
Franz Kafka  

Å individuals in the grip of 
incomprehensible bureaucracy 

Å literal political meaning or 
metaphor for the human 
condition?  

Å I suggest: both; I acknowledge 
second level but focus here on 
first  
 

KAFKA:  ñ[The anarchists] all sought 
thanklessly to realize human 
happiness. I understood them. But 
... I was unable to continue 
marching alongside them for long.ò 

 







Franz Kafka  
Problem of information flow in bureaucratic 
hierarchies: 

 

ñTheir remoteness kept the officials from 
being in touch with contemporary life; for the 
average case they were excellently equipped, 
such a case proceeded almost mechanically é 
yet confronted with quite simple cases, or 
particularly difficult cases, they were often 
utterly at a loss, they did not have any right 
understanding of human relations, since they 
were confined day and night to the workings 
of their judicial system ....ò  (The Trial)  



Franz Kafka 
ñIn the Penal Colonyò:  a 
punishment device carves 
written messages into 
prisonerôs body to instruct 
him.   
 
Device malfunctions, leaving 
body butchered and message 
indecipherable.  
 
Punishmentôs educative aims 
have failed; only brutality 
accomplished. 



Franz Kafka  

Authority in Kafka as omnipresent yet elusively 
absent, indefinitely deferred: 
 
KAFKA:  ñThey were offered the choice between 
being kings and being royal envoys. Like children, 
they all wanted to be envoys. This is why there are 
so many envoys chasing through the world, 
shouting ï for the want of kings ï the most idiotic 
messages to one another. ñ 
 
ROTHBARD: ñA tyrant is but one person, and could 
scarcely command the obedience of another 
person, much less of an entire country, if most of 
the subjects did not grant their obedience by their 
own consent é. Every tyranny must necessarily be 
grounded upon general popular acceptance.ò 

 



The Trial  
K.:  ñBehind all the actions of this court of 
justice ... there is a great organization at work, 
[which] not only employs corrupt warders 
[and] stupid Inspectors [but] also has at its 
disposal a judicial hierarchy ... with an 
indispensable and numerous retinue of 
servants, clerks, police, and other assistants, 
perhaps even hangmen.ò 
 

M ISES:   ñGovernment is in the last resort the 
employment of armed men, of policemen, 
gendarmes, soldiers, prison guards, and 
hangmen.ò 

 



The Trial  
ñThe high authorities we 
serve, before they would 
order such an arrest as this 
must be quite well informed 
about the reasons .... That is 
the Law.  How could there be 
a mistake in that?ò  
 
ñI donôt know this Law. ... 
And it probably exists 
nowhere but in your own 
head.ò 



The Trial  
K. finds that the spectators in the 
courtroom, who have ñseized him 
from behind the collar [and] 
stretched out their arms to block 
his way,ò are all wearing ñbadges 
of various sizes and colours. é 
They were all colleagues, these 
ostensible parties of the Right 
and the Left é. Every man jack of 
you is an official, I see, you are 
yourselves the corrupt agents of 
whom I have been speaking.ò 

 



The Castle 
The Castle is ñveiled in mist and darkness 
[without] even a glimmer of light to show that 
the Castle was there [in the] illusory emptiness 
above him. ... Never yet had K. seen there the 
slightest sign of life .... The gaze of the observer 
could not remain concentrated there, but slid 
away .... the longer he looked, the less he could 
make out and the deeper everything was lost in 
the twilight.ò 

 

K. is told:  ñAll those contacts of yours have been 
illusory. ... Thereôs no fixed connection with the 
Castle, no central exchange which transmits our 
calls further. ... There is no difference between 
the peasantry and the Castle.ò 

 



ñThe Great Wall of Chinaò 

ñSo vast is our land that no fable could do 
justice to its vastness, the heavens can 
scarcely span it ï and Peking is only a dot in 
it, and the imperial palace less than a dot. ... 
Although we are always trying to get 
information [ about the Emperor ] it is almost 
impossible to discover anything. ... [We] do 
not know what Emperor is reigning [or even] 
the name of the dynasty. ... Any tidings, even 
if they did reach us, would arrive far too late, 
would have become obsolete long before they 
reached us. ... If from such appearances 
anyone should draw the conclusion that we 
have no Emperor, he would not be far from 
the truth.ò 

 








