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Julia Kristeva’s “Abjection Theory” in The Beauty Queen of
Leenane by Martin McDonagh and Prince Ihtejab by Hooshang
Golshiri: A Comparative Study
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Introduction

Julia Kristeva a Bulgarian philosopher and feminist critic emphasizes strictly the
integration of two fields of psychoanalysis and literature. She presents abjection
theory as a new literary theory for the first time and changed the general
psychological view toward women, their body and their connections to children.
Kristeva's theory of abjection is concerned with figures that are in a state of
transition or transformation. The abject is located in a liminal state that is on the
margins of two positions (his subjectivity and his mother as other and abjection).
This state is particularly interesting to Kristeva because of the link between
psychoanalysis and the subconscious mind. She sees literature as a platform where
the poet or writer as a character reflects his own or others’ psychological crisis
and the disasters of society in his works. This philosopher believes that the whole
language is a dynamic signifying process consisting of a set of meanings and
forces called the symbolic, which is the discussion of syntax, and the semiotics,
the discussion of feelings in words. The difference between the two is the
difference between culture and consciousness with unconscious and feelings.
People depict their inner world about abjection through these two. The Beauty
Queen of Leenane and Prince lhtejab are two well-known works from two
different countries, whose characters are not safe from the consequences of the
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family life besides the situation of the society and the abjection feelings inside.
They have psychologically similar characters trying to exonerate themselves from
their crimes under the shade of language and provide a description for their past
life. These two similar characters try to separate themselves from the abjection by
pretending innocent and oppressed, but in this way they somehow become the
impurity and finally, in a similar way, they fall into the abyss of matricide and
abjection.

Research questions

The following research questions are raised for the purpose of the current
research:

1. How the abjection is formed?

2. How McDonagh and Golshiri use the text to describe and present the
abjection theory?

3. What is the reaction of main characters “Prince” and “Maureen” to this
theory?

Research background

McDonagh’s play The Beauty Queen of Leenane and Golshiri’s Prince Ihtjab
have each been the subject of various researches. According to Coward (1990), in
Beauty Queen, the author tried to reflect the depressed nature of Irish society as a
result of colonization. Miedke (2010) believes that he shows the turmoil of the
human spirit through the image of a young girl who immigrates to England but
continuous racial harassment disturbs her psyche. Kearney (1997) states that in
this play, the author presents a dark image of Ireland and its representation through
an old and cruel mother destroys the poetic discourse of the motherland. Karadagh
(2011) believes that the main character of the play unconsciously wants to get rid
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of the vicious cycle of her life by killing her old mother. Yet none of these studies
have taken a step backward to analyse the basic and vital relationship between
mother and her daughter in order to find out the root of the problems between
these two.

Prince Ehtjab has been the subject of various studies as well. The most related
studies to the topic of this article are as follows. According to Seidan (2008), the
structure of this novel is formed based on the ruling relations between the weak
and the strong in the society. Shirvani et al. (2019) believe that in this novel, two
bold categories of life and death are in conflict, and everything that the main
character comes in contact with leads to death. Mozafari (2013) argues that the
Prince looks for substitute objects like his servant to relieve his restless soul in
order to eliminate his sufferings that cannot be symbolized (expressed). Rezaei
(2018) also believes that the prince used defensive methods to treat his feelings of
inferiority, such as love seeking and isolation but this solution has also failed.
Nonetheless, the root of many of the Prince's problems goes back to his childhood
and his psychological problems and inherited negative view of his mother and
women as abject objects hidden from the critics. This article for the first time,
matches the abjection theory in two important works from two different cultures
and languages to scrutinize the what and why of mother-child relationships. It
aims to show how the selfish love of the Irish mother in Beauty Queen of Lenane's
drama and women in history of the Qajar family in Prince lhtjab novel are
considered as an abjection, and how the characters avoid these abjections but do
not success and how they themselves change in to an abjection.

Main discussion

Based on the theory of abjection, subject upon entering the sphere of the symbolic,
recognizes any aliens and dangerous objects for the boundaries of his
subjectivities as an abjection and tries to reject them. Some authors have employed
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this theory to mention the abjection of people's souls and everything that causes
these abjections by using words and phrases and creating a suitable atmosphere
so that people can achieve purity. The present study, with descriptive and
analytical method, examines and compares the abjection in two works of Beauty
Queen of Leenane and Prince Ehtjab from two different countries in order to
investigate the origin of the damage and abjection of Prince and Maureen’s soul
through semiotics. These two characters are looking for their innocence and try to
remove the impurity from their lives and join the pure. In this regard, they use
various methods such as denying the mother-child relationship, denying the
mother as abjection, others and alienated object, defend the privacy of the
subjectivity of the (individual) identity and using unpleasant words. But in the
end, their efforts are useless and they themselves somehow become abject, their
hands are stained with blood and sink into nothingness.

Conclusion

Kristeva views literature as a kind of mental projection that is very useful for
depicting mental crises hidden in the unconscious. She believes that literature can
play a purifying role and not only depicts mental pains and analyse them, but can
also release people’s minds and purify it. When people see something as an abject
object in their subconscious, they indirectly use words and expressions that
depicts the abjection, or draw a space corresponding to the abjection. In this way
without the need of directly showing the pains of tension, unhappiness is passed
through the filter of art and literature, and people are refined with the help of the
acting out. According to Kristeva, abjection theory helps the writers to overcome
the most bitter social disasters and crises of human society, such as colonialism,
poverty and corruption. In both Prince Ihtjab and the Beauty Queen of Leenane,
the language as a combination of the symbolic and the semiotics describes the
personality traits, corruption and abject people. Prince Ihtejab may claim in heart
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that he is separated from them, but in fact due to the heinous acts he has
committed, this separation is impossible, and he is also abjection in some way.
Maureen, who constantly tries to show her mother as a hidden monster in her
conversations, suddenly displays her evil nature and sick psyche in such a way
that she herself becomes more abject and finally murders her mother. The subjects
of both stories, on the path of regaining their own identity and joining the purity,
become the abjection in their way. While representing the past events, space,
colours, concepts and unpleasant words add the bitterness to the stories. The
present study proves that in Kristeva’s theory of abjection and literary text search
explores the inner and outer world of contemporary man, and can help to act out
mental injuries and even their purity. Subjects in the above mentioned works
consider the context as an option to evade themselves and find the roots of their
wounds.
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