
Desire In Language
By Julia Kristeva

Desire in
Language:
Unpacking Julia
Kristeva's Semiotic
Chora
Julia Kristeva's groundbreaking work
profoundly impacted literary theory and
psychoanalysis, particularly her exploration
of the intricate relationship between
language and desire. Her concept of the
"semiotic chora," a pre-linguistic realm of
experience, offers a powerful lens through
which to understand how desire shapes not
only our communication but also our very
subjectivity. This article delves into
Kristeva's theories, examining the key
elements of her thinking on *desire in
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language*, exploring its implications for
understanding the self, and addressing
common questions surrounding her
complex ideas. We will focus on keywords
such as semiotic chora, the maternal,
abjection, the symbolic, and
intertextuality, to fully appreciate the
richness of Kristeva's contribution.

The Semiotic Chora: A
Pre-Oedipal Space of
Desire
Kristeva positions the "semiotic chora" as a
pre-Oedipal space, existing before the
structuring influence of the symbolic order
of language. This realm isn't simply pre-
linguistic; it's a realm of rhythmic drives,
bodily sensations, and pre-verbal
experiences that profoundly shape our later
linguistic expression. Here, desire
manifests not as a coherent object of
pursuit but as a pulsating, dynamic force,
embodied in maternal presence and the
experience of the body. It's a realm of
drives, not signified meaning. Think of the
rhythmic comfort of a mother's heartbeat,
the sensual experience of touch, or the
guttural sounds a baby makes – these are
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all aspects of the chora, expressing a raw,
unmediated desire. The chora is not easily
definable; it's a space of becoming, a
perpetual movement rather than a fixed
entity.

### The Maternal and the Semiotic

Kristeva emphasizes the crucial role of the
maternal in the formation of the semiotic
chora. The mother, in this context, isn't a
personified figure but a representation of
the powerful, overwhelming, and often
ambivalent experience of early infancy. The
maternal is a source of both nourishment
and anxiety, pleasure and pain. This liminal
space, oscillating between pleasure and
displeasure, creates the conditions for the
development of desire itself. The maternal
function, therefore, is not simply biological;
it’s the foundation of the subject’s psychic
and linguistic constitution.

The Symbolic Order and
the Repression of Desire
The entry into the symbolic order—the
realm of language and social
structure—marks a significant shift. This
order, governed by the paternal law (the
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rules, social norms, and systems of
signification), imposes structure and
meaning onto the chaotic, pre-linguistic
experience of the chora. This entry isn’t a
simple transition but rather a process of
repression, where the raw intensities of the
semiotic are pushed into the unconscious.
However, the semiotic doesn't disappear
entirely; it continues to exert a powerful
influence, erupting in language as poetic
rhythm, intonation, and other non-literal
expressions. Kristeva analyzes these
linguistic eruptions as traces of the
repressed, signifying the enduring power of
the pre-linguistic realm.

### Abjection: Confronting the
Unacceptable

The concept of "abjection" plays a pivotal
role in Kristeva's work, describing the
expulsion of that which threatens the
symbolic order. Abjection is not simply
disgust but a more profound rejection of
the elements considered “other” to the self,
elements that threaten the boundaries of
subjectivity. This may include bodily waste,
the maternal body (particularly in
childbirth), or any experience that
challenges the established order of
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meaning. Yet, these abject experiences are
also powerfully linked to the semiotic; they
serve as reminders of the pre-Oedipal
realm and the repressed desires that
remain powerfully relevant. Analyzing texts
through the lens of abjection unveils the
ways in which suppressed aspects of desire
surface, often subtly, in literary expression.

Intertextuality and the
Unfolding of Desire
Kristeva's concept of "intertextuality"
suggests that every text is inherently linked
to other texts, creating a complex network
of meanings and allusions. This doesn’t
simply mean that texts borrow from each
other, but that they enter into a continuous
dialogue, constantly reshaping and
recontextualizing meaning. This
intertextuality directly relates to desire, as
the meanings generated through this
network are never fixed or singular but
rather constantly negotiated and redefined
within the context of a reader’s unique
personal experience and subjective desires.
The text itself becomes a site where the
reader's own semiotic experience engages
with the author's expressed (and
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repressed) desires.

Implications for Literary
Analysis and Beyond
Kristeva’s work provides invaluable tools
for interpreting literature and other forms
of cultural production. By analyzing texts in
terms of the semiotic chora, abjection, and
intertextuality, critics gain access to deeper
levels of meaning, uncovering the ways in
which repressed desires and unconscious
processes shape language and narrative.
This approach goes beyond simple plot
analysis to encompass the affective and
emotional impact of literature, revealing
the underlying dynamics of the interplay
between language and desire. Moreover,
her insights are applicable beyond literary
analysis, informing our understanding of
various domains such as film, art, and even
political discourse, revealing how our
desires influence our interactions and
constructs of reality.

Conclusion
Julia Kristeva's exploration of desire in
language offers a transformative
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perspective on subjectivity, language, and
the unconscious. Her concepts of the
semiotic chora, abjection, and
intertextuality provide crucial tools for
understanding how pre-linguistic
experiences and repressed desires
continuously shape our linguistic
expressions and our engagement with the
world around us. Her theories challenge
traditional understandings of language as a
purely rational system, revealing its
profound connection to the affective and
embodied dimensions of human
experience. By recognizing the persistent
influence of the semiotic, we gain a more
nuanced appreciation for the complexities
of human communication and the powerful
role of desire in shaping both individual and
collective identities.

FAQ
Q1: How does Kristeva’s work differ
from traditional Freudian
psychoanalysis?

A1: While Kristeva builds upon Freudian
psychoanalysis, she significantly departs
from its focus on exclusively Oedipal
dynamics. Freud primarily emphasizes the
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paternal law and the resolution of the
Oedipus complex. Kristeva, however,
centers on the pre-Oedipal, emphasizing
the crucial role of the maternal and the
semiotic chora in shaping subjectivity and
language. She emphasizes the persistent
influence of the pre-linguistic, unconscious
realm even after the entry into the
symbolic order.

Q2: Can you give a concrete literary
example of Kristeva's concepts in
action?

A2: Consider the rhythmic and repetitive
language in some of Virginia Woolf's work.
The stream-of-consciousness style often
employed echoes the pre-linguistic, fluid
nature of the semiotic chora. The
fragmented, emotional intensity present is
not easily translatable into a purely logical,
symbolic language; instead it conveys a
powerful sense of subjective experience
and desire.

Q3: What is the significance of
abjection in Kristeva's theory?

A3: Abjection signifies the expulsion of that
which threatens the self and the
established order. It highlights the anxieties



Desire In Language By Julia Kristeva

Desire In Language By Julia Kristeva
9

and contradictions inherent in the process
of constructing identity and meaning within
the symbolic order. By analyzing instances
of abjection in a text, we can uncover
hidden anxieties and reveal how the
repressed aspects of desire manifest
themselves.

Q4: How does intertextuality relate to
desire?

A4: Intertextuality reveals how texts
engage in a continuous dialogue, creating a
complex web of meaning. This process is
influenced by the reader's own experiences
and desires, as they bring their subjective
understanding to the encounter with the
text. The meaning produced is never fixed;
it's constantly negotiated and redefined
through this interaction.

Q5: Is Kristeva's work only relevant to
literary criticism?

A5: No, Kristeva's ideas have broad
applications. Her concepts are valuable in
understanding various cultural productions,
including film, art, and political discourse.
They illuminate how unconscious desires
and the interplay between the semiotic and
the symbolic shape our interactions and
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constructions of reality across various
disciplines.

Q6: What are some criticisms of
Kristeva's work?

A6: Some critics argue that her concepts
are too abstract and difficult to apply
concretely. Others find her focus on the
maternal problematic, suggesting it could
perpetuate essentialist notions of
femininity.

Q7: How has Kristeva’s work
influenced subsequent feminist
theory?

A7: Kristeva’s work has significantly
influenced feminist theory by challenging
traditional patriarchal structures and
highlighting the importance of female
subjectivity. She expanded the field beyond
a purely political framework to encompass
the psychological and linguistic dimensions
of gender.

Q8: What are some future implications
of Kristeva's research?

A8: Kristeva's work continues to inspire
interdisciplinary research exploring the
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complex relationship between language,
subjectivity, and the unconscious. Future
research might delve deeper into the
application of her theories to digital
communication, investigating how the
digital space impacts the expression of the
semiotic and the negotiation of desire in
contemporary contexts.

Unpacking the Labyrinth:
Exploring Desire in
Language by Julia
Kristeva
Julia Kristeva's seminal work, deeply
entrenched in post-structuralist thought,
explores the complex relationship between
language and desire. It's not a
straightforward read; rather, it's a
challenging journey into the heart of human
communication, revealing how our deepest
cravings are inextricably entangled with the
architecture of the words we use. This
article will probe into Kristeva's key
concepts, examining how she redefines the
established understanding of linguistics and
its connection to the unconscious self.
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Kristeva's approach, heavily influenced by
Saussure's psychoanalytic theories,
fundamentally questions the formalist view
of language as a objective system of signs.
For structuralists, language was a closed
system with fixed meanings. Kristeva,
however, posits that language is inherently
unstable, constantly shifting and influenced
by the unconscious drives and desires of
the communicator. She introduces the
concept of the "semiotic," a pre-linguistic
realm of sense that supports the symbolic
order of language.

The semiotic, for Kristeva, is a space of
impulse, affect, and unarticulated desires.
It's a powerful force that infiltrates the
symbolic, constantly pushing against its
constraints. Think of it as a churning
current beneath the appearance of logical
speech. This friction between the semiotic
and the symbolic is the propelling force
behind Kristeva's understanding of
language. The struggle to convey these
underlying desires shapes the way we use
language, influencing our tone, our
selection of words, and even our grammar.

Kristeva's work provides a framework for
understanding how our unconscious desires
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manifest in literary texts. She analyzes how
authors use language not just to transmit
information, but also to explore their own
repressed desires and dreams. This
groundbreaking approach allowed her to
read literature as a expression of the
mental processes at play. She
demonstrates how seemingly unremarkable
linguistic choices can be charged with
import that transcends the apparent level.

One of the most impactful applications of
Kristeva's ideas is in the field of literary
criticism. Her work provides a lens for
interpreting literature beyond the structural
limits, allowing critics to explore the
psychological depth of texts. By examining
the semiotic components – the cadence,
the iteration, the ambiguous phrasing –
critics can reveal the hidden desires and
anxieties of both the author and the
characters.

Furthermore, Kristeva's ideas have had a
significant effect on feminist theory. Her
concept of the semiotic, often linked with
the female body and experience,
undermines the patriarchal structure of
language. She argues that the female voice
has often been silenced or excluded within
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the dominant discourse. This is because the
semiotic, a realm outside of the rigidly
structured symbolic, is often perceived as
chaotic, something to be controlled or
contained.

In conclusion, Kristeva’s exploration of
"Desire in Language" offers a significant
paradigm for understanding the
relationship between our deepest desires
and the language we use to express
ourselves. Her work disrupts established
notions of linguistics, highlighting the
unstable nature of language and its
capacity to disclose the unconscious self.
The impact of her work is far-reaching,
extending to literary criticism, feminist
theory, and beyond, enriching our
understanding of the complex relationship
between language and the human
experience.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the semiotic, according to
Kristeva? The semiotic, in Kristeva's
theory, is a pre-linguistic realm of meaning
composed of drives, emotions, and instincts
that underlies and interacts with the
symbolic order of language. It represents
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the body, the unconscious, and the realm of
the pre-verbal.

2. How does Kristeva's work differ
from structuralism? While structuralism
views language as a stable system of signs
with fixed meanings, Kristeva introduces
the concept of the semiotic, a dynamic and
unstable force that challenges the
structuralist notion of a closed system. She
emphasizes the influence of unconscious
desires on language use.

3. What is the significance of
Kristeva's work for feminist theory?
Kristeva's work is crucial for feminist theory
as it challenges the phallocentric nature of
language by highlighting the often-silenced
semiotic dimension associated with the
female body and experience. It offers a way
to understand how gender shapes linguistic
expression.

4. How can Kristeva's ideas be applied
practically? Kristeva's work is applicable
in various fields, including literary criticism,
psychoanalysis, and gender studies. It
provides a framework for interpreting texts,
understanding the unconscious influences
on communication, and analyzing power
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dynamics embedded in language.
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