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			Franz Kafka

			German-speaking novelist and short story writer

			
					Born in Prague in 1883

					Died near Vienna in 1924

					Notable works:	The Metamorphosis (1915), short story

	The Trial (1925), novel

	The Castle (1926), novel




			

			Undoubtedly one of the major writers of the 20th century, Franz Kafka (1883-1924) is a complex writer: his works have given rise to many comments and interpretations. His texts namely reflect the alienation of the modern man, the mysterious yet implacable forces of society that govern his existence, as well as his futile quest for answers in a baffling world.

			A German-speaking Jew and living in Prague, Kafka had to write at night, as during the day he had to work in an office. His success was posthumous, when his writings grew in popularity after his death from tuberculosis in 1924. Among them, the most famous are The Metamorphosis (1915) and The Trial (1925).

		


		
			Letter to His Father

			The trial of a domineering father and the introspection of a literary genius

			
					Genre: letter

					Reference edition: Kafka F. (1995) Brief an den Vater. Stuttgart: Reclam Müller ed.1

					First edition: 1919

					Themes: family, father, authority, identity, incomprehension

			

			In 1919, finding himself in a conflictual situation with his father, Kafka decided to write him a letter in which he examined their relationship by following it back to its source. His aim was to make him understand and accept his perspective on each of the examples taken from their past, in order to enable them to live together in better harmony.

			Both a trial of his domineering father and a merciless exploration of his own nature, Letter to His Father showcases the power of analysis and introspection of a tormented literary genius. It is also a precious document for the interpretation of Kafka’s works.

			

			
				
					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			This summary focuses primarily on the content of the letter and does not systematically respect the order in which Kafka discusses each topic.

			Kafka begins his letter with a question that his father asked him some time earlier, as he wanted to know why his son said he was afraid of him. Kafka says that even in written form, the answer can only be incomplete, because of that fear, but also because it is a very vast topic.

			He paints the image that his father has of him: a spoilt child, distant, with no interest in business, and not necessarily bad, but certainly ungrateful. Following that logic, the father can only be guilty of one thing: having been too good with him. Kafka says he agrees on the fact that the father is not to blame for their relational problem, but immediately states that he is just as innocent. It is a form of shared responsibility, but devoid of culpability as it is the fact of their respective natures. Kafka sees himself as the natural result of the way his father raised him. Further in the letter, he explains that his father has only involuntarily strengthened that which was already in him from the start, thus making him an unstable and introverted man, but that this strengthening had a considerable effect because of its power.

			There is an explicit contrast, both physically and in their behavior, between the father – strong, energetic, ambitious, self-confident and choleric – and Kafka, who used to be a weak child frightened by the paternal power and who became a meagre adult, tormented by guilt and doubts, believing himself to be an incompetent fool and still living in his father’s shadow.

			Severe and tyrannical, his father terrorized him like a catastrophe waiting to happen, about to strike blindly, for the slightest reason, on a defenseless son. However, he never used physical violence on his children. The fear he inspired rather came from his threats and the idea Kafka had of his strength. Kafka had the feeling that he was kept alive only because his father granted it to him, like an undeserved favor.

			The father seemed to be right simply because he had the power: at the table, he reproached his son, while his manners showed that he followed the principle: “Do as I say, not as I do”. From this behavior, the young Kafka deduced that the world was divided into three categories: the slaves, like him, only able to follow the rules set out for them; the masters, like his father, giving the orders and becoming angry when they were disobeyed; the free people, i.e. all the others.

			Nevertheless, this overly powerful despot was the only model to which Kafka could refer. He was oppressed by his father’s judgement, who systematically took the counterpoint of his son’s interests. He rejected them all, even when he had no opinion on the topic. For example, he denigrated the friends of his son only because they were his friends, and he hated Judaism as soon as his son started taking an interest in it.

			By treating his child so harshly, he perhaps wanted to spur him into rebellion, to force him to assert himself. But that did not happen: Kafka says that he was too weak for that. The immense self-confidence of his father threw him off balance. To do as well as him was unimaginable; yet, Kafka felt that it was expected of him. Therefore, he tried to obey his father, which meant that he crawled even more before him, which of course was not the desired result. Moreover, he did not yet understand that his father was not insensitive and that he suffered from seeing his children stay weak and from seeing that they bore him no love.

			However, there were rare moments when his father seemed really fragile and full of goodness, for example when his wife or one of his children fell ill. Kafka says he cherished these memories. However, these images also contributed to the strengthening of the feeling of guilt towards a father who had high expectations about him and never hesitated to talk about his past youth spent in extreme poverty in order to remind his children of how much they owed him.

			Kafka felt strongly indebted to his father, but that debt was impossible to ‘settle’ because, on the one hand his father posed as an example of a man having survived poverty, and on the other hand, if his children did not take what was offered to them, it was considered ungrateful and shameful. Therefore, he forbade them to follow the example he set for them. Moreover, Kafka was too unsure of himself to thank his father through deeds, by almost becoming an acceptable successor. He also fled the world of work and office, to which he associated his father’s tyranny (his father insulted his employees and treated them like “paid enemies”).

			The distrust of others that his father tried to teach him had become in Kafka a distrust of himself, as those he was supposed to mistrust (for example, the employees) seemed to him to be respectable people, or at least, not worse than himself, and also seemed to be suffering under his father’s yoke.

			Writing was the only area in which Kafka felt somewhat independent from his father and where his father’s aversion for him was even welcome. However, his feeling of freedom was only an illusion: Kafka explains to his father that everything he wrote was what he was unable to tell him to his face. This is why he was led by his writing: it weighed heavily on his life choices, namely in the choice of his career.

			Faced with existential doubts early on, Kafka soon became indifferent to everything that did not concern him (or his writing). This indifference was a defense mechanism against his anxiety and his guilt. He could see nothing interesting in his work, except as a relatively illusory means of fleeing his father. Moreover, persuaded that everything he might start would result in doom, Kafka chose a job that would allow him to delve into indifference as soon as possible.

			As for marriage, Kafka admits having failed in all his attempts at it, although he invested all his “positive” forces in them (though these forces were cancelled out by the “negative” forces, resulting from his father’s upbringing). Kafka says that he has been very ill-prepared for marriage. When one day his father talked to him openly about the act of sex, he felt degraded and unable to link sexuality to his parents’ marriage. His father therefore seemed even more untouchable than before. Because of this advice, he drew a line between the world of purity (his father) and that of dirtiness (himself).

			He reproaches his father for having had prejudices about his ability to make decisions, including those in the area of marriage, and for having wrongly accused him of having made his choices without thinking. The failure does not come from his choices, which are well thought-through, but from himself, as he considers himself to be “morally incapable” of being married. Firstly, marriage means a potential threat to his activity as a writer, which is something Kafka cannot accept, but, above all, it appears as a liberation that is so perfect (because by marrying he would become his father’s equal, and his father, being happy, would cease to be tyrannical) that it seems impossible. Marriage is too high for him, unreachable: it remains his father’s domain.

			Finally, imagining his father’s reaction to the letter, Kafka accuses himself of making his case while pretending to offer reconciliation, being a hypocritical parasite and using him to justify his contradictory feeling (to marry and not to marry). He concludes by stating that the mistrust of his father towards him could never be as significant as his own lack of self-confidence. According to Kafka, the answer he invented finalizes his letter by relativizing it, in order to obtain a picture that is sufficiently close to the truth to appease them both a little.
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