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Phenomenology of Being and the Abject in Milan
Kundera's Immortality:A case study of the
heterogeneous subject of Agnes in the novel Immortality

Monireh Taliehbakhsh™

Abstract

One of the significant concepts that Kundera, a Czech-French novelist,
criticizes in the novel is the concept of Kitch. Kitch is all that is
outward and flashy, based on the form and the image, and refers to
non-thought ideas and non-genuine thoughts but prevalent. According
to its general character about imagology (dominance of the
demonstrative, propagandistic, and suggestive), Kitch rejects any
strange, alien, and unknown phenomena. The novel's mission is to
resist and defend something that Kitsh denies as an unknown and the
abject, according to Julia Kristeva's thought. In the present article, it
has been shown through the phenomenology method that the abject
closely overlaps with Heidegger's Being, and the novel Immortality
revolves around the heterogeneous subject of Agnes and her
ontological strangeness in the world based on kitsch. Agnes is an
isolated subject and does not belong to the world around her. Her
reflections are explained in three axes: criticism of Kitsch society,
criticism of imagology, looking for the way of Being, and
transgression of symbolic matters. As a result, the novel Immortality
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ironically prevents forgetting and rejecting Being due to the
characteristic of representing Being and the abject.

Keywords: Milan Kundera, Immortality, Being, the abject,
heterogeneous subject

1.Introduction

The book Immortality of Milan Kundera was published in 1990.
Immortality takes place in the space of philosophy and the Western
world. Compared to Kundera's other works, which mostly present
political thoughts, it has more and deeper philosophical content.
According to Kundera, the name of the novel Immortality is actually
The Unbearable Lightness of Being; Because according to him, it is
the issue of immortality that reveals the unbearable lightness of Being,
and the novel Immortality deals with Being more than his previous
novel. This is based on the same thought that considers the spirit of
the novel as the spirit of continuity, "every work is a response to the
previous works, every work contains the entire previous experience of
the novel”. (Kundera, 1988, p. 63).

Immortality is the story of a woman named Agnes who has many
philosophical and critical reflections on the environment and people
around her and often thinks against the character of Laura and the
opinions and tendencies of her society. Her generative, complex and
ambiguous movement in the pool creates the idea of the novel in
Kundera's mind (Kundera, 1991, p.15). Many of Kundera's
philosophical thoughts are conveyed to the reader through this
character. The main issue of this article is investigating the ontological
dimensions of the subjectivity of Agnes, the main character of the
novel Immortality. The article's author tries to show the reasons for
Agnes' strangeness and transgression from the symbolic with a
combination of phenomenological and psychoanalytic approaches and
by explaining the close connection between the mission of the novel in
Milan Kundera's thought and the idea of Being in phenomenology.
Also, in order to explain the reasons for the tension-oriented nature of
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this character, it is based on the process of forming subjectivity in
Julia Kristeva's thought and shows the gap in her subjectivity based on
her desire for the abject, the unknown and transgression since the
abject is just opposite to “me” (Kristeva, 1982: p.1). The main
hypothesis of this article is the return of the abjected Being in Agnes's
subjectivity through thinking of Being and the desire for transgression.
In this article, it is depicted that the critical, transgressive and Being
attitude of Agnes. However, it looks negative and strange, has a
positive and productive aspect that gives birth to the idea of the novel
in Kundera's mind and undertakes the mission of protecting the
unknown.

In this article, the conceptual framework of the article is explained
in the two axes of the ratio of the novel, kitsch and Being and the
concept of the abject in Kristeva's thought. Then, the ontological
aspects of Agnes' character in three axes: "Criticism of Imagology and
Image Authenticity; abjection of self and Being™ and "looking for the
way of Being and the unknown" and "desire to transgression” are
revealed.

2.Research Review

These articles can be mentioned about the application of abjection
theory: "Application of the Analytic Approach of the Theory of the
Abjection in “I am Concerned for the Garden” by Forough
Farokhzad” (2013) by Ebrahim Salimi Kouchi and Fateme Sokout
Jahormi, article "A Critical Reading of “Ghaedeye Bazi”, A novel by
Firouz Zenouzi Jalali, Based on Julia Kristeva's Theory of the
Abjection™ (2013) by Hojat Allah Pourali, Rooentan Farahmand and
Narges Bagheri and "The Abjection and its manifestations In the novel
"Life is somewhere else” by Milan Kundera" by Rouhollah
Nematollahi. Also, Narges Dadfarmai applies Heidegger's concept of
Being and everyday life in the analysis of the character of the
housewife in the novel "I Turn Off the Lights" by Zoya Pirzad in her
thesis "Study of Being, everyday life and space in the novel "I turn off
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the lights"; But until now Milan Kundera's novel Immortality has not
been discussed from a phenomenological point of view and by
combining Kristova's idea of abjection and Heidegger's idea of Being.

3.Result

Immortality is an arena for recapturing the unknown and the rejected.
Kundera, who himself witnessed the collapse of communism and the
unification of totalitarian society, communism and capitalism, tries to
restore dignity from the very thing that Heidegger emphasized to be
questioned. Agnes, the main hero of Immortality, like his father, is an
isolated subject in modern society, an abject that is rejected from the
scene of kitsch and imagological society; But her reflections in the
novel show many thoughtlessness and formalisms of imagology and
kitsch society. She warns of the need for Being and the way and spirit
that is missing in modern society. Although his character is formed
based on negativity, the positive and productive side of his
transgression is in the movement that gives birth to the idea of the
novel in Kundera's mind. This movement is introduced as a movement
for a woman's call to an illusory future. The end of the novel is the
redemption of the tragic end of Agnes through remembering Being
and transgression. What Kundera tries not to prevent from being
forgotten is the rejected matter of thinking about Being.
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