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Abjection, the Abject, and the Formation of Masculine
Identity in Shakespeare’s Hamlet: A Kristevan
Perspective

Rakhshandeh Nabizadeh-Nodehi'¢ Shideh Ahmadzadeh’

Abstract

Introduction: Hamlets intense obsession and constant concern
with several issues of his pure and integrated masculine identity
is one of the most outstanding features of his personality. Studying
this dimension of his character in the light of Julia Kristeva's
notion of abjection provides the possibility to gain a more profound
understanding of the nature and causes of his anxieties especially
with respect to his attitude towards and relationship with the female
kind.

Background Studies: Along with a brief review of psychoanalytical
interpretations of Hamlets character by Sigmund Freud in The
Interpretation of Dreams and Ernest Jones's views on the same
basis presented in Hamlet and Oedipus, this study has considered
the following sources as well: Catherine Belseys Shakespeare
and the Loss of Eden, since the source explores the emotional and
mental distresses of some Shakespearean characters in the context
of social and cultural values attributed to family and marriage.
David Leverenzs views regarding Hamlet’s concerns about his
sexual identity reflected in his essay “The Woman in Hamlet: An
Interpersonal View” are also taken into consideration in this study.
Several sources that directly apply some Kristevan notions to
Shakespeare’s plays are also explored in the present research. In his
doctoral dissertation, “The Return of the Abject: A Psychoanalytic
Analysis of a Selection of William Shakespeare’s Plays In the
Light of Julia Kristeva's Theories of the Mind,” Amir Andwari
applies Julia Kristeva's psychoanalytic theories of the abject, the
symbolic, and the semiotic to a selection of Shakespeare'’s plays. His

1. Ph.D. Candidate, Islamic Azad University, Central Tehran Branch, Iran
2. Faculty member of the English Department, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran-Iran(corresponding author)
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major objective is to provide a convincing justification for certain
emotions, actions, and changes of the characters that are chosen
for a psychoanalytical assessment. Andre Valente has also employed
Kristeva's notion of the abject to interpret the issue of death and the
horror it induces in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, arguing that death and
mortality comprise an in-betweenness and uncertainty that link them
to Kristevan conception of the abject.

Methodology and Argument: Concerning Julia Kristeva's
psychoanalytic notion of abjection and the abject and its role in the
formation of subjectivity reflected in her seminal work The Powers
of Horror (1982), this study aims to account for the psychological
crisis which Hamlet has to deal with after his father’s death. This
crisis proves to have several dimensions ranging from personal
issues to more public and universal ones. In this regard, Hamlet's
desperate battle to reassert his male identity, his quest to restore
purity and purge himself and the whole world from corruption, as
well as his hatred and fear of the female body and sexual desire
as a source of contamination and a serious threat to his manhood
are most significant. Primarily, the loss of his father makes him
liable to return to the archaic state of oneness with the maternal
body which jeopardizes the supposed integrated and pure body
he has constructed for himself through the painful procedure of
abjection long ago. It is utterly tormenting that he has to go through
this overwhelming process again to preserve his independence
and reassert his manhood. His loathing and fear of the maternal
body are extended to all women due to the cultural belief in the
contaminating effect of the female body for the male kind. In addition
to the effeminizing effect of the female heterosexual love and the
contaminating contact with the female body, the female kind's power
of regeneration terrifies Hamlet as well. All these features contribute
to Hamlets identifying the female body as abject and lead to his
repudiation of any attachment to it. Thus, it is possible to explain why
Hamlet dedicates himself wholly to the sacred mission of revenge
and solidifies homosocial bonds with his male companions since he
believes through the deployment of these strategies, he can confirm
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his autonomy as a masculine subject and secure the territories of his
clean and proper body.

Conclusion: Analyzing Hamlet'’s mental turbulence in the light of
Julia Kristeva's notions of abjection and the abject reveals that his
obsessions about the female sex and the corruption of the world
surrounding him are not caused merely by his problems. Several
anxieties and concerns about the body of the masculine subject
and cultural measures for the sexual identity of the male sex are
at work behind the symptoms of Hamlet’s madness which link the
private matters disturbing him not only to complex psychological
procedures of subjectivity but also to a myriad of social, cultural and
political issues.

Keywords: Abjection, the abject, body, Hamlet, subjectivity, Julia

Kristeva
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