics. Therefore, the
narrators’ bodily experiences especially the traumas they encounter due to personal

affairs or state violence will be underlined in the discussions of the abject.
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CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1. Julia Kristeva and Her Theories

As the theorical background of this thesis is based on Kristeva’s ideas on language and
subjectivity, some background information about her theories and the definitions of
the basic terms to be used in this study are necessary to connect the theories with the
analyses of the novels. The main points Kristeva underlines in her studies are the
theory of poetic language, abjection, melancholia, love and borderline cases of
subjectivity in the widest sense. The theoretical expansion of Kristeva’s ideas on the
meaning of the subject began against the backdrop of the political revolution in 1968
in France when the avant-garde critics and writers spoke out their ideas in the journal
Tel Quel. Their main concern was about the requisite for questioning the relevancy
between the material and cultural production that Marxist understanding put forward.
The avant-garde critics tended to forsake the direct relationship between them and
believed that cultural activities had the revolutionary potential for change. They
“foregrounded issues relating to racial and sexual difference, desire, the treatment of
the mad and the rights of prisoners” (Lechte Kristeva 8). Their focal point was the
status and production of the subject amidst the conflicting ideologies. They argued that
just like the subject, the cultural productions are always in process and they are not
irreducible to the finished product. They believed that not only the external elements
per se such as the cultural, political or economic structures but also the internal
elements, primarily the language with the sound and the rhythm of a word result in the
production of meaning. Kristeva raised questions as to the essence of how the capitalist
mode of production negated the significance of how that production came into being.
The shortcoming of the capitalist production, according to Kristeva, is not to

interrogate the “process qua process” (Lechte Kristeva 16). She calls this process as:
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significance which is precisely this unlimited and unbounded generating process, this
unceasing operation of the drives toward, in, and through language; toward, in, and
through the exchange system and its protagonists-the subject and his institutions. This
heterogeneous process, neither anarchic, fragmented foundation nor schizophrenic
blockage, is a structuring practice, a passage to the outer boundaries of the subject and
society. Then-and only then-can it be Jouissance and revolution. (Revolution 17)

In other words, language is the backbone of revolution as it begets, shapes, reshapes,
distorts, triggers and manipulates the subject. It is the language that speaks through the
subject with all its external boundaries. Subjectivity is a dynamic process because
people are surrounded by all phenomena including culture, history and language.
Western philosophic tradition, which Kristeva calls “archivists, archeologists and
necrophiliacs” in Revolution in Poetic Language (13), is mistaken about considering
the subject as a finished product. Rather, “the experience of subjectivity is not that of
coming to awareness as a ‘self’, but of having an identity wrought in ways often
unbeknownst to the subject herself” (McAfee,2). Language is not a medium used and
oriented by people; on the contrary, it produces subjects, the subject’s interaction with
the others, the way how s/he produces cultural productions and revolution eventually

through the language that creates jouissance’.

? Kristeva does not give an exact description of joussiance but explains it by the paintings of
Giovanni Bellini. In three versions of “Madonna and The Child”, the Madonnas are holding a
baby but there is a clear emotional distance between the child and the mother. The faces of
Madonnas do not look at their babies directly and they “intent on something else that draws
their gaze to the side, up above, or nowhere in particular, but never centers it in the baby”
(Desire 247). Kristeva states that the lack of peace between the mother and the baby causes
melancholy. There seems to be a jubilation but the mother is absent in the paintings as her eyes
look into vacancy rather than the baby. The inaccessible enjoyment that the baby is after is
expressed through “the folds of coloured surfaces, the juxtaposition of full tones, the limitless
volume resolving into a contrast of “hots” and “colds” in an architecture of full colour” (Desire
248). Kristeva maintains that Bellini unveils the joussiance in the painting qua painting
because “the absent, dead, and mute mother, situated beyond the Law determines the
fascination” (Desire 248). So, the law stands between the baby and the mother and the
inaccessibility between them is reflected by the artistic talent of the painter. Despite the
jubilation of the corporeal fusion between them, melancholy can be read in the eyes of the
mother as she is detached from her baby by the Symbolic Law. The baby can never reach the
“elsewhere” of the mother but it seems to be happy in her lap. So, Bellini’s painting
“is confronted with the very function of jouissance” (Desire 248). The unutterable,
unreachable sense of jouissance cannot be directly painted or written about, but it can
be felt in the artistic production or in the writerly texts. The painter or the writer can express
the inexpressible; art is a means to seek jouissance. Especially the avant garde poets of the 19™
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Kristeva brought a groundbreaking perspective to the speaking subject by her
introduction of the subject as “in process/on trial” (Revolution 22) who is “constructed
in the field of thought developed after Marx, Freud and Nietzsche” (Moi
Sexual/Textual 151). Kristeva follows a similar path to these thinkers as she defines
the subject as a “dynamic [one] in movement and in the throes of production, in
contrast to the punctual, phenomenological subject of consciousness” (Lechte Julia
Kristeva 114). According to her, the Cartesian ego is a myth and the speaking subject
is the nexus of “a place where the inner drives are discharged into language, where
sexuality interplays with thought, where the body and culture meet” (McAfee 2).
Kristeva’s studies on subjectivity unsettles the conventionally accepted notion of the
“self” in Western philosophical tradition. As this study will be dealing with the
constructed nature of subject and object dichotomy and how the texts mentioned bring
a different perspective to this binary opposition by establishing a third space which
does not deconstruct the binary but offers an alternative to it, Kristeva’s ideas on

subjectivity will be helpful theoretically.

One of Kristeva’s most important contributions to contemporary theory has been the
distinction she makes between the semiotic and symbolic modalities of signification.
She states that there is an interconnection between these two modalities and this
interconnection gives rise to poetic language. Poetic language is constructed within a
signifying process where the “semiotic system [is] generated by a speaking subject
within a social, historical field” (Revolution “Introduction” 1). The subject, she
maintains, is a speaking being and s/he is constituted by language. Therefore, the
speaking being always addresses another and language cannot be thought as separate
from the social and historical context. She defines significance as the “unlimited and
unbounded generating process, the unceasing operation of the drives toward, in, and

through language; toward, in and through the exchange system and its protagonists-

century revolt against the fixed meaning od symbolic discourse by pulverizing their texts by
the semiotically charged language and they approach the sense of jouissance. She considers
Jjoussiance and revolt intertwined with each other.
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the subject and his institutions” (Revolution 17). The subject who learns how to use
language decenters “the transcendental ego, cutting through it, and opening it up to a
dialectic in which the syntactic and categorical understanding is merely the liminary

moment of process” (Revolution 30).

There are two ways that lead the subject to signification. The first is the mirror stage
and the second is the castration. In the mirror stage, the subject whose body is agitated
by the “semiotic motility” (Kristeva Revolution 48) starts to shape an imaged ego and
although the subject does not step into the world of objects yet, s’he seperates himself/
herself from the unified image reflected in the mirror. Lacan claims that this image is
the inchoate version of the Symbolic world where the subject will encounter the
objects totally separated from him/ her. The child’s first utterances which cannot yet
be defined as proper language emerge at this time. So, the first signification starts when
the subject uses the sign as a form of break from the maternal body. The second stage
of signification is the recognition of castration, which “puts the finishing touches on
the process of separation that posits the subject as signifiable” (Kristeva Revolution
47). The subject encounters the other objects (people) and separates himself/herself
from the mother. The mother represents the alterity as she is not the “guarantor of

demands” (Kristeva Revolution 47) any more.

The joussiance that is generated by the fusion with the mother’s body is transmuted
into the genital and such a shift “transfers semiotic motility onto the symbolic order”
(Kristeva Revolution 47). The separation enables the enunciation and the mother is
repositioned as the Other because the perception of the child’s relation to the others
changes. The positioning of the mother as the Other is a precondition for the child to
communicate with the others in the Symbolic domain. The break between the signifier
and the signified is “synonymous with social sanction” (Kristeva Revolution 48). The
child realizes that language can be used to point out objects and events and there is a
difference between self (subject), and other (object). Kristeva sees language not as an
isolated and static entity but as a dynamic signifying process where “bodily drives and
energy are expressed literally discharged through our use of language” (McAfee 14).

Language operates through the fusion of the symbolic and semiotic bases of language.
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While the symbolic is “an expression of clear and orderly meaning”, the semiotic can
be seen “as evocation of feeling, or, more pointedly, a discharge of the subject’s energy

and drives” (McAfee 16). Oliver explains these two terms in the following way:

The symbolic element is what philosophers might think of as meaning proper. That is,
the symbolic is the element of signification that sets up the structures by which
symbols operate. The symbolic is the structure or grammar that governs the ways in
which symbols can refer. The semiotic element, on the other hand, is the organization
of drives in language. It is associated with rhythms and tones that are meaningful parts
of language and yet do not represent or signify something. In Revolution in Poetic
Language (1974), Kristeva maintains that rhythms and tones do not represent bodily
drives; rather bodily drives are discharged through rhythms and tones. (“Introduction”
Xiv)

It should be noted that despite the clear definitions of the two terms by McAfee and
Oliver, the semiotic and the symbolic should not be considered as two separate
modalities. Kristeva does not address them in a hierarchy, and she avoids a
dichotomized understanding. There is always a dialectic between them, and they are
interdependent. The semiotic appears “within but simultaneously withdraws from
fixed meaning. It is the heterogeneous, affective, material dimension of language that
contributes to the meaning, but does not intend or signify in the ways the symbols do”
(Keltner Thresholds 22). She asserts that language and body are inseparable and
through the semiotic element, bodily drives manifest themselves in language. In this
sense, Kristeva challenges the traditional theories which put forward that language and

body are distinct categories.

Before the acquisition of language which corresponds to the pre-Oedipal and mirror
phase, the child conceives himself as a whole and believes the illusion he sees in the
mirror. Upon being immersed in language, he is enveloped by the culture he lives in.
Language is the medium that initiates the child’s understanding of himself as a separate
being from the mother. Until language starts to shape the child, he has the
misconception of considering himself as a whole being. Yet, language enables him to
see himself as disintegrated. This is where the symbolic functions and inaugurates the
process for the child to turn into a speaking subject. According to Kristeva, the first

separation between the child and the mother starts with birth although the child does
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not recognize such a dyad and continues believing in being a part of the mother. Yet,
once he starts speaking, the child strips himself of the semiotic realm since the
conception of “I” and “the other” starts to be more clear. In this respect, although
Kristeva summarizes the signification process as shaped by firstly the mirror stage and
then the castration, she broadens Lacan’s theories by emphasizing that the birth is the
beginning point of separation between the child and the mother. Although the mirror
stage marks this separation distinctly, the actual disengagement from the mother starts

when the mother gives birth to the child. (Lechte Julia Kristeva 142-143)

Another term that will be used in this thesis is the semiotic chora. It is the place purged
off the use of symbols, syntax and grammar and where drives are foregrounded. Yet,
the symbolic via imposing a certain structure on drives detaches the child from his
drives. The baby’s coos and babbles in the semiotic are the disarticulations before
stepping into the symbolic. Kristeva names this sphere as the chora which is a “non-
expressive totality formed by the drives and their states in a motility that is as full of

movement as it is regulated” (Revolution 25).

The chora is a receptacle similar to the mother’s womb, but it has its own motility as
it has a peculiar rhythm. The rhythm moves along the discourse that “moves with and
against the chora in the sense that it simultaneously depends upon and refuses it.
Although the chora can be designated and regulated, it can never be definitely posited”
(Kristeva Revolution 26). That is, the chora is like a container capable of both shaping
and being shaped by the movement outside. Ecriture Féminine embarks on
scrutinizing how the affective power of this energy shapes the text because “even the
most plain-spoken language is an uneasy merger between a sound image and the
meaning it is supposed to denote” (McAfee, 23). The interplay between the semiotic
and the symbolic is more foregrounded in certain texts and Kristeva points out that
“the very practice of art necessitates reinvesting the material chora so that it
transgresses the symbolic order [...] No text, no matter how ‘musicalized’ is devoid of
meaning or signification: on the contrary, musicalization pluralizes meaning”
(Revolution 65). For the semiotic chora to pluralize meaning, thetic break, where the

child starts brushing aside his semiotic and musical energy in order to obtain the
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integrity he needs by facing the other, is significant. Kristeva underlines the fact that
“[...] the semiotic we find in signifying practices always comes to us after the symbolic
thesis, after the symbolic break, and can be analyzed in psychoanalytic discourse as
well as so-called artistic practice” (Revolution 68). The semiotic chora will be referred
to in this thesis when the narrators’ relationship with their maternal other are explained.
In every novel in this thesis, the archaic bond between the mother and the child as the
springboard for the identity formation of the characters is foregrounded. Thus, the
semiotic chora as “the locus of the drive activity underlying the semiotic” (Lechte
Julia Kristeva 129) will be mentioned as the energy that generates the signifying

process.

The artistic practice where the semiotic punctuates the symbolic is a ubiquitous element
of the texts Kristeva calls the genotext. She states that the genotext is “a process, which
tends to articulate structures that are ephemeral (unstable, threatened by drive charges,
‘quata’ rather than ‘marks’) and nonsignifying” (Revolution 86). Being nonsignifying
and unstable, the genotext does not disrupt the meaningful unity of a text. Rather, it
crystalizes the meaning where the structural linguistic rules lag behind. The genotext
deploys the melodic devices such as intonation and rhythm. The phenotext, on the
other hand, is stabilizing the correlation between the signifier and the signified with
the help of semantic and grammatical rules. In other words, there are two levels that a
text operates: the genotext delves into the pre-symbolic places of the psyche; it
manifests how the writer nourishes himself/herself by the gratification of the rhythm,
musicality and the refractory power of the semiotic. The phenotext obeys the rules of
communication and requires an addresser and an addressee (Kristeva Revolution, 86).
Kristeva states that only some avant-garde texts manage to facilitate the semiotic chora
and they can be accepted as genotexts (Revolution, 88). All the novels in this study are
examples of genotexts because their semiotically furnished language ruptures the

symbolic and offers alternative subject formations.

The thetic starts in the mirror stage and is completed when the child goes through the
Oedipus complex. It is the backbone of signification and “no signifying practice can

be without it” (Kristeva Revolution 62). Kristeva explains “the thetic phase — the
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positing of the imago, castration, and the positing of semiotic motility — as the place
of the Other, as the precondition for signification, i.e., the precondition for the positing
of language. The thetic phase marks a threshold between two heterogeneous realms:

the semiotic and the symbolic” (Kristeva Revolution 48).

Firstly, the child is immersed in the semiotic chora; s/he utters coos and babbles to
express itself. The first meaningless sounds s/he vocalizes let him/her discharge
energy. But these sounds do not signify an object; the subject and the object do not
necessarily signify different positions. After the mirror stage, the child recognizes
himself/herself as a different being from his/her environment. Even the sounds s/he
utters refer to another object. This break, however, does not necessarily separate the
semiotic and the symbolic with rigid demarcations. Both in the “realm of metalanguage
(mathematics, for example) or literature, what remodels the symbolic order is always

the influx of the semiotic” (Kristeva Revolution 62).

As the thetic is a precondition for signification, Kristeva never undermines its
necessity. However, when the drives cannot be sublimated by the thetic, three
situations emerge. Either the subject becomes neurotic or psychotic or the subject leads
these drives to be sublimated in artistic practices which are called “second-degree
thetic” (Revolution 50). The way that the semiotic sneaks into the symbolic is expressed

by Kristeva as musicality

which is not without signification; indeed, it is deployed within it. Logical syntheses
and all ideologies are present, but they are pulverized within their own logic before
being displaced toward something that is no longer within the realm of the idea, sign,
syntax, and thus Logos. (Revolution 63)

Thetic refers to the thesis of the binaries in Cartesean logic. It refutes the notion of a
unified subject, which is seen as a stabilized and transcendental being, by the Western
metaphysics. As it is "the precondition of the difference between the signifier and the
signified, denotation and connotation, language and referent; in effect it is the basis of
all theses and antitheses, of all oppositions” (Lechte Kristeva 135). If the subject has
some disorders in the mirror stage or cannot successfully go through the castration

process, s’he cannot constitute the symbolic. It results in psychosis where the subject
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tries to resist the social censorship and the distinction between the signifier and the
signified is dissolved. Besides, the negation of the thetic phase may lead the subject to
“imagine the thetic at the place of an object or a partner. This is a fetishist mechanism,
which consists in denying the mother’s castration” (Kristeva Revolution 63). The
subject who projects his/her drives on another object has proclivity for enjoying “anal
eroticism [...] the prototype of such objects is excrement since it is midway between
an autoerotic body, which is not yet autonomous from its eroticized sphincters, and the
pleasure the mother’s body or her supposed phallus would procure” (Kristeva

Revolution 64).

Kristeva warns that “it is the thetic, and not fetishism, that is inherent in every cultural
production” (Revolution 64). She states that psychoanalysis studies confuse fetishism
and the thetic because they regard the production of art as an act of fetishism. The poet
is thought to create poetry as a substitute for the symbolic. However, according to
Kristeva, “what distinguishes the poetic function from the fetishist mechanism is that
it is a signification [...] no text, no matter how musicalized, is devoid of meaning or
signification: on the contrary, musicalization pluralizes meanings” (Revolution 65).
So, the text still signifies an object and the signifier/ signified connection is not erased.
The thetic is challenged when the semiotic breaches the symbolic through poetic
language because poetic language would “wipe out sense through nonsense and
laughter” (Kristeva Desire 142). In other words, the semiotic would “induce a
Jjouissance that is prior to the mirror stage, and thus prior to the thetic” (Lechte Kristeva
135). So, the semiotic does not preclude the symbolic from being uttered in
grammatical sentences; it always exists within the symbolic. Artistic practice, through
implementing poetic language, “does not relinquish the thetic even while pulverizing

it” (Kristeva Revolution 69).

The thetic is of significance in this study in all of the novels because all the main
characters go through the thetic moment many times. In this thesis, I interpreted the
experiences they go through which put them into conditions when they face the
necessity of stepping into the symbolic as the thetic moments. They challenge the thetic

break when they cannot consider the self and the other as seperate modes. Especially
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in Lighthousekeeping, the female narrator goes through a healthy subjectivity process
without leaving the semiotic behind and her experiences in the public spaces point at

the thetic moments in her life.

The other basic Kristevan concept is abjection which will be made use of in this thesis.
Abjection is related to the primordial horror which is caused by the mother as a threat
to the symbolic order. The mother is the mediator between culture and nature and “no
signifier can uplift it [ the maternal body] without leaving a remainder, for the signifier
is always remaining, communication, or structure, whereas a woman as mother would
be, instead, a strange fold that changes culture into nature, speaking into biology”
(Kristeva Tales 259). Kristeva makes it visible that identity construction is wrought by
many forces including language culture, body, sexuality and desires. Her interrogation
into the connection between language and body shows that there is a (maternal) other
in the psyche of subjects which is both fascinating and repelling. This other which she
calls the “abject”, referring to the child’s identification with the mother is to be denied
so that the subject can integrate himself/herself in culture. However, this denial is
partly successful because the abject continues haunting the child causing him/her to
be in a quandary. The child has to renounce the narcissistic union with her first love to
be a subject but “with the constant risk of falling back under the sway of a power as
securing as it is stifling” (Kristeva Powers 13) because it is a part of herself. Therefore,
the subject is never a unified or autonomous being because she always carries the
(maternal) other in her psyche. The maternal body which is supposed to be expelled to
become a self animates the symbolic and it radically deforms syntax and causes
“semantic fuzziness” (Kristeva Powers 191). Therefore, the abject and the
symbolic/semiotic bases of language cannot be thought separately. The way the abject
other finds its way in the symbolic emerges in the “trans-syntactic inscription of
emotion” (Kristeva Powers 204) and puts the individual in touch with the drive-based
materiality of language. One’s self is never fixed and settled because it is always in
interaction with the maternal other which is to be jettisoned in order that subjectivity
can be established. Abjection and how it is sublimated by the semiotic base of language

will be one of the main concepts of this study as the texts studied in this thesis dwell
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on how one comes to terms with the maternal other and “find[s] a balance between the

excesses of nature and the constrains of culture” (McAfee 3).

Kristeva defines abject as something “that beseeches, worries, and fascinates desire.
Apprehensive, desire turns aside; sickened, it rejects” (Powers 1). It results from both
desiring the emotional bond with the mother and rejection of that emotionally charged
fascination in order to survive in a civilized society. Even before the mirror stage, the
infant starts separating himself/herself from the mother and the border between the
subject and the object is developed. Abjection starts when the child starts to jettison
her mother which seems to be a part of himself/ herself. The mirror stage and the
acquisition of language deepen the gap opened up between the mother and the child
but “what is abjected is radically excluded but never banished altogether. It hovers at
the periphery of one’s existence, constantly challenging one’s own tenuous borders of
selfhood” (McAfee 46). In order for the ego to be constructed in the symbolic,
abjection is necessary. However, as it is never entirely cast off, it belongs both to the
realm of the conscious and the unconscious. The symbolic cannot completely “ensure
separation” (Lechte Kristeva 159). The abject is not a definable object; it is the
ambiguous place between the subject and the object. It is “not my correlative, which,
providing me with someone or something else as support, would allow me to be more
or less detached and autonomous. The abject has only one quality of the object-that of
being opposed to I’ (Kristeva Powers 1). There is an intermediary space between them;
the abject straddles both the subject and the object. Kristeva makes an analogy between

the abject and the “improper/unclean” (Kristeva Powers 2):

Loathing an item of food, a piece of filth, waste or dung. The spasms and vomiting
that protect me. The repugnance, the retching that thrusts me to the side and turns me
away from defilement, sewage and muck [...] Food loathing is perhaps the most
elementary and most archaic form of abjection. When the eyes see or the lips touch
that skin on the surface of milk-harmless, thin as a sheet of cigarette paper, pitiful as
a nail paring- I experience a gagging sensation and, still further down, spasms in the
stomach, the belly; and all the organs shrivel up the body, provoke tears and bile,
increase heartbeat, cause forehead and hands to perspire. (Powers 2-3)

Milk and blood are particularly marked by Kristeva as they are highly associated with
the body of the mother. The subject wants to cleanse his/her body from everything that
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is evocative of the mother. The milk is the way that the mother nourishes the infant
and the blood is the unclean place where the child is expelled from the genitalia of the
mother. Defilement marks the boundary between the semiotic and the symbolic. In
order to strengthen the attachment to the symbolic (Law), religion and rituals of
societies turn the cleansing of the body into a purification ritual. The maternal and the
feminine are presented as unclean in the Old Testament and milk is prohibited because
it connects the child to the mother. In the New Testament, Christ is welcomed as “the
steady repression of the maternal element and the evolution of that mode of social and

political rationality called ‘western’” (Lechte Kristeva 164-165).

The presence of a corpse is another phenomenon that sets off abjection. It puts death
in proximity to the subject “as in true theatre, without make up or masks, corpses show
me what [ permanently thrust aside in order to live” (McAfee 32). Thus, the abject is
neither the subject nor the object, it is the jettisoned object that people find
unapproachable but intimate. Kristeva states that “it is not [merely] lack of cleanliness
or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not
respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite”
(Powers, 4). The abject is the state of being stuck in between because the umbilical
bond with the mother is an invisible life and death force on the child all through his
life. It is a realm of plenitude and the child longs for this plenitude of no borders. The
child at the outset, before the mirror stage, goes through the experience of primal
narcissistic identification with the mother. The line between them is fuzzy until the
child learns how to develop himself into being “I” different from the mother. Yet, the
fact that “he was once in her and now here he is outside her” aggravates the child and
“he hates that body but only because it can’t be free of it [...] he must renounce a part
of himself-insofar as it is still one with the mother-in order to become a self” (McAfee,
48). The womb is the most familiar thing to the child, and what seems to be uncanny
is the home-like place for him as a matter of fact. Even after learning language and
being acculturated, the return of the repressed will always haunt the child. Therefore,

the abject is both repelling and seductive for him.

Becker- Leckrone defines the abject as the thing
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that harkens back to the shadowy beginnings of our pre-history, both individual and
collective [...] pre-symbolic, abjection yet persists and returns in flashes, at places of
strain or moments of crisis within the symbolic system. (30)

Shaped by the discourse and norms, the child experiences the throes of being both “T”
as the part of the culture he lives in and finding a substitute for his lack and the visceral
feeling of repudiating and leaving behind “non- I”. The “non-I" is called the abject by
Kristeva, because the child has left a part of himself behind. Kristeva advocates
sublimating the abject rather than repressing it and states that the subject is produced
by multiple matters of the body, culture and the mind. Everything that we abhor in our
body, every fear subjugated by culture after the castration process, everything that

bears the reminiscence of our connection with the mother can be called the abject.

The real poetic work for Kristeva is the one that shatters the reader by unsettling the
border between life and death and exposes the reader to the instability of meaning. She
focuses on the initial separation from the mother’s body and its repercussions in the
subject and the texts and “plumbs the depths of these turbulent waters to identify where
the first, formative moments in the separation of self from the other takes place. These
moments prepare the structures of meaning [that] govern and condition me” (Becker-
Leckrone 32). Signification exists in human body even before the child learns how to
speak and abjection situates the child in between the borders of subjectivity where
there is a vague meaning of subjectivity. Writing is a way of regenerating the abject
for Kristeva. The writer who is fascinated by the abject does not shy away from
perverting the language and experimental literature. Like abjection itself, a text is to
unsettle its readers through fascination and repulsion. The stability of meaning should
be under constant threat and it must challenge the reader. A text grasps the abject by
embracing the delirium, “its dizziness, giddiness, both pleasurable and unsettling, its
‘passion’ and Jouissance” (Becker-Leckrone 49). Abject, abjection and the
sublimation of the abject are the major issues in this dissertation. The abject will be
studied as the in-between space between the subject and the object. Through

sublimation, the characters in the mentioned novels get “the possibility of naming the
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pre-nominal, the pre-objectal, which are in fact only a trans-nominal, a trans-objectal”

(Kristeva Powers 11) other.

The connection between narcissism and love is one of the other focal points of this
study. In his article “On Narcissism”, Freud refers to primary narcissism as “libidinal
complement to the egoism of the instinct of self-preservation, a measure of which may
justifiably be attributed to every living creature” (“On Narcissism” 73 74). Primary
narcissism is aligned with the ego-libido. The libido is directed inwards to the self
rather than an exterior object. Secondary narcissism, on the other hand, concerns the
libidinal reinvestment of the self in an object. It is a normal process of development as
the subject needs to transfer his libidinal investment to another person rather than
his/her mother as the source of auto-eroticism. This is stirred by the object libido and
it is directed to the persons or objects outside the subject. So, secondary narcissisms
“arises through the drawing in of object-cathexes as a secondary one, superimposed
upon a primary narcissism that is obscured by a number of different influences” (Freud

“On Narcissism” 75).

Freud sees the development of the ego as a departure from primary narcissism leaving
the individual with the wish to recover the blissful state. Kristeva reinterprets Freud’s
primary narcissism and creates her own narcissistic formula. She claims that “neither
screen nor state, primary narcissism is already a structure” (7ales 374). Kristeva argues
that this narcissistic structure is prior to the oedipal ego (22). It is a kind of
identification which differs from “an undifferentiated autoeroticism” (Oliver Kristeva
72); the child’s identification with the mother is to be given up for the subject to
emerge. Kristeva says that it is “a violent, clumsy breaking away, with the constant
risk of falling back under the sway of a power as securing as it is stifling” (Powers 13).
Oliver argues that “[a]bjection is a way of denying the primal narcissistic identification
with the mother, almost” (Kristeva 60). The child is left with a double choice. S/he
longs for a narcissistic reunion with the mother but in order to become a subject, he
has to renounce his/her mother. As the abject continues to haunt the child, the primary
narcissism is never entirely left behind, so abjection means renouncing a part of the

subject itself.
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Kristeva argues that there is a lack in Freud’s explanation of primary narcissism
because it is an objectless stage. In the myth of Narcissus, Narcissus identifies with his
image and he mistakes the image reflected on the water for an other. Kristeva opposes
Freud and states that even though the image on the water belongs to Narcissus himself,
there is still an object although it is identification without differentiation (Oliver
Kristeva 71). Narcissus, who has no other external object other than his image, which
is his reflection is not completely without object. The object of Narcissus is psychic
space;, it is representation itself, fantasy. But he does not know it, and he dies (Kristeva
Tales 116). If primary narcissism has no object, the infant must be locked up in a closed
system where s/he cannot identify with an other at all until the mirror stage. By
reshaping Freud’s primary narcissism, Kristeva explains that “love” is in the

framework of narcissism. She states that:

The experience of love indissolubly ties together the symbolic (what is forbidden,
distinguishable, thinkable), the imaginary (what the Self imagines in order to sustain
and expand itself), and the real (that impossible domain where affects aspire to
everything and where there is no one to take into account the fact that [ am only a
part). (Tales 7)

Love ties the knot among all the registers and it is shaped by primary narcissism.
Kristeva states that primary narcissism establishes the first form of symbolization and
“a narcissistic destiny would in some way underlie all our object choices” (Tales 22).
The child firstly identifies herself/himself as a part of her mother’s body. This archaic
identification is carried out by the breast of the mother. While thinking that the breast
connects himself/herself with the mother, s/he also learns that s/he cannot have the
breast whenever s/he wants. Therefore, the breast becomes not an object, but a semi
object. But the not-yet object thing is a model, a pattern that is related to the oral phase
of the libido. Later, the same pattern continues when the child learns language.
Through repetition, the child invests her/his libido onto the other speaking being as the
secondary form of narcissism. Kristeva states that what saves the child from a whole
identification with the mother is the breast of the mother which will turn into a

speaking object in the future:
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This enigmatic, nonobjectal identification might be related to the internal, recursive,
redundant logic of discourse, which is accessible within the ‘afterspeech’ it is an
identification that sets up love, the sign, and repetition at the heart of the psyche. (7ales
25)

The enjoyment taken from “chewing, swallowing, nourishing oneself” leaves its place
to the enjoyment “with words...In being able to receive the mother’s words, to
assimilate, to repeat, and reproduce them, I become like him: One. A subject of

enunciation” (Kristeva Tales 26).

Narcissism is a shield against emptiness. Without the borders that the mother sets up
between the semi-subject infant and semi-object breast, the symbolic subject-object
distinction will be a failure; therefore “our claims and desires toward a true object
laden with all the pomp of good and beauty as defined by paternal and social codes, is
a revival of narcissism, its abeyance, its conciliation, its consolation” (Kristeva Tales
22). What she means by emptiness is “intrinsic to the beginnings of the symbolic
function [that] appears as the first separation between what is not yet an Ego and what
is not yet an object” (Kristeva Tales 24). In other words, the archaic identification with
the mother through orality enables the subject to protect herself/himself from the
emptiness that will appear between the subject/object and the signifier/signified in the
future. Therefore, all the signification system roots in primary narcissism; the mother

acts as the key point in this stage.

Nevertheless, Kristeva does not think that the mother is the sole guide in the child’s
signification process. The imaginary father is a conduit for the symbolic order. He is
the combination of father and mother because the mother has already gone through the
castration period and is enveloped in the symbolic. Given that the archaic connection
between the mother and the child is enforced by the semiotic mother who has adopted
the logic of the symbolic, the maternal body is the conglomeration of the symbolic and
the semiotic. Besides, as the child does not know any sexual differentiation before the
symbolic order, “such a father is the same as ‘both parents’ (Kristeva Tales 26). This
loving father figure has “a metaphorical function that gives way to the metonymic

paternal function; love gives way to desire” (Oliver Kristeva 78). If there is no
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maternal diversion to the Imaginary father, the child cannot find a substitute object to
direct his love to and ends up as a borderline patient or schizophrenic in his later life
because s/he is stuck in autoeroticsm. S/he does not let anybody love him/her; s/he has
objects but these objects arouse hatred in him/her if the mother is too protective and
does not put a bar between herself and the baby. Kristeva explains it as the inability of

love. The autoerotic person

cannot allow himself to be loved except by a maternal substitute who would cling to
his body like a poultice [...] Such a false mother is the only ‘farthering’ tolerated by
one who, henceforth, will indolently be able to enjoy, coiled up about his erogenous
zones. (Kristeva Tales 35)

So, the subject must agree to lose the mother in order to name and resubstitute her in
another person in the symbolic. Love is woven by the mother who does not block the
infant to be stuck in the imaginary and leads him/her to the Imaginary father. Both
parents prepare the child for the symbolic where he will have learned that s/he is
already detached from the maternal. Merging with the mother and being embedded in
the semiotic causes the subject neither to love her mother nor himself/herself in the
symbolic. In this respect, Kristeva foregrounds the maternal function in the
signification process of the child but she is careful to warn that what is necessary for
the child is not the abjection of women but abjection of the maternal body (Oliver

Kristeva 89)

Kristeva forges her notion of love by employing Freud’s theories. In Freudian theory,
love is aligned with narcissism which shapes the individual’s object choices. The

object choice depends on parental and social codes but it is also rooted in

a disposition that chronologically endows narcissism with an intra-symbolic status,
dependent upon a third party, but within a disposition that chronologically and
logically precedes that of the Oedipal Ego. (Moi Kristeva Reader 240-241)

Our love relationships with the Others are founded upon both by our social codes
learned from our parents and by the archaic bonds with the mother that precede ego
formation and language acquisition. Kristeva questions “how the baby successfully

moves from a closed structure (primary narcissism) where the other does not exist to
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an open structure (secondary narcissism) permitting socio-symbolic exchange”
(Gambaudo Crisis 132) and in tune with Freud, she argues that the narcissistic
structure is prior to the oedipal ego (Kristeva Tales 22). Oliver states that the
narcissistic structure “sets up the very possibility of symbolization [...] because “this
structure [...] enables the child to negotiate between the maternal body and the
Symbolic order” (Kristeva 70-72). As for this archaic transference from the semiotic
to the symbolic which is generated by the narcissism of the subject, the “imaginary
father is clearly identified as an agency within the maternal enabling an early transfer

from the maternal to the imaginary father” (Gambaudo Crisis 135).

Kristeva reads narcissism as a positive agent through which the modern subject can
have a healthy relationship with the other because if the subject suffers from
“narcissistic depression” (McAfee 60), the depressed subject “would feel personally
wounded- the loss she suffered was part of herself, in so far as the wound was suffered
before she could distinguish her mother from herself” (61). The wound blocks the
subject’s ability to articulate her loss in language and she cannot symbolize it.
Therefore, the conduit between the semiotic and the symbolic is blocked for the
narcissist and causes melancholy. Therefore, the melancholic is buried in the semiotic
because her only object is sadness; “for such narcissistic depressed persons, sadness is
really the sole object; more precisely it is a substitute object they become attached to,
an object they tame and cherish for lack of another” (Black Sun 12). Therefore, love
and melancholia can be seen as the two opposing poles of subject formation and they
emerge according to the individual’s acceptance of her loss or denial of the loss and

being buried in her own image like Narcissus. Lechte explains that

[a] certain degree of narcissism is [...] a precondition for love. However, the
narcissistic person is not necessarily capable of love; for love requires a Third party
(Other) whose role is to make possible the identification with another who is like
oneself. Consequently, the other (object) of love is impossible unless the Other (Ideal)
is also involved. (Julia Kristeva 170)

As primary narcissism is already a divided structure because the child can never be
“one” with her mother, and social identifications with the Other in the symbolic are

substitutes for the archaic attachment with the mother, the subject faces her own
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unstable and divided nature. The imaginary father figure, by helping the child name
and symbolize her loss, forms the basis of the narcissistic structure. As this imaginary
father figure disengages the child from the engulfing maternal body and prepares the
child for the symbolic, as “an ideal other who lacks nothing” and whom the semiotic
body identifies with” (Oliver Kristeva 78), Kristeva states that the imaginary father
figure “insures the subject’s entrance into the universe of signs and creation” (Black

Sun 23).

The possibility of love which results from the positive narcissistic structure of the
individual and melancholia which is caused by the negative narcissism are also related
to Kristeva’s ethical and political aims in psychoanalysis. If the subject cannot negate
the narcissistic process and locate it in a different form in the symbolic [ by connecting
with the other people and substituting the Others for the maternal other], separation
between herself and the outside world is never activated. The symbolic father or the
father figures who have the symbolic function are significant for the individual to
transfer her desire from the maternal other to the Other in culture. The imaginary
father, who is the embodiment of the mother and father, is the herald of the paternal
father and it helps the child to move into the symbolic order. As Gambaudo

summarizes

On the socio-symbolic side, the change in the representer of the paternal means the
disconnection of the symbolic subject from their affective life, that is the suppressing
of the life drive and return of the death drive. If the imaginary father is a pre-cursor of
the paternal symbolic, the failure of the paternal function appears later as a
disconnection subject/symbol. This disconnection testifies to the subject’s encounter
with paternal agencies incapable of fulfilling the subject’s need for social containment
[...] The failure of the paternal function on both accounts leads to the possibility of a
new structuring of the individual, a narcissistic type. (179)

Kristeva believes that narcissism is one of the biggest maladies of the modern life. The
society we live in is a narcissistic society where individuals cannot reach the means to
symbolize their affective narcissistic bonds with their primary love object (the mother
or a person who has the maternal function) in the symbolic life. Unable to express these
affective emotions, society accommodates a large number of borderline subjects who

are “under the sway of affects and drives that are cut off from any symbolic life
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encompassing and supported by connections with others” (Beardsworth 170).
Beardsworth names it “the tendential severance of the semiotic and the symbolic” and
explains it as the nihilism of modern individuals due to the fact that “the failings of
modern institutions and discourses have left the burden of connecting the semiotic and
symbolic on the individual, and the suffering subjectivity that psychoanalytic practice

encounters is the suffering of this burden” (14)

So, the “modern nihilism” problem lies in the individuals’ inability to connect the
symbolic with the semiotic. Beardsworth uses the term “nihilism” to point out the
impasse over unexpressed and unsymbolized drive affects as the modern institutions
and discourses cannot provide any ways by which individuals are able to release the
tension of the drive-based affects that lie buried in their psyches. As people cannot
name this psychic disturbance which shows its effects on the body, they cannot connect
with the Others as they are detached from the maternal other which will provide them
with the chance to realize that differentiation already lies in one’s own self. An
individual who cannot accept and sublimate the otherness in herself cannot welcome
the Other in the symbolic and therefore becomes a victim of the “social and political
ills of Western cultures: xenophobia, racism, nationalism, misogyny, and sexism”

(Beardsworth 170).

Kristeva offers two solutions for the aporia of the modern man: psychoanalysis or
aesthetic productions. Psychoanalysis helps the patients who claim to suffer from
loneliness and isolation from society by showing them the real problem lies in the way
they turn a blind eye to their own strangeness; psychoanalysis is “experienced as a
journey into the strangeness of the other and of oneself, toward an ethics of respect for
the irreconcilable” (Strangers 182). Likewise, artistic practice or aesthetic “can offer
a transition from the new suffering world or psychic prison (narcissistic constriction)
to the new amatory world or the psyche as ‘open system’: formation, deformation, and
transformation of the subject and meaning” (Beardsworth 170). A positive narcissism
and love are important in this study because all the novels pivot around love as the
solution for the aporia of the modern man. Coetzee considers the problem of South

Africa as “the failure of love” (Doubling 58); Tekin’s female narrator jolts out of a
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fixed subjectivity thanks to her maternal love and Winterson’s notion of love brings
forward a revitalized understanding of the novel. Love as the core of
Lighthousekeeping will also be explained by Kristeva’s explanation about how Eros
was transformed into a religious model in Christianity. The connection between Eros,
Diotima and Babel Dark in the novel will be interpreted in the related chapter but some

theoretical information is necessary beforehand.

Kristeva states that in Plato’s Symposium and Phaedrus, “where the mythic discourse
tumbles into philosophical discourse, we apprehend the first assertive apology for
Western Eros under the guise of homosexual love” (7ales 59). Religion has remodeled
the Greek Eros and Psyche story in order to fit it into a more morally acceptable
schema. Therefore, the essence of love (Eros) has been encumbered by the
heterosexual and normative yoking. Plato reversed man’s love for God, which has
homosexual connotations, and explained it in a more philosophical fashion; he
refashioned man’s love for God “soar[ing] on a winged flight toward the supreme God
through the glowing, soothing, ebullient vision of the Beautiful” (Kristeva Tales 59).
In Symposium, Eros was explained as the philosopher’s desire to reach the ultimate
sense of ‘being one’ with God; it is mainly “the desire for what man lacks” (Kristeva
Tales 62). Likewise, in Phaedrus, he associated love with desire and argued that “man
[is] yearning for fusion with the supreme God, a yearning at the same time for
immortality” (in Tales 63). Eros is the “intermediary” power which Plato called
“daemon”; he is the bridge between body and soul. The fallen man, through Eros, can
soar up to God and “climb toward the celestial” (in Tales 63) where he can reach the
soul of God; as man is the crucible where body (Eros) and soul (Psyche) dwell

together, he can reach God only through the association of the two.

In Symposium, Plato also refers to “mania” in love. Rather than moving to God, this
kind of love is more feminine and the origins of it go back to an ancient time where
“dual, spherical beings would move about, wholly sated with themselves, so much so
that they made the gods jealous” (in 7ales Kristeva 69). Plato reproaches the dual
nature of androgynous love. Gods punished them by cutting their bodies in two,

causing each of them to look for the other part; this punishment was “sexualization”
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of the former dual androgynous whole. So, love took a new form in which “each sex
is the ‘symbol’ of the other” (Kristeva Tales 70). Kristeva states that the androgyne
loves the person because he is enthralled by his own image. He is “otherless,
[c]oalescing in himself, he cannot even coalesce; he is fascinated with his own image.
We are of course dealing with the homosexual fantasy of androgynism, not with

biological makeup” (Kristeva Tales 70).

Socrates, in a similar fashion, considered Eros as an erected body whose wings melt
and whose body softens when he flies up to heaven. During this process, the wings of
Eros get swollen “in a state of ebullition and effervescence- which may be compared
to the irritation and uneasiness in the gums at the time of the cutting teeth-bubbles up
and has a feeling of uneasiness and tickling” (in Love 64). Kristeva argues that the
metaphors that Socrates uses to describe the effervescence of Eros- “warming,
swelling or ebullition” (in Tales 64) bear sexual connotation. The delirium of the
prophets, philosophers or the poet who experience this kind of sublimated love (Eros)
welcome the “philosophical discourse [...] where the phallic domination is elevated
and metamorphosed into apprenticeship of the Good and the True” (Kristeva Tales
67).

In connection with the psychosexual development of the child, a boy and a girl
experience this heavenly androgynous place before they are separated from their
mothers. Yet, when the mother detaches her body from the baby, she sexualizes him/
her. If the child continues to be haunted by the image of the mother as his/ her other
half in fantasy, “he fears the speech that differentiates, cuts off, identities. His love
chatter is a panicky flight away from the joys and discontents of sexualized love”
(Kristeva Tales 71). Unable to find another substitute “other half” in language, the
androgyne is very close to psychosis: “absorption of the feminine by man, veiling of
the feminine in woman” [...]; the androgyne is a phallus disguised as a woman; not
knowing the difference, he is the sliest masquerade of a liquidation of femininity”
(Kristeva Tales 71). Boys desexualize the homosexual Eros after they forsake the
mother by virtue of heterosexual love. However, “there remains [...] an erotic

dynamic that has become soul” (Kristeva Tales 76). Each sex yearns for the
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“androgynous” aura of the undivided body after s/he is sexualized; the only place
where they can experience this state of euphoria is the semiotic chora. So, the mother
has the function to sexualize and enculture the child. As the ancient Gods did, she
separates the body and the soul; therefore “the ideal Ego of man powerfully withstands
the devastating upheavals that are to the contrary induced by sexual, homosexual
passions” (Kristeva Tales 75). S/he detaches herself/ himself from “homosexual Eros”
(Kristeva Tales 75). Kristeva notes that Freud names the desire for Eros as “death
drive”: “umbilicated with death in his aggressive thrust toward the desired object,

warding off death through symbolic fecundity, which creates objects of wisdom, man

goes round the feminine, which is his abyss and his night” (Tales 76).

Borrowing from Plato, Kristeva also states that there is a master-slave relationship
between Diotima (the soul/the female/the Phallus) and man. Through “spiritual
procreation”, man ascents towards the “supreme vision”, which is “no longer dialectic
knowledge but the mystery of path toward what is wanting [...] an intellectual
transposition of a pagan jouissance” (7ales 74). The phallic mother figure Diotima

becomes the symbolic power

that thwarts the traps of penial performance, would in short begin with an
appropriation of archaic maternal power. Man, as he displaces his desire onto the field
of knowledge, finally works out the recipes of Diotima who relieves him of the deadly
unleashing of his erotic passion and holds up to him the enthusiastic vision of an
immortal, unalterable object. A tracing of the ideal mother, that object of ideal
knowledge allows man to build up his Ideal Ego. (Tales 75)

In other words, the path of Eros soaring upwards to reach unity with God/ Good/ the
soul is led backwards; while flying up to the celestial soul, his feathers are swollen;
yet Diotima, as the “symbolic power- the mother who has the Phallus- educates him
to transpose his desire; therefore, man [...] remains constituted by the appeal of the

tumescent-detumescent penis” (Kristeva Tales 75).

Melancholia is another topic that Kristeva delves into by referring to Freud.
Melancholy and depression are mentioned as the same traumatic conditions in Black

Sun although depression is a milder form of melacholia. Melancholia in its simple
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definition is the subject’s eternal sadness for the loss of the mother. Every subject goes
through melancholy at different levels. It encapsulates both love and hatred. It is a
form of love because the love for the lost mother is never forsaken; it also brings
forward hate as the subject hates the mother since she is the source of sadness and the
subject is afraid of being devoured by that force and brushes aside his/her yearning to
be with the pre-Oedipal mother in the symbolic. Kristeva marks a difference between
objectal depression and narcissitic depression. Objectal depression emerges after the
subject goes through the thetic break successfully but in his/her grown up days,
recognizes that a loss that s/he cannot name pushes him/ her to sadness. Narcissistic
melancholic people, on the other hand, suffer from the same sadness but their
melancholy emerges before the thetic break. This kind of depression emerges when
the subject loses his/her primary love still in the chora (McAfee 60). Kristeva explains

such kind of depression as below:

Their sadness (the narcissistic individuals) would be rather the most archaic
expression of an unsymbolizable unnamable narcissistic wound, so precocious that no
outside agent (subject or agent) can be used as referent. For such narcissistic depressed
persons, sadness is really the sole object; more preciously it is a substitute object they
become attached to, an object they tame and cherish for lack of another. (Black Sun
12)

As the subject cannot differentiate between self and other in the semiotic chora, she
cannot canalize his/her love for another person to the symbolic and sadness takes the
place of the object, so “the melancholy person appears to stop cognizing as well as
uttering, sinking into the blankness of asymbolia or the excess of unorderable cognitive

chaos” (Kristeva Black Sun 33).

Kristeva names the loss that cannot be uttered as the 7hing. She also calls it the “black
sun” which alludes to the poet Gerard Nerval “whose poem ‘The Disinherited’
contains the phrase soleil noir or black sun” (McAfee 67). The melancholic person
does not withdraw from the symbolic entirely but reshapes it in accordance with the

domination of the affects/drives:

If loss, bereavement, and absence trigger the work of the imagination and nourish it
permanently as much as they threaten and spoil it, it is also noteworthy that the work
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of art as fetish emerges when the activating sorrow has been repudiated. The artist
consumed by melancholia is at the same time the most relentless in his struggle against
the symbolic abdication that blankets him. (Kristeva Black Sun 9)

Kristeva associates melancholy with the black sun “bright and black at the same time”
(Black Sun 13) as it is the root of both hatred and love. The language that a melancholic
uses is not on a par with the language of a healthy person. As the melancholic still
lingers on the memory of the lost object of desire in the present time, his/her writing

1s laden with music:

...primary identification proves to be fragile, insufficient to secure other
identifications, which are symbolic this time, on the basis of which the erotic Thing
might become a captivating Object of desire insuring continuity in a metonymy of
pleasure. The melancholy Thing interrupts desiring metonomy, just as it prevents
working out the loss within the psyche. How can I approach the place I have referred
to? Sublimation is an attempt to do so; through melody, rhythm, semantic polyvalency,
the so-called poetic form, which decomposes and recomposes signs, is the sole
“container” seemingly able to secure an uncertain but adequate hold over the Thing.
(Kristeva Black Sun 14)

While in the normal case, separation from the mother results in the establishment of
the symbolic, the melancholic invests the metaphorical correspondence of the loss in
the musicality of language. Yet it does not mean that every melancholic turns out to
be an artist because for the melancholic, “language has to work as a translation of loss,
while being quite distinct from the loss itself. While affect can be metaphorized and
used for artistic ends [...] loss is real for the melancholic” (Lechte Kristeva 78). The
symbolic is not barred from the melancholic entirely, the melancholic people still have

a grasp on it but they know that

a signifying sequence, necessarily an arbitrary one, will appear to them as heavily,
violently arbitrary; they will think it absurd, it will have no meaning. No word, no
object in reality will be likely to have a coherent concatenation that will also be
suitable to a meaning or referent. (Kristeva Black Sun 51)

Kristeva correlates melancholy with the disavowal of negation. Language is
meaningful to subjects because they negate the loss of the mother. A person who does
not fall into melancholy reacts to the loss as: “I have lost the essential object that

happens to be, in the final analysis, my mother” (Black Sun 43) is what the speaking
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subject says. “But no, I have found her again in signs, or rather since I consent to lose
her I have not lost her (that is the negation), I can recover her in language” (Black Sun
43). The melancholic people do not negate the loss of the mother; on the contrary,
“they cancel it out, suspend it, and nostalgically fall back on the level of object (The
Thing) of their loss, which is just what they do not manage to lose, to which they

remain painfully riveted” (Black Sun 44).

Kristeva also explains the similarity between death drive and melancholia. She likens
the symbolic withdrawal of the melancholic to Freud’s death drive (Thanatos).
Melancholic people do not shield themselves against death and they cannot tolerate
Eros. They prefer to “be with the Thing up to the limit of negative narcissism leading
them to Thanatos. They are defended against Eros by sorrow but without defense
against Thanatos because they are wholeheartedly tied to the Thing” (Black Sun 20).
As a result of being detached from the symbolic, the subject goes through a
disintegration of the self; she turns to a narcissistic state; therefore “depression is the
hidden face of Narcissus” (5). Both the death drive and the narcissistic state threaten
the unitary being of the subject and “the subject loses cohesion, the ability to integrate

its experiences, and it risks further disintegration” (McAfee 64).

In Black Sun, Kristeva offers the Imaginary Father figure, which was mentioned
before, as a solution for the melancholic. The Imaginary Father is different from the
symbolic father in that he does stand as a figure of oppression. He provides for the
subject a soft passage from the Imaginary to the symbolic. Thanks to him, the subject
“makes such a triumph over sadness [...] such an identification, which may be called
phallic or symbolic, insures the subject’s entrance into the universe of signs and
creation” (Black Sun 24). It is necessary that the imaginary father transform into the

oedipal father later:

The supporting father of such a symbolic triumph is not the oedipal father but truly
that “imaginary father”, “father of an individual prehistory”, according to Freud, who
guarantees primary identification. Nevertheless, it is imperative that this father in
individual prehistory be capable of playing his part as oedipal father in symbolic Law,
for it is on the basis of the harmonious blending of the two facets of fatherhood that
the abstract and arbitrary signs of communication may be fortunate enough to be tied
to the affective meaning of prehistorical identifications (Black Sun 24)
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So, by referring to the imaginary father of Freud, Kristeva dissents from the Symbolic
father of Lacan because the imaginary father does not represent the Law or the
institutions that stand for the embodiment of the Law. Rather than being a strict law
maker figure, “the father of an individual history” acts as a catalyst between the mother

and the child.

Melancholia is also related to self-hatred and matricide. Especially for the female
child, blaming the mother as the source of all depression is stronger than in the male
child. The melancholic subject transmutes her matricidal desire into murdering

herself/himself in the symbolic:

In order to protect mother I kill myself while knowing-phantasmatic and provocative
knowledge-that it comes from her, the death-bearing she- Gehenna....Thus my hatred
is safe and my matricidal guilt erased. I make of Her an image of Death so as not to
be shattered through the hatred I bear against myself when I identify with Her [...]
She who is death-bearing, therefore I do not kill myself in order to kill her but I attack
her, harass her, represent her... (Kristeva Black Sun 28)

As the female child’s first object of desire is the mother and it is harder for her to
canalize her feelings to the other sex than for the male child, she locates her mother as
the source of hatred. As she identifies herself with her mother, her hatred is aggravated.
The hatred is diverted to herself because she needs to purge herself from the matricidal
drives. She buries her mother inside her metaphorically in order to get rid of
melancholia. The matricidal drive is inherent in the fear of castration. She will either
let her bond with her mother be prolonged, which means that she will allow her mother
to “pulverize me [her] into melancholia” (Kristeva Black Sun 28), or she will get over
castration period and find another substitute for her desire in the symbolic. Either
choice is burdensome for her because as Kristeva states “tremendous psychic
intellectual, and affective effort a woman must make in order to find the other sex as

erotic object” (Black Sun 30) makes the object choice of woman harder than of man.

Kristevan theories on melancholy and love corroborate and substantiate my argument
in this study. By bringing the other/the body back into theory, these novels manifest

the political and ethical consciousness of the authors forcefully. Melancholia is going
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to be studied as “narcissistic depression” (McAfee 60) which refers to the suffering of
one who has lost his/her primary love while still in semiotic chora. Kristeva explains
this notion as the sadness of the narcissistic depressed person which stems from “the
most archaic expression of an unsymbolizable, unnameable narcissistic wound, so
precocious that no outside agent (subject or agent) can be used as referent” (Black Sun
12). If the melancholic person cannot let herself free of the overwhelming sadness of
the object she has lost in the chora, “suicide is not a disguised act of war but a merging
with sadness and, beyond it, with that impossible love, never reached, always
elsewhere, such as the promises of nothingness, of death” (Black Sun 13). Thus,
melancholia can draw one to suicide if it is not sublimated or the narcissistic person
cannot find a means to relieve the tension of this lack. Love, on the other hand, is the
reverse side of melancholia because “in the rapture of love, the limits of one’s identity
vanish, at the same time that the precision of reference and meaning becomes blurred
in love’s discourse” (Kristeva Tales 2). She suggests that love can offer a possibility
of seeing oneself as the other and therefore alleviates the fear the Other creates because
after recognizing her own otherness, the subject realizes that a self is divisible and it

1s not unified. Love can function as a mediator between a “self”” and an other/Other.

As for the connection between subject/object dichotomy and melancholia/love, and
their pertinence to this study, this study argues that love can be a solution for the
subject/object dichotomy whereas melancholy bars the individual from having a
healthy relationship with the other because the melancholic cannot utter her loss
linguistically and regresses to the archaic state. For the melancholic, the signs lose
their drive affect. However, especially art can restore the melancholic sadness as the
musical and poetic properties of language, which are generated by semantic
polyphony, enable the subject to have a hold on the symbolic. Art acts as the translator
of the suffering of the loss of the mother. It activates the symbolic production and the
loss of the mother is articulated in signs. While a melancholic person is withheld from
the symbolic so s/he cannot recognize an Other, love renders a union with the external
Object possible. Although the recognition of the other does not offer a perfect

harmony, language saves the subject from being engulfed in asymbolia. In this study,
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especially in Lighthousekeeping chapter, the coonsequences of finding one’s own

language and evading melancholia will be the main focus of analysis.

2.2. Kristeva’s Understanding of Politics

Kristeva’s understanding of politics is based on her arguments about the condition of
being a stranger. Who the Other/stranger is necessary to be able to explicate how
abjection can be analyzed in terms of colonization in Coetzee chapter. Kristeva
considers the foreigner as a symptom “that precisely turns ‘we’ into a problem, perhaps
makes it impossible, [t]he foreigner comes in when the consciousness of my difference
arises, and he disappears when we all acknowledge ourselves as foreigners,
unamenable to bonds and communities” (Kristeva Strangers 1). Although there is no
direct connection between abjection and being a “stranger” in her theories, the abject
as “immoral, sinister, scheming, and shady; a terror that dissembles, a hatred that
smiles, a passion that uses the body for barter instead of inflaming it” (Kristeva Powers
4) can be read as the expelled other who reveals the fragility of identity in

subject/object division.

One establishes her identity against the threat of the other who reminds him/her of
his/her own strangeness. In Powers of Horror, the abject is related to Freud’s primal
repression. Once the child is separated from the maternal body, s/he has to abject the
maternal body because it is a necessary condition for the subject to construct a distinct
identity. If the maternal body is not rejected and separation from the mother fails in
the psychic realm, the subject cannot establish her own separate identity. What is
abjected 1s what is excluded and expelled from the subject’s own self. Therefore, for
the maternal other to be abjected, “[a]n unshakable adherence to Prohibition and Law
is necessary if that perverse interspace of abjection is to be hemmed in and thrust aside.
Religion. Morality. Law” (Powers 16). The mother must symbolically be murdered so
that the individual can enter language. The abject disturbs social order. However, the
abject mother is never entirely jettisoned. The abject “remains on the periphery of
consciousness, a looming presence, as we’ve seen is the case with filth and death. So,
too, with the mother. In fact, this fear of falling back into the mother’s body,

metaphorically at least of losing one’s own identity, is what Freud identified as the
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ultimate source of the feeling of uncanniness” (McAfee 48). As the uncanny is “what
was once familiar” (Freud “The Uncanny” 151), the fear generated by the strangeness
of the other results from one’s own fear of encountering her own otherness. The ego
protects itself against the people or the objects who remind her of her own other
repressed maternal connection. Nevertheless, the maternal body is never entirely
buried in the unconscious and it strikes and animates the symbolic. It emerges in the
poetic side of language; it challenges the symbolic and emerges in the “trans-syntactic
inscription of emotion” (Kristeva Powers 204). As the abject never entirely recedes, it
always challenges the subject. If the abject can be sublimated in language and it is
never entirely cast off, it shows us that the symbolic (Law or prohibition) is not an
impenetrable border either. The symbolic is always exposed to be infiltrated through
by the semiotic. This is why alterity must be regarded as a constructed notion because
it does not naturally emerge; the borders between self (individual, nation or colonizer)
and the other is established in order to keep the other (the colonized, the foreigner, the
stranger) at bay. This border is an imaginary one which is substantiated by the system,

law, religion, state powers and so on.

In Strangers to Ourselves, Kristeva argues that “with the establishment of nation states
we come to the only modern, acceptable, and clear definition of foreignness: the
foreigner is the one who does not belong to the state in which we are, the one who does
not have the same nationality” (96). She views national identity as awareness of
difference and the acceptance that there is a group called “we” and “they”. She also
explains this border between “we “and “they” in psychological terms, applying Freud’s

notion of the uncanny to the crisis of identity and the difficulty of recognizing alterity:

Also strange is the experience of the abyss separating me from the other who shocks
me-I do not even perceive him, perhaps he crushes me because I negate him.
Confronting the foreigner whom I reject and with whom at the same time I identify, I
lose my boundaries, I no longer have a container, the memory of experiences when I
had been abandoned overwhelm me, I lose my composure. I feel "lost," "indistinct,"
"hazy." The uncanny strangeness allows for many variations: they all repeat the
difficulty I have in situating myself with respect to the other and keep going over the
course of identification-projection that lies at the foundation of my reaching
autonomy. (Strangers 187)
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The foreigner/ stranger is seen as a threat who can disrupt the harmony and the unity
of the supposedly homogenous “national” group and therefore, s/he is expelled as the
Other and even received with both fascination and repulsion (Kristeva Strangers 96).
She adds that as today the slave/master hierarchy is abolished, “if not in people's
unconscious at least in our ideologies and aspirations”, the native cannot feel at home,
either; ‘every native feels himself to be more or less a ‘foreigner’ in his ‘own and
proper’ place, and that metaphorical value of the word ‘foreigner’ first leads the citizen
to a feeling of discomfort as to his sexual, national, political, professional identity”

(Kristeva Strangers 19).

Although nation states try to secure their own safe boundaries by the sense of
belonging, this is a fantasy because the homogenous societies cannot properly work
on the principle of inclusion and exclusion. The more the boundaries are tried to be
strengthened, the more fundamental the nations become, resulting in political violence
or xenophobia. Kristeva reads this wider political issue from a more individual
psychological perspective and tries to broaden it by referring to the uncanny and the
fear of the other. She connects the disruption of borders of the self by the “uncanny”
other who creates fear with the foreigner who disrupts the national identity of national
states. The fear of the uncanny can also be associated with the fear of the abject. As
one’s secure sense of self is disrupted by the uncanny other, who is disgusted or who
triggers fear, and as the foreigner/stranger reminds one of her own fears of being
engulfed in the maternal other, the nations expel and abject the Others not because
they are different from them, but because the foreignness is already inherent within
one’s own self. If the abject is “a somatic symptom [...] a structure within the body”
(Kristeva Powers 11), and abjection refers to a body that is separated from the maternal
body in order to have a separate identity, the borders between self and other are not
only drawn by psyche but also body. Therefore, while dealing with the problem of

otherness, the body and its borders are an inseparable part of this study.

The problem of alterity is also highly affiliated with drawing the boundaries of the
body which are always exposed to the intrusion of the stranger. Just as nations

demarcate their boundaries by substantial borders to keep themselves safe from the
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foreigners, the individual draws a border between her body and what disrupts the
boundaries of her body. The analogy is striking between the individual and the nation.
Just as the individual’s body is always exposed to the outside and the others’ bodies,
a nation’s concrete boundaries between the natives and the foreigners is never stable.
As the contextual background of Coetzee chapter is colonization and the target novel
dwells on the tension between the colonizer and the colonized, the web of connections
between the abject/uncanny and the expulsion of the stranger play a preponderant role
in the analysis of this novel. Although Kristeva’s focus is on nation states in Strangers
to Ourselves, the concept of being a stranger in a country and sublimation of the abject
which “is nothing else than the possibility of naming the prenominal, the pre-objectal,
which are in fact only a trans-nominal, a trans-objectal” (Kristeva Powers 11) will

provide a backdrop to the in-between situation of the female narrator in the novel.

Kristeva does not view abjection only from a nationalist perspective but also presents
it as a larger social and cultural phenomenon. According to her, human civilization
and culture are established upon excluding the other, the foreigner and “this attitude
towards foreignness [is] a necessary and constitutive feature of our self-identity”
(McAfee 3). Kristeva does not present her theories on the subject and other as a
solution to the hatred and division between individuals, but as a theorist who came
from Bulgaria and lived in France, her personal experiences of being a stranger in a
country and her psychoanalytic approach to the problem of being a stranger suggest
that “[t]he ethics of psychoanalysis implies a politics: it would involve a
cosmopolitanism of a new sort that, cutting across governments, economies, and
markets, might work for a mankind whose solidarity is founded on the consciousness
of its unconscious-desiring, destructive, fearful, empty, impossible” (Strangers 192).
That is, psychoanalysis can be used as an antidote to political and nationalistic
divisions between self and other because bringing the body back to theory is quite an
ethical and political act, too. Although she does not flesh out how the notion of
“abjection” can be a remedy for the national identity problem clearly, her insights into

the individual psyche and the role of the unconscious in identity construction
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demonstrate that exploring the individual psyche can help understand the operations

of the political discourse. As Oliver in Reading Kristeva pinpoints,

[w]hile Kristeva maintains that politics must be informed by a psychoanalysis that
recognizes unconscious structures, at the same time she emphasizes the importance of
apolitics of individuals. That is to say, she is not content to analyze signifying systems,
including political institutions, merely in terms of their structures. In addition, she is
not willing to reduce politics to party or class struggles. She rejects political
interpretations that merely absorb individuals into groups [...] She maintains that her
own work has been primarily concerned with individuals rather than classes or groups.
As a social scientist, she claims that she has tried to balance theoretical generalizations
with an emphasis on the individual differences[...] much of her writing grapples with
the problems of identity and how to think of individual differences without absorbing
them into a stable and unified identity. (148)

Therefore, it could be suggested that Kristevan theories, which start with her
interrogation in the language formation and the effect of language in the identity
construction, reflect a very political and ethical dimension which cannot be restricted
with “party or class struggles” (Oliver Kristeva 148). Her main focus is to show that
the social practices, institutions and ideologies are established upon a certain
signifying system whose boundaries are shaped by the borders between groups. These
symbolic social constructions, groupings and restrictions widen the gap between the
people who believe themselves to belong to a group and expel the other people as
Others in terms of the borders they locked themselves in. However, with the help of
psychoanalysis, these fabricated groupings between people can be questioned and their
“constructed” nature can be unveiled by focusing on the fact that the signifying rules
shape every social practice. Moreover, the individual is taught to respect her borders
and whoever shatters the unity of her borders and whoever does not conform to the

rules and supposedly unified nature of the group are expelled as the stranger.

Kristeva shifts the focus to the constructed nature of these ideological systems and
approaches the problem from the perspective of individual identity which she thinks
must be unleashed from the self/Other borders. The individual differences are so wide
that they cannot be categorized in any groups because every individual goes through a
different identity and subjectivity process; everybody’s signification system is unique

and therefore rather than dealing with the opposition between self and other from a
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macrocosmic perspective, by undercutting the operation of the signification system on
the individual base, “ the subject can understand the other, sympathize with the other,
and more, take the place of the other, because the subject is other” (Oliver Kristeva

149). In “The System and the Speaking Subject” Kristeva explains it as follows:

What semiotics has discovered in studying 'ideologies' (myths, rituals, moral codes,
arts, etc.) as sign-systems is that the law governing or, if one prefers, the major
constraint affecting any social practice lies in the fact that it signifies; i.e., that it is
articulated like a language. Every social practice, as well as being the object of external
(economic, political, etc.) determinants, is also determined by a set of signifying rules,
by virtue of the fact that there is present an order of language; that this language has a
double articulation (signifier/signified), that this duality stands in an arbitrary relation
to the referent; and that all social functioning is marked by the split between referent
and symbolic and by the shift from signified to signifier coextensive with it. (125)

If the determinate “signifying rules” of the “ideologies” are shaped in accordance with
the signfier/signified duality in language, the root of the chasm between different
political groups or nations can be understood better. By foregrounding the body, she
shows that the pattern of the language is already inherent in the body; the alterity is
always present in the subject and therefore the subject can never attain a stable identity.
The social relations which are founded upon the symbolic base of language and
therefore do not let the individuals question their own split psyche force individuals to
protect their own stable identity as if there was such a stability. So, when we “flee or
combat strangers or foreigners, we are struggling with our own unconsciousness”
(Strangers 289). Kristeva proposes that being a stranger can be understood by
interrogating

the types of operation characteristic of the two sides of this split; thereby exposing

them, that is to say, on the one hand, to the bio-physiological processes (themselves

already inescapably part of signifying processes; what Freud labelled ‘drives’), and,

on the other hand, to social constraints (family structures, modes of production, etc.)
(“The System and the Speaking Subject” 126)

Thus, the border between identity and alterity is fragile, which in the end can result in
“narrowing down the space between pain, frustration, violence and anger and

conscious rational thought” (Oliver Kristeva 152). Such an attempt shows that
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psychoanalysis is a political attempt and an altered vision to micro-politics of the

individual subject can bring a larger political and social transformation in society.

Artistic productions, particularly the literary texts which are categorized as “genotext”
in Kristevan terminology have both ethical and political functions. The ethical stance
of the writer is aligned with her political consciousness and Kristeva most of the time

uses these words interchangeably. She states that:

Ethics should be understood here to mean the negativizing of narcissism within a
practice; in other words, a practice is ethical when it dissolves those narcissistic
fixations (ones that are narrowly confined to the subject) to which the signifying
process succumbs in its socio-symbolic realization. Practice, such as we have defined
it, positing and dissolving meaning and the unity of the subject, therefore encompasses
the ethical. The text, in its signifying disposition and its signification, is a practice
assuming all positivity in order to negativize it and thereby make visible the process
underlying it [...] The ethical cannot be stated, instead it is practiced to the point of
loss, and the text is one of the most accomplished examples of such a practice.
(Revolution 233, 234)

Accordingly, every avant-garde text which focuses on the fragmentation of an
individual cannot be accepted as ethical. For a text to be ethical, it should stand against
the “normative” and “libertarian” ethics of the modern world because the subject is
imprisoned in her make-believe world thinking that her ego is transcendental and
unified. The texts which lay bare the impossibility of a transcendent and stable ego of
the subjects show this impossibility in the writing practice. Therefore, a text which is
not enclosed by linearity and ‘“foreclosure of the subject-as-model” (Kristeva
Revolution 233) can be claimed to have an ethical position. Yet this ethical stance does
not give any moral lessons about how to be an ethical subject or how to topple down
the existing symbolic systems or paternal Law; on the contrary, it shows that a real
ethical text is the one which is not enclosed by linearity or the symbolic base of
language. The symbolic is never an enclosed system and it has a fragile structure
because the bar between the signifier and the signified is already fragile; the
representational relation between them is open to be torn apart by the semiotic
pluralization of meaning. The ethical, which “cannot be stated” (Kristeva Revolution
233) but displayed in process and practice, is also aligned with the political imperative

of a text. Kristeva invites us to rethink the meaning of revolution and politics.
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Revolution does not mean an attempt to overthrow the system. She states that “one
cannot revolt against systems. I think that the possibility for individual revolt still
exists. This could appear as too minimal, but I think that it is the only possibility that

remains: individual interrogation” (Revolt She Said 113).

The system will always have an authority “which is referred to in psychoanalysis as
the ‘paternal function’” (Kristeva Revolt She Said 109) that cannot be uprooted but the
“need to revolt against the authorities is permanent” (Kristeva Revolt She Said 109).
The political system Kristeva refers to is the social symbolic system which blocks the
semiotic. In the interview carried out by Coward, she states that “I also have the
impression that in our modern society [...] we think that everything is political. When
we say political we say something which cannot be analyzed, it’s the final act. This is
political...stop. It’s tremendously important, this final enigma, which is politics”
(Portable Kristeva 343). She believes that people tend to see everything through the
lens of politics as a result of which politics turns into a dogma, an “enigma”. This
enigmatic membrane around the term political results in “a meaningless and
passionless fetishization of politics” (Edmonds 214). However, attaching every
problem to the political discourse does not bring a solution as “the very repetition of
the political question represents the failure of the political discourse to give meaning
to human problems” (Edmonds 215). Rather than turning the political into a
fundamentalist concept, Kristeva offers psychoanalysis, love and art as the means
which will lead the subjects to interrogate themselves. In the same interview, she
underlines that “if artists and psychoanalysts act politically they act politically through
an intervention on an individual level. And it can be a main political concern to give
value to the individual”. (Portable Kristeva 349). When the subject can face her inner
state and ameliorate herself by the acceptance of the primal loss, “it is not the
accomplishment of a solitary individual, but rather depends on relation to others”
(Keltner Thresholds 105). Kristeva explains how the individual can carry this
accomplishment to the realm of society and how signification “assumes a social

relation of speakers” (105) by referring to Freud in Strangers to Ourselves.
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Kristeva’s ideas on politics can also be explained by the murder of the father and
creating new father figures. She states that the whole civilization is founded upon the
murder of the father as Freud mentions in Totem and Taboo. Firstly, brothers revolted
against their father and killed him in jealousy because he kept all the females for
himself. Then they celebrated their father’s death by ceremonies and feasts. Then, they
replaced the dead father with an imaginary father figure. After that, they felt guilty and
they formed a band together to relieve the guilt, as a result of which the dead father
figure became stronger and he became a transcendental figure. Yet, later the rituals
which connected the brothers became meaningless and they forgot what they were
revolting against. When the brothers lost the father figure that connected them before,
they turned against each other; “the father has been dispersed, digested, completely
consumed” (Edmonds 222). As we cannot bring the father back to life, we invent a
new imaginary father figure; this imaginary father figure emerges as a result of the loss
of the father. In religious and secular discourse, new father figures emerged. When the
father’s memory is lost, “the possibility of bringing him back imaginatively,
aesthetically, and artistically has been opened” (Edmonds 222). So, through
imagination, this loss can be sublimated. Instead of revolting or rebelling against a
dominant father figure, the loss of it must be accepted and revolution must not be
considered as a riot against the paternal authority but as a chance to form new bonds

among groups which do not exclude the others but come together in interaction.

Kristeva states that “[e]ach participant hopes to satisfy the need to confront an
authority in his/her imagination; it becomes possible not only to protest indefinitely
(the rite is repeated) but also to renew the rite” (Non-Sense 14). This new mankind will
be the one “whose solidarity is founded on the consciousness of its unconsciousness”
(Kristeva Strangers 192). This new imaginary politics is beyond brotherhood and
parental authority and political discourse, whose fundamentalism and extreme
fanaticism give way to alienation, exclusion or oppression of people. If the father
figure in Freud’s primitive social structure is not accepted as a transcendental figure,
and the individual interrogates her own unheimlich and uncanny strangeness, a new

form of political revolution can be created. The unheimlich feeling is caused by the
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individual’s disconnection from the mother, killing his father out of jealousy and then

losing his entire connection with the mother (or the maternal).

As for the political revolution (in Kristeva’s terms) to be actualized, there are two
options for the individual; he will either refuse the uncanny (“Such an elimination of
the strange could lead to an elimination of the psyche, leaving, at the cost of mental
impoverishment, the way open to acting out, including paranoia and murder”)
(Kristeva Strangers 190) or accept the loss of the mother (and the father) and sublimate
it through imagination. The imaginative possibility is actualized by deferral of
meaning, displacement of desire and the sublimation of the maternal. It is not an
escapist flight into the unknown realm of imagination but a means to activate the
semiotic artistically or aesthetically through imagination. The political, in its
traditional understanding, is not established by the power of imagination but on
paternal authority and brotherhood, which have no real equivalence in the modern
world (The authority is just the reformed version of the dead father whose power has
got more intense as it is dead). So, Kristeva’s notion of the politics must be regarded

without the limitations of its conventional meaning. As Edmonds expresses:

This point is most evident in Kristeva’s style. Her work cannot be judged according
to its theoretical completeness, for she is not interested in giving a final and
comprehensive theory of politics. The politics of her work is found in its effects on
our own conception of how a political theory should work. Her writings operate on
the boundary of the political as a sort of play that entices us beyond the political, that
shows us a new space into which politics might move and become something else. In
short, instead of asking the imagination to answer to the demands of politics, she asks
politics to yield to imagination. Instead of imagination and philosophy serving politics,
Kristeva calls for a politics that is imaginative. She works to identify the concept of
the political itself with an imaginative analytics. (218)

If we turn back to the whole pack of above mentioned terms (love, melancholia, the
uncanny, narcissism, tendential severance and the meaning of the political for
Kristeva), it is seen that these terms are related to each other. Through a Kristevan
reading, love is the possibility of seeing oneself as the other, and accepting the divided
nature of the psyche. If the individual can see herself as divided and unstable, the Other
in the symbolic will not be excluded as a stranger. That is, the individual’s ability to

form a social bond with the other people is based on accepting her own strangeness. If
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the maternal other is not given a symbolic shape and the individual cannot overcome
the loss of the primal narcissistic union with the maternal other, it may lead to
borderline situations. In extreme situations, the relation with the symbolic is lost and
melancholia smothers the individual with the death drive. “Tendential severance” as
Beardsworth refers to is the inability of the modern human being to articulate and
symbolize her loss because the new secular and religious discourses do not provide
adequate means for the semiotic to be symbolized. This modern nihilism locks the
person inside her psychic prison; she cannot experience a healthy subjectivity and
therefore cannot connect with the Other people around her. Kristeva in her trilogy
Black Sun, Tales of Love and Powers of Horror offers a psychoanalytical and cultural
reading of these notions. Her works establish a threshold between individuality and
collectivity; subject and culture; personal and public. They also unpack her ethico-
political vision. Rather than the traditional “the individual is always political” motto,
she puts forward that a new approach to love, abject, melancholia, narcissism and the
individual crisis of symbolization can alter our perspectives to the totalizing form of

selfhood and politics.

As this thesis deals with literary texts, I will limit my analysis to the power of the
artistic or literal production, which Kristeva offers as a solution for the crisis of
meaning and narcissistic society. The reason why I explained the ethical and political
potential of Kristeva’s theories is not to validate her arguments but to benefit from
them in my argument which is centered around the ethical and political stance of the
authors I study in this thesis. The way that they foreground the body and the maternal
pre-Oedipal semiotic base of language firstly manifests that they bring a novel
approach to self/other binary and secondly on a larger scope enable us to bring a meta-
commentary or meta-criticism as to the writers’ political stance in these novels. The
meta-criticism I try to elaborate on in this study is that, all these novels are quite
forcefully political and they disclose the ethico-political perspectives of the writers as

long as “political” is recovered from its traditional understanding.
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CHAPTER 3

IN THE HEART OF THE COUNTRY (1977) BY J.M. COETZEE

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate that In the Heart of the Country brings a new
dimension to the self/Other opposition, which can be explained by the dialectical
relation between the semiotic and the symbolic, and the sublimation of the abject,
thereby generating a broadened perspective as to the political and ethical position of
Coetzee as a writer. In this chapter, the relationship between the female protagonist
Magda and her family members and the colored servants will be studied in accordance
with Kristeva’s theories of abjection and the semiotic/symbolic signification. Then, her
own position as the real abject will be explained by focusing on the textual elements

of the novel.

J.M. Coetzee occupies an outstanding place in South African literature and in
postcolonial studies as both a novelist and essayist. He was born in Cape Town, and
grew up in Karoo, “the vast desert and semi-desert area of The Cape Province” (Head,
J.M.Coetzee 1) to Afrikaner parents. His family spoke English at home, but Coetzee
spoke Afrikaans® with his relatives. His familial background bears importance because
as Wright suggests “J.M Coetzee is an outsider in the realm of white South Africa both
as an English speaker with Afrikaans surname and by virtue of his own self-
placement” (1). Coetzee cannot easily be categorized as a white writer who writes
about the country where he lived and worked. The question of identity has been a
problematic issue among the white South African writers and according to Ian Glenn,
“Coetzee is not an Afrikaner, but a white South African inhabiting a very particular

margin, since his background partly distances him from both Afrikaner as well as

3 It is a language that is related to Dutch and is spoken in South Afrika. (“Afrikaans™)
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English affiliations” (20). He sees himself closer neither to South African culture nor
European culture because as a person who comes from a Dutch family (The Boers),
he is historically among the descendants of the Boers*. Coetzee expresses that “being
a white man in Africa is what is insupportable. Not because of the burden of guilt, but
because of the burden of consciousness” (Doubling 116). The most noteworthy
characteristic of Coetzee is that although he is well equipped with the information
about South Africa, he has always eschewed talking about the country directly either
in fiction or in non-fiction®. So, related to postcolonial studies, one issue that a Coetzee
reader encounters is whether he is a diasporic writer in exile or a white writer/ First
World elite who speaks for a Third World nation. Although Coetzee does not locate

himself anywhere and tends to stay out of these categories, he remarks that

No Afrikaner would consider me an Afrikaner. That, it seems to me, is the acid test
for group membership, and I don’t pass it. Why not? In the first place, because English
is my first language, and has been since childhood. An Afrikaner (primary and
simplest definition) is a person whose first language is Afrikaans. In the second place,
because | am not embedded in the culture of the Afrikaner and have been shaped by
that culture only in a perverse way. (Doubling 336-342)

Coetzee does not categorize himself as a South African novelist because of two

reasons. The first is the language problem as his first language is English®. The second

* When the British took the control of the Boers, although they are among the first settler
groups in Cape Town, they were hegemonized by the British culturally, politically and
linguistically. In this in-between situation, they tried to preserve their cultural “uniqueness and
race purity” (Parker 5).

He expresses his regret about the journals he wrote in the 1980s related to the “analyses of
cultural stereotypes such as ‘the white tribe’ and ‘the Afrikaner’ and his articles on popular
culture in South Africa in Vogue, Reader’s Digest and the New York Times Magazine”
(Doubling 104).

® But, it should be noted that he knows Afrikaans, too. For instance, In the Heart of the Country
was firstly published in 1976 in South Africa and most of the dialogues were in Afrikaans. In
1977, when it was published in the United Kingdom and the United States in English, all the
novel was in English.
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problem is that he is not accepted as an Afrikaner because his cultural background has
been shaped by English education and discourse. Language is a clear barrier between
white and black South African writers. Ashcroft states that there is a difference
between the settler countries and the colonized nations as to their affiliation with the
dominant/colonizer country. While the settler countries have “a temporary illusion of
a filiative relationship with that dominating culture, the exploited colonies have a more
pre-colonial and traditional attachment to their indigenous culture that coexists with

the new forms of imperialism” (25).

For a novelist who left Africa “to be part of a wider world” (Coetzee Doubling 336),
exile is not a proper definition, either. Upon being asked by Atwell if he is an

“Afrikaner”, Coetzee eschews giving a certain answer:

Afrikaner is a name; and naming and making a name stick is above all, as we know,
an exercise in power. A child is born wild; we name to subjugate it. Am I, in these
terms, an Afrikaner? The answer must be that [ am not in a position to make an answer.
At best I can contest whatever answer is given [...] The pool has no discernible ethos,
so one day I hope it will have no predominant color, as more “people of color” drift
into it. (Doubling 342)

It is clear that Coetzee is both an insider and outsider in South African Literature. His
hybridity is different from that of the exilic and displaced intellectuals coming from
the Third World countries; rather his in-betweenness is peculiar to the political and
racial topography of South Africa. So, the analyses of his novels must be carried out
without forgetting that they are written by a novelist who does not feel a sense of
genuine belonging to any group. He thinks that being labelled in a group like
“Afrikaner” or “European” is another form of invasion and domination. Although he
confesses to Atwell that “South Africa, beyond the Cape, has always felt like a foreign
territory to me [him]” (Doubling 337), his role as a novelist cannot be diminished to a
Western intellectual trying to fathom the condition of the Other from an economically
and culturally superior position. In contrast, he disowns the authorial power in an

attempt to underline his non-positionality.
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Coetzee’s novels bear the imprint of his in-between position as a writer. One of his
preoccupations in his oeuvre is a rigorous inquiry into the conversational, discursive,
ethical and political interaction between colonizer and colonized as well as colonizer/
colonizer, colonized/ colonized, author/ narrator, author/ reader and narrator / reader.
To be a stranger or to be the Other and the difficulty of understanding the Other, the
interplay of fiction and reality, the representation and voicing the Other have always
been one of the main areas of interest among postcolonial writers and critics. In South
Africa, many white novelists such as Nadine Gordimer, Alan Paton, Dan Jacobson,
Andre Brink, Breyten Brytenbach and many others tried to cut across the borders
between black and white dichotomy, but Coetzee brought a groundbreaking innovation
to the genre by his first novel Dusklands as “never before had a South African novel
broken so obviously, even self-consciously, with the conventions of realism and so
candidly its own artificiality, its own fictionality” (Watson, 15). Dominic Head also
celebrates Coetzee as being the first South African novelist “to produce overtly self-
conscious fictions drawing explicitly on international postmodernisms” (J.M.Coetzee
1). Coetzee believes that it is never possible to know the stranger entirely because even
the person who talks about himself/herself cannot convey the whole truth because of
self-deception and self-doubt. He is cognizant of this fact; therefore, he never trusts
the accuracy of confession and autobiography and he avoids writing about South

Africa in the form of a documentary.

The critical perspectives on his studies can be categorized under two headings. The
first group is the ones who think that he downplays the significance of political realism
in South Africa due to the self-reflexivity and meta-fictionality of his novels; and the
other group who tends to consider his novels as political reflections of realities via
various modern and postmodern techniques. The common ground between these two
groups is that both of them deal with whether Coetzee is able to touch upon the political
and historical issues sufficiently. It is argued that Coetzee trivializes the importance of
real political realities of South Africa and he benefits from European discourse and
many critics “charge him with an aestheticism which they considered politically

irresponsible, or simply irrelevant; they demanded him of an explicit form of
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commitment which his novels evidently eschewed” (Huggan& Watson 3). Huggon
and Watson suggest that Coetzee’s novels cannot be labelled as South African as he
intentionally abstains from employing “official versions of ‘anti-apartheid’ thought
and literature as he has had to with the equally official versions of South African race
thinking” (4-5). Despite the accusations of writing apolitically’, Coetzee, by his unique
techniques, was considered “a more profoundly political writer than any exponent of
Agitprop” by later critics (Huggan& Watson 4). He is also thought to subvert the
traditional literary genres of South African writing such as Plaasroman (Farm Novel)
and therefore could spurn the dualistic thinking inherent in these genres by

foregrounding “parody and reflexivity as oppositional linguistic acts”. (Parry, 38).

The critical studies on In the Heart of the Country are limited when compared to the
other novels of Coetzee. Head notes, it “is Coetzee’s most difficult and forbidding
novel” (J.M. Coetzee 49) because of its difficulty of reading and analyzing. Likewise,
Glenn states that the novel is “the least read and has had the least critical attention”
(120). It was also adversely treated by Cherry Clayton who labelled In the Heart of the
Country “as mere showing off” (in Watson 25) because it abounds in intertextual
references to various philosophers. However, Martina Ghosh-Schellhorn predicates
the intertextual references in the novel on Coetzee’s African/European background
and regards them as the multifaceted properties of the novel. She states that Coetzee’s
readers were “as bilingual and bicultural as he was [is]” (50), therefore, he combined
the intertextual references to aforementioned European texts along with some “less

familiar [...] South African Anglophone literary tradition of farm novels” (50), thereby

" Teresa Dovey’s opinions are in tune with those of Huggon& Watson as she questions whether
Coetzee has been able to bring a solid solution to the postcolonial problem of otherness even
though he benefits from “prior modes of colonial discourse” as he cannot unproblematically
recuperate the history of the postcolonial”. (139). Nadine Gordimer explicitly states that “until
Age of Iron, .M. Coetzee’s fiction has made no mention of South Africa, has been distanced
from it” (“Preface” Huggan& Watson xi). Yet she also states that Coetzee’s novels still address
South African context and he “forgets the language and thought-patterns of literary theory
when he visualizes a man digging in a municipal garden, a man tracing the worm-scroll of a
scar on a waif’s eyelid, a woman washed up on a desolate shore”. (“Preface” Huggan& Watson
xi)
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appealing to both European and Afrikaan literary traditions. She defines Coetzee as a
novelist who is aware of “being situated as a white South African writer who typically
is in between yet very much a part of both these South African literary traditions” (50).
She furthers her argument by explaining that the main female character in the novel is
a self-estranged one due to her position assigned to her at birth. Although she
anticipates a “synthesis of master and servant” (55) in the novel, she comes to the
recognition that the political situation of South Africa does not let such a synthesis to
be actualized. By pointing at the failure of the harmony between the master and the
servant and the unreliable and inconsistent voice of the narrator, Ghosh-Schellhorn
asserts that “Coetzee addresses the problem of rationality in the context of a settler

colony’s insane politics of domination” (56).

A.M. Nashef in his article “Words: Magda’s blessings” analyzes the novel in terms of
Lacan’s mirror stage. He argues that Magda (the female narrator) is stuck in the mirror
stage because her father does not provide her with an imago. Therefore, language fails
to function for her as she is bereft of signification.: “Magda’s inability to escape the
‘mirror stage’ condemns her to a life-long condition of fictitious presences, which she
invents and re-invents repeatedly” (53). He also states that Magda manages to
communicate through her body in the end although she is estranged from her body,

and he explains it as jouissance (62).

Pippin dwells on the modern and postmodern elements of the novel. He states that the
inconsistency and unreliability of Magda’s narration is related to Magda’s position as
a failed self and her lack of authority over others. He argues that for Magda to have
control in her life as a white colonizer, “reciprocal gestures as acknowledgement, love,
esteem, solidarity, and respect” (31) are necessary; nevertheless, the colonial power

structure does not provide Magda with any of these notions.

The problem of otherness was also studied by Attridge in “Modernist Form and the
Ethics of Otherness: Dusklands and In the Heart of the Country”. He states that thanks
to the formal devices that Coetzee utilizes to fuse realism and imagination, he never

puts forward a straightforward moral or political message in his novels (13). He adds
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that due to the repetitious rape scene in In the Heart of the Country “Hendrik and Anna
[the colored servants] remain enigmatic presences” (29). As the scene is intentionally
rewritten by Coetzee, the reader cannot assume any moral stance against the
characters. Therefore, the significance of the novel, asserts Attridge, is not in the way
Coetzee tells the reader the subjection of other races by the white, but how he utilizes
form to show the “complex and freighted responsibility to and for the other, a

responsibility denied for so long in South Africa’s history” (31).

Dominic Head in his article “In the Heart of the Country” analyzes the power change
between Hendrik and Magda as an allegory of possible political upheavals. He also
mentions that the body is the basic metaphor of the novel as the characters express

their subjugation by or dominance over the others through the images of the body (44).

The use of a female narrator in the novel has also been analyzed. Wright regards the
“self-negating narrative” of Magda in In the Heart of the Country as a woman’s
“difficulty of occupying any clearly defined role during a colonial, apartheid, and/or
gendered interregnum” (52). She adds that as Coetzee is a white male in South Africa,
this masculine position grants him privileges therefore he feels restless; “he feels
understandable degree of unease with his masculine subject position, complicated as
it is by his status as white in South Africa” (Wright 53). He does not speak on behalf
of a female voice but he “genuinely identifies with the white female subject position
in South Africa” (Wright 53). Likewise, [an Glenn studies the female voice in the novel
as the double voice of Coetzee. By using metafictional devices, “Magda/ Coetzee [are]
warning that this may not be a real flesh and blood character but one made of ink; and

Magda/ Coetzee reflecting on the formal and thematic limitations of the text” (126).

The previous studies thus have offered a myriad of analyses of either Coetzee’s anti-
racial or feminist concerns. They juxtaposed these two issues and presented readings
from a thematic and structural angles. As Coetzee is a postcolonial writer and he uses
many female narrators in his other novels as well (Susan Barton in Foe, Mrs. Curren
in Age of Iron) the problem of otherness is a prevalent topic in these studies. His in-

between position and to what extent he speaks for the European or the African nations
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has been a common motif of these critical studies inevitably. Coetzee is cognizant of
his precarious situation as he states that “there is no way of escaping the skin you are

born with (can the leopard change its spots?)” (Doubling 96).

Although this dissertation has a similar approach to these studies in terms of its focus
on the problem of otherness and the metafictional properties and although
psychoanalytical perspective has been utilized in the previous studies (Nashef’s
Lacanian approach), it diverges from them in an attempt to focus on Kristeva’s ideas
on otherness. Although this novel has not been analyzed before in the framework of
Kristevan theories, it is not to be read in isolation but rather bring a broader perspective
to the previous studies in terms of the notion of alterity. This study will probe into the
focal question “who the other is” by foregrounding how the discharge of bodily drives
functions in the narrator’s understanding of alterity and signification process. In this

respect, it will bring a new dimension to the whole package of criticisms on the novel.

Before starting the analysis of the novel, a short summary can be helpful to understand
the context better. In the Heart the Country is a novel about the solitude and loneliness
of a white female spinster Magda who lives on a South African farm with her father
and two colored servants named Hendrik and Klein-Anna. Magda’s mother dies
immediately after giving birth and a new wife comes to the farm. As the voice of
Magda, who writes in a diary form, is unreliable and mostly the events are the figments
of her imagination written inconsistently, the woman who comes to the farm at the
outset turns out to be Klein-Anna later. So, Klein-Anna is both the wife of Hendrik
and the mistress of Magda’s father, whose name is never given in the novel. Magda
kills her father twice; the first time she kills him and the new mistress with an axe, the
second time she shoots her father in the middle of a sexual act. However, due to the
narrative ambiguity of these murders, it is not certain whether she really commits
patricide because he appears at the end of the novel as an old man with his sunken
face. One of the most striking moments in the novel is the burial scene when Magda
digs a hole on the ground and buries her father there with the help of Hendrik. The
other moment that draws attention is when Magda is raped by Hendrik. As there are

inconsistencies in the narrative and Magda retells the same events differently, the rape
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scene is narrated firstly as a violent act and then as an event that Magda half-willingly
submits to. There is a perpetual tension in the novel as Magda is sexually attracted not
only to her father but also to Hendrik and Klein-Anna. After her father’s death, Magda
befriends Hendrik and Klein-Anna, albeit temporarily and they do the house chores
together. From that moment onwards, she attempts to get closer with them emotionally
and physically. However, when they run out of money, Hendrik and Klein-Anna leave
the farm and Magda is left alone without money or food. Wrecked by loneliness, she
sees some planes hovering above her head. She tries to communicate with them in
broken Spanish and by drawing an image of a female body on the ground with stones.
At the end of the novel, Magda and her father are sitting on the veranda together;
Magda is taking care of her father who does not have the physical strength even to feed

himself.

3.1. Between Identification and Rejection

This part investigates the dissolution of the self/other opposition in Magda’s
relationship with her father and mother in the light of Kristevan abjection and
signification. It demonstrates that Coetzee generates a grey area between subject and
object without falling in the trap of the dichotomy between the colonizer and the
colonized and challenges the color bar as the determiner of the power balance and

alterity in the context of South African apartheid.

Firstly, Magda’s difficulty of identification with and rejection of her father will be
explained by focusing on how her understanding of body is shaped and reshaped in
this relationship. Then, the same predicament will be explained by focusing on the
burial scene and her obsession with cleanliness. Thirdly, her childhood memories and
the difficulty of articulating her exposure to violence will be scrutinized to demonstrate
how the chasm between Magda and her father aggrandizes the self-schism of Magda.
Next, the artistic sublimation of violence and parricide in writing will be explained as
a sort of individual revolution of Magda in contrast to the failure of love and the real
violence in South Africa. Lastly, Magda’s vascillation between self and maternal other

will be explained by focusing on the memory of her dead mother.
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Magda’s relationship with her father is the first example in the novel which presents
the subject/object dichotomy from an intermediary position, lending support to the
view that Coetzee’s ethical and political outlook is not shaped by the binaries. Coetzee
refuses to solidify the crisis between characters and even makes the reader question
who the Other is. While showing the lack of affection and communication between
Magda and her father, Coetzee explores the human psyche rather than projecting a
general investigation of colonialism. In this novel, like in many of his novels, “his
characters act as a mirror of South Africa, his discussion of colonial practices can be
read as a magnification of a particular character’s experience” (Canepari-Labib 106).
Magda’s father who is a white farm owner and colonizer appears as the first Other
(Although Coetzee does not explicitly show who the Other is, this study positions
Magda’s father as the Other) that Magda encounters; but while she is trying to be
recognized by this Other, she goes through a journey of finding who the “self” is. Her
ongoing process of identification with and rejection of her father refutes the Western
belief that the self and Other are real and stable identities. Coetzee suggests that the
Other, just like the “self” is an empty signifier and its position is determined by the
language of authority dictated by patriarchy. Magda attempts to rebel against this
system and the patriarchal language by her struggle with language. She both wants to
position her own identity as a white farm owner’s daughter and adopt the language of
authority, and disengage herself from the position of being a colonizer by murdering

her father metaphorically.

Before delving into the novel, it should be noted at this point that the semiotic is
explained as a metaphor by Kristeva; although she uses the “maternal other” and
mostly refers to the body of the mother as the source of drives and affections, she uses

the father and mother figures as metaphors. She states that

[b]y emphasizing the metaphoricity of the identifying idealization movement, we can
attempt to restore the analytic bond located there (transference and
countertransference) its complex dynamic, which includes the narcissistic, drive
animated, pre-object-orientation and allows it to be tied down to signifying ideals.
(Kristeva Tales 38)
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Likewise, Oliver notes that “the maternal function is not necessarily the domain of
females and the paternal function is not necessarily the domain of males” (Kristeva
129). Correspondingly, I have read the Symbolic father figure in this novel as a
metaphor for the abject who disrupts the borders of Magda’s body. As for the question
why a symbolic father figure can be analyzed as an abject other, it can be explained in
two ways. Firstly, the symbolic embodiment of the abject can be a father figure as well
as a maternal figure because in the novel, Magda complains about how the filth of the
corpse of her father disturbs her. Her obsession with getting rid of her father’s body
and the filth she tries to clean suggest that Magda wants to expel what she cannot get
rid of through symbolic language. Secondly, besides her father, the black people
represent the abject as she is brought up by the black servants in the house. She learns
the language of the black people but when she grows up, she is forced to position
herself as the colonizer in the house and she learns the language of her father (both
literally Boer language and metaphorically the father’s symbolic language). Therefore,
if there is a semiotic language to be groped for, and if there is a semiotic connection
that belongs to the pre-Oedipal phase, this archaic connection does not lie in Magda’s
pre-symbolic connection with her mother, but the metaphorical black “mother” figures
who taught their language to Magda in her childhood and her father who has had the
sole parental role in her life. This is the reason why Magda calls herselfa “black virgin”

(Heart 5) and depicts her excrement as “black” (Heart 35) in the novel.

Therefore, Magda’s father, who is a white frontier owning a farm, is the first character
to be seen as the abject “that continuously violates one’s [Magda’s] own borders”
(McAfee 47). Magda’s oscillation between getting rid of her father’s presence and
embracing him as a part of her own body and psyche demonstrates that their
relationship is based on a very tenuous border between self and other. Magda’s
relationship with her father shows us that most ideas surrounding identity are
historically constructed in the colonial framework. Although “alterity” is the
determiner of identity, it is not determined by skin color but by the manifestations of
power among the characters in this novel. Not the “black body” but the body of the

Other is foregrounded as the determinant power of one’s place in the South African
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apartheid context of the novel as will be seen in the analysis of the colored characters.
Coetzee displays that alterity is not constructed only by skin color; either black or
white, one can be exposed to subjugation by manifestations of power. The borders

between self and Other are displayed to be fragile and penetrable.

Although her father’s skin color and name are never given in the novel, it is assumed
that he is a Dutch settler farm owner in South Africa given that Hendrik and Klein-
Anna work under his command. He is depicted as a patriarchal figure in Magda’s
diary; the reader catches the glimpses of his characterization only from Magda’s
perspective. The dialogues between them are limited and they do not seem to have a
proper conversation about anything. He is known to have brought a new wife to the
farm. The reader learns not to trust Magda’s narration at the very beginning of the
novel when she describes the arrival of the new bride to the farm. After a detailed
physical description of her father and the new bride, she says that “[m]ore detail I
cannot give unless I begin to embroider, for I was not watching” (Heart 1). So, whether
her father really brings a new bride or he is really killed by his own daughter is open
to question. Despite appearing in the novel as the figment of Magda’s imagination, her
father prevails over the novel as one of the main figures in her life. The well-off and
ostentatious father “with an ostrich-plume waving on its forehead” (Heart 1) appears
as an old needy man in the end whose “eyes are sightless, two glassy blue walls rimmed
with pink” (Heart 151). Yet, despite his haggard appearance and old age, Magda
believes that “somewhere inside him juices still dribble, muscles still execute their
faint peristalses” (Heart 151). Her father, as the embodiment of the abject, who
happens to signify everything Magda hates about herself seems to be weakened
physically but he is still present in the novel even in the end. Although Magda
complains about being stuck in the language she learned from her father, she can never
totally get rid of his presence. Considering that the expelled other always haunts the
subject “emanat[ing] from an exorbitant outside or inside” (Kristeva Powers 1),
Magda’s inability to get rid of him by patricide unveils the nature of the abject, “the
threat of unassimilable non-unity; that is ambiguity” (Lechte Kristeva 160) because

she cannot expel her father whose language and discourse shaped her life.
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The liminal space between Magda and her father is given in the novel in Magda’s
description of him as a symbolic/patriarchal figure whom she hates and her inevitable
physical similarity to him. Magda cannot position herself in the symbolic realm by
adopting her father’s discourse because she cannot internalize the Law of the Symbolic
father through her body. Yet, no matter how hard she attempts to disengage herself
from her father, she notes that “[s]he has the same “black eyes inherited from him”
(Heart 3). History and language connect them and “Magda has a dual function as both
the victim and perpetrator of the colonial structure” (Head J.M.Coetzee 51). Their
physical similarity annihilates differences; therefore, her inevitable fate to distinguish
herself from her father is futile as abjection is “a ceaseless defence against
nondifferrentiation” (Keltner Thresholds 46). There is an ample support in the novel
for the claim that his father represents the symbolic base of language and Magda’s self-
disintegrated suffering results mostly from the lack of understanding and love between
them. She is repelled by the fact that there is no way to get rid of her father because
they are connected to each other by the same language. She regards her position in the
house as a replica of her father. In the first paragraph of the novel, she describes herself

as the antagonists in her life besides her father and the new wife:

I am the one who stays in her room reading or writing or fighting migraines. The
colonies are full of girls like that, but none, I think, so extreme as [. My father is the
one who paces the floorboards back and forth, back and forth in his slow black boots.
And then, for a third, there is the new wife, who lies late abed. Those are the
antagonists. (Heart 1)

The way that the father walks “back and forth” repeatedly suggests that he exerts his
authority in the house through his body movements. He acts like a guardian observing
and controlling the other people sharing the house with him. A reader who is
acquainted with Freudian psychoanalysis would at this point expect an Oedipus
triangle where the daughter is stuck in the Electra complex. However, Magda’s
inclusion of herself as one of the antagonists- “Those are the antagonists”- of the
triangle pre-empts such a reading. She is cognizant that she belongs to the same group
with her father and the new wife as the colonizers. There is no protagonist in her life

because she is born into a social fact she cannot escape; “[c]olonial relations do not
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stem from individual good will or actions; they exist before his [her] arrival or birth,
and whether he [she] accepts or rejects them matters little” (Memmi 38). The arrival
of a stranger woman as the surrogate mother in the triangle exacerbates the already
tense relationship between Magda and her father. She sees herself as one of the
“melancholy spinsters [...] wooed when we [they] were little by our [their] masterful
fathers, we [they] are bitter vestals, spoiled for life. The childhood rape: someone
should study the kernel of truth in this fancy” (Heart 4). Coetzee alters the essence of

the Electra Complex and renders it a psychological violence on the female child.

The father figure is given priority in the word order, which suggests that Magda feels
a deep seated alienation from him emotionally and she considers him a paternal
authority. Her father’s symbolic power is embedded in the narrative both in the way
that she addresses the people she mentions in her diary by underlining their
relationship with her father and his corporeal presence. For instance, rather than calling
her dead mother as “my mother” directly, she refers to her as “my father’s first wife,
my mother” (Heart 2). She is firstly described as a stranger who happens to be her
mother after being wed to her father. Her mother, whose name is also never articulated
in the novel, is a woman “whose husband never forgave her for failing to bear him a
son” (Heart 2). Her father is the agent who decides on the fate of every individual on

the farm.

Magda’s depiction of her father and the new bride as lascivious and physically strong
people is in contrast to her depiction of herself and her mother as fragile and infertile
figures. Such an opposition suggests that the association of power and body leads
Magda to be estranged from her own body and evaluate the power structure in the
house in terms of body. Her father is a lascivious and self-centred person whose
“relentless sexual demands led to her [mother’s] death in childbirth” (Heart 2). While
her father is a dominant figure, her mother “was too frail and gentle to give birth to the
rough rude boy-heir my [her] father wanted, therefore she died” (Heart 4) In
opposition to the frailty of her mother, the new bride is “a big woman with fine wrists
and long plump tapering fingers [...] She sticks out her long red tongue and licks the

sweet mutton-fat from her lips” (Heart 2). These very preliminary depictions of the
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characters suggest that the new bride with her fecundity and physical strength is a
compensation for her dead mother who could not bear the burden of giving birth to a
baby boy. The death of her mother also implies that she was another victim of the
patriarchy of her father. She could not propagate new male heirs for the farm, who
were supposed to take over the control of it and perpetuate the dominance of male
patriarchy. So, his father exerts his power on the farm through his physical power and
sexual potency. The chance to live on the farm depends on the survival of the
physically fittest and the most fertile. Such a fact increases Magda’s obsession with
her body. She suffers from self-effacement and blames herself for not being a motherly

figure in the house:

My father pays no attention to my absence. To my father I have been an absence all
my life. Therefore, instead of being the womanly warmth at the heart of the house I
have been a zero, null, a vacuum towards which all collapses inward, a turbulence,
muffled, grey, like a chill draft eddying through the corridors, neglected, vengeful.
(Heart 2)

The reiteration of the negative nouns such as “zero, null, a vacuum” and the adjectives
such as “muffled, grey [...] neglected, vengeful” (Heart 2) imply an extraordinary rich
vocabulary and high literacy of the narrator. Not being able to welcome her body,
Magda seems to compensate for her physical absence through too much speaking. It
might be argued that the rigorous control over language is a mask deployed by her to
keep the uncontrollable urges like anger and self-effacement at bay. Her excessive
talking/ writing may also be a paradoxical defense mechanism against silence. The
extraordinary hyperconscious awareness of Magda is in stark contrast to her deranging
mental health. Until the rape scene, she has a superior control over syntax and strives
to keep the abject in control through using and mastering language effectively. As
Kristeva notes, “[a]n unshakeable adherence to Prohibition and Law is necessary” for
the abject to be thrust[ed] aside” (Kristeva Powers 16). The diary ensures her existence
in the world. She tries to stabilize her place in the symbolic by writing neatly and
orderly. Her utterances gradually become more fragmented after she gives up
connecting existence with physical presence. She considers love as entirely possessive,

sexual and physical. She will learn giving up this kind of love in the end.
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The first paragraphs of Magda’s diary suggest that she is bound up with the Law of
the Father no matter how much she tries to forsake the role of the colonizer. She craves
the attention of her father by being a “womanly warmth” in the house. Her speech is
devoid of poeticism; she tends to give a structure to her life by well-organized and
uniform articulations. She is also aware of the fact that she is a victim of the patriarchy.
She confesses that “in a house shaped by destiny like an H I [she] have [has] lived all
my [her] life, in a theatre of stone and sun fenced in with miles of wire” (Heart 3). The
shape of the house “like an H” is a visual game employed by Coetzee. While the shape
of “H” gives a sense of being stranded in a place, it may also refer to history. He
equates history with the dominance of phallocentricism. History which is written by
capital H can be interpreted both as Lacan’s Symbolic order and Kristeva’s symbolic
base of language. Pippin states that history is an indispensable part of Coetzee’s
especially first three novels. Although he does not refer to historical actions directly,
the effect of history casts a shadow on the characters. His novels “take place in a
recognizable historical world charged with explicitly political tension, profound
dissension, and violent exercises of power justified by the transparently self-serving
and or self-deceived appeals to reason or fact” (23). Regardless of the fact that history
is shaped by the dominant discourses of the time and it is partly fiction, it has a very
pronounced place in Magda’s life. Its ineluctable effect is accentuated with the capital
H letter. She is entrapped in the symbolic order and the H shaped destiny prevents her
disengagement from her father. She tries to write her own history “spinning my [her]
trail from room to room” (Heart 3). Despite the limited space she takes up in the world,
her own individual history is forged by the major power structures in the historical

process of South Africa.

Magda’s role in the house as a white colonizer widens the gap between her body and
language, leading her to self-estrangement. The domestic duties that she should carry
out in the house retain other kinds of impositions on her. She gives orders to black
servants and pretends to be the master of the house like her father after murdering him.

Yet, her own voice is estranged from her. When she needs to give orders to Hendrik
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and Klein- Anna, she expresses the friction between her body and her words as

follows:

words come reluctantly to me, they clatter in my mouth and tumble out heavily I am
exhausted by obedience to this law [...] The law has gripped my throat. I say and I do
not say, it invades my [her] larynx, its one hand on my tongue, its other hand on my
lips. How can I say, that these are not the eyes of the law that stare from behind my
eyes, or the mind of the law does not occupy my skull, leaving me only enough
intellection to utter these doubting words, if it is I uttering them, and see their
fallaciousness. How can I say that the law does not stand fullgrown inside my[her]
shell, its feet in my feet, its hands drooping through my hole. (Heart 93)

The internalization and execution of the law is excruciating. She is unable to welcome
the role as the daughter of a white man; she knows that she needs to give commands
to the servants and take over her father’s role but her body rejects the law. She cannot
internalize her position as a master. Unable to maintain the power relations in the
house, she directs all her energy to intellectualization although she is doubtful about
the accuracy of her words. She still tries to rationalize her predicament. The chasm
between her body and the law shows that she is in need of another means to utter her
pain; another way of speech that harmonizes her body and her words. In order that she
can alleviate this physical pain, she needs to terminate the law. The abject still haunts

Magda because it is a part of herself and it is not possible to efface it entirely.

The fact that Magda meditates on her predicament over welcoming the assigned role
of being a colonizer and she expresses her body’s refusal of the law have significant
outcomes. Firstly, while trying to get to know her father, she goes through an inner
voyage where she tries to recognize who she is. She is still unfamiliar to herself
because “otherness is the production of what two thousand years of continuously
evolving discourse has excluded [...] as an opposite, [it] is still part of its system; but
heterogeneous, inassimilable, and unacknowledged unless it imposes itself upon the
prevailing discourse” (Attridge 30). Magda writhes in the agony of being a stranger to
herself; she is the victim of the discourse which does not allow her to create “a fissure”
(30) in her life and the language she was born into. She is the one who is
“inassimilable” and “unacknowledged” as she has not found the way to reconcile her

body and the law yet. Secondly, the intense and overwhelming focus on her own body
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and psyche in her diary suggests that she is on the verge of an engulfing world of
narcissistic self. She is so much engrossed in her internal vision that her meditations
“appear as a regression to a position set back from the other, a return to a self-
contemplative, conservative, self-sufficient haven” (Kristeva Powers 14). However,
her precarious narcissism does not originate from “the passive, pre-objectal stage”
(Lechte Kristeva 172) but her powerlessness to stand against the subject-Object divide

in the symbolic realm.

Knowing that she looks like her father and she cannot unleash herself from his
presence and language, she cannot create a concrete subject/object fissure in her mind.
So, in contrast to a narcissist who is totally immersed in the archaic and symbiotic
sameness and for whom there is “nothing (no object) to fill the psychic space” (Lechte
Kristeva 228), Magda is a narcissist who is looking for a mirror image to abject her
father and symbolize and signify her impasse through the symbolic base of
signification. The absence of a mirror image that can help her stabilize the boundary
between the abject body (her father) and the symbolic leads her to “become a textual
artifice, a product of her text [...] Magda the writer is reflecting on what the story
needs, while Magda the character reflects on her past” (Glenn 124). In other words,
writing becomes her mirror image through which she will try to symbolize her place
through signification and expel the rule of her father over her psyche and body. Until
she reaches the ultimate fusion of her body and language as seen in the end, she
oscillates between differentiation and nondifferentiation between her body and her
father’s body when she kills and buries him. That moment is the zenith of the nexus

between identification and rejection.

Magda’s murder of her father is an example of the abject and it demonstrates how the
borders between self and other, life and death are very tiny. The corpse or the bad
smell emanating from the corpse is another form of abjection. It threatens the border
between the self and the other; “[i]f dung signifies the other side of the border, the
place where I am not and which permits me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of
wastes, is a border that has encroached upon everything” (Kristeva Powers 4). The

presence of a cadaver shatters the borders between the subject and the object. It is both
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human and non-human. It is evocative of the delicate border between life and death. It
disturbs one’s unified identity. The cadaver with all its fluids, smell and defilement
unsettles the subject’s harmony with life. The subject is very close to death because
the dead body’s presence signals his/her likelihood to fall into the same place. It seems
to be “the other side of the border” (Powers 4), but that border is broken because death

always haunts life.

The murder enforces the idea that the dead body is placed in between life and death,
the subject cannot disregard its presence, generating an ambiguous space between
subject and object. The first time Magda affirms to have killed her father and the new
bride, she carries out the murder by an axe. Firstly, she kills her father and watches “a
liquid rattle coming from the throat, the tired blind fish, cause of all my woe, lolling
in his groin (would that it had been dragged out long ago with all its roots and bulbs!”
(Heart 12), then she kills the new bride and “delivers much the better chop deep into
the crown of her head” (Heart 12). She kills them while they are sleeping peacefully

after they make love.

The act of killing is important in two ways. In the first reading, “a liquid rattle coming
from the throat” (Heart 12) gives the impression that Magda thrusted the axe into her
father’s throat and the liquid is the blood. Yet, “the tired blind fish [...] lolling in his
groin” (Heart 12) belongs to the same phrase. There is a comma between “the throat”
and the “tired fish” (Heart 12) so it leads the reader into confusion over what organ
she describes. She juxtaposes the throat and the penis. The liquid is both blood and the
semen, which means that she associates the voice (coming from the throat) with the
semen (or the penis). She symbolically silences her father while taking away his
masculinity. In other words, the voice and the genitelia are interchangeable in this
context. Coetzee invites us to consider the relation between power and voice. “The
tired blind fish” (Heart 12) implies a just completed copulation. Then, she lavishes
more detailed descriptions about the dead bodies. Now, she uses the determiner “the”
to refer to her father and the bride: “I ask myself: What am I going to do with the
bodies? [...] The woman lies on her side