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Chapter One



Why You Might be Perplexed

Franz Kafka would have found it highly amusing to know that one day his work would be the subject of a Guide for the Perplexed. He would have rejoiced in the irony inherent in applying the title of a classic work of sacred hermeneutics composed by Moses Maimonides, the most revered and influential Jewish scholar of the Middle Ages, to a commentary on the modern secular fictions their modest Jewish author referred to as his nocturnal scribbling. But he would have also understood immediately the aptness of the project for a writer who made a career out of resisting interpretation. ‘Are you perplexed?’ he might well have asked his readers. And in response to an affirmative reply, he would surely have sighed, ‘Ah, that’s a relief. Me too.’

Kafka the writer spent his entire adult life attempting to come to terms with the world through his writing because Kafka the man found that world utterly bewildering. As his friend Milena Jesenská once put it,


this whole world is and remains a riddle to him. A mystical secret. Something he cannot attain and something he holds in high regard, with a moving, pure naïveté […]. He stands […] and gazes […] in wonder, at everything, even this typewriter, and these women. (Milena 244–45)



It was perhaps because everything he encountered in his life—a typewriter, a gas lamp, the women in his life, his work, his own body—puzzled him so deeply that he felt an urgent need to depict that puzzling world in fictions that were both fantastically outrageous and at the same time realistically banal. Kafka’s attitude was that the ordinary, everyday world, if examined carefully enough, is far weirder than anything we might dream up out of our own fancy. And even if we manage to conjure up something very weird out of our restless dreams—a salesman turned into a gigantic insect, perhaps, or a war-horse turned into a lawyer—the weirdness of the quotidian world swallows it up and digests it without a burp.

Readers of Kafka therefore tend to be perplexed. How could it be otherwise? Nothing in Kafka’s world seemed simple to him, and consequently almost nothing about Franz Kafka’s life or works seems simple to us. Everything—the stories, the letters, the ‘diaries,’ his personal relationships, even his attitude toward his work as an author—everything is complex, ambiguous, or sometimes downright confusing.

The fiction tends to dramatize this complex ambiguity, and not surprisingly it leaves some readers cold. Here is the reaction of a mystified and frustrated reader of the twenty-first century as posted on the Amazon.com website:


In the interest of full disclosure I did not finish the whole book. To be honest I couldn’t bear to read another page of it. […] I just didn’t enjoy a single moment that I spent with my nose in this book. The stories I read were boring and full of uninteresting characters, subject matter and plot-less storylines that tended to meander everywhere and go nowhere. To top that off the characters were generally placed in bad situations with no hope of a positive outcome and a lack of desire to look for one. The stories and characters are basically just overly morose and depressing. I slogged on this for as long as I could but found myself constantly wondering why I was reading it since I was enjoying none of it.1



I cite this honest and revealing reaction, not to take issue with it, but to let it stand for one perfectly legitimate point of view about Kafka’s work. Some people have no taste for it, not because they fail to understand it, but because they understand it perfectly well and hate it. As the punch line of an old joke puts it, ‘Even if that was good I wouldn’t like it.’ The charges leveled against Kafka here—that the storylines lack coherence and direction, that the characters are often placed in hopeless situations, and that the stories are consequently depressing—are not misreadings. They are perfectly sound observations about the nature of many of Kafka’s fictions. Kafka himself would not have disagreed.

If there is argument to be made against such a condemnation, it can only be this: inconclusiveness, hopelessness, and so on need not necessarily be faults in a certain kind of fiction. That was Kafka’s view of literature from very early on in his career. ‘I think we ought to read only the kind of books that wound and stab us,’ he wrote to a friend. ‘If the book we’re reading doesn’t wake us up with a blow on the head, what are we reading it for?’ (Friends 16). The Amazon reviewer rejects Kafka’s work because he does not enjoy reading it, but Kafka rejected precisely the books that the reviewer would presumably prefer, the ‘books that make us happy’ (Friends 16). Kafka’s very Kafkaesque view was that happiness was not the purpose of books. ‘Good Lord, we would be happy precisely if we had no books’ (Friends 16).

The Amazon reviewer, however, does not feel that he has been awakened by reading Kafka. He feels he has been put to sleep. This disappointment is not the result of a disagreement between highbrow culture and ordinary folks. There are those among intellectuals and scholars who find Kafka boring, and there are those among general readers who find him as arousing as Kafka would have wished. Indeed, the reason that Kafka appears nowadays on so many university reading lists is that he has been hugely popular with all sorts of audiences around the world. In post–World-War-II New York, for example, he was something approaching a fad. Perhaps he never quite reached the standard set by John, Paul, George, and Ringo a few years later, but he was in that league. One writer remembers the frenzy, akin to Beatle-mania, that could develop in those days around the quest to obtain access to Kafka:


Seeing how young I was, everyone gave me advice. Get Christopher Caudwell, they said. […] But above all, at any cost, I must get Kafka. Kafka was as popular in the Village at that time as Dickens had been in Victorian London. But his books were very difficult to find—they must have been printed in very small editions—and people would rush in wild-eyed, almost foaming at the mouth, willing to pay anything for Kafka.2



So why were people rushing about Greenwich Village wild-eyed, willing to pay anything for Kafka? What could there be in these books—these frustrating, fragmentary, unhappy books—that would warrant such enthusiasm?

The answer is, and must be, that some people are powerfully drawn to Kafka for the same reason others are powerfully repelled. The perplexity felt by every reader initiates in some not so much frustration as fascination. Each text becomes a mystery that cries out for solution even though no solution is available. Theodor Adorno expressed the matter this way:


Each sentence says ‘interpret me’, and none will permit it. Each compels the reaction, ‘that’s the way it is’, and with it the question, ‘where have I seen that before?’: the déjà vu is declared permanent. Through the power with which Kafka commands interpretation, he […] demands a desperate effort of the allegedly ‘disinterested’ observer […]. [He] overwhelms him, suggesting that […] life and death are at stake.3



We readers become passionately attached to Kafka’s stories, then, because they prod us with a ‘shock of recognition’ (in Herman Melville’s phrase) and afford us the pleasure of finding in them the same perplexities that confront us at one time or another in our daily lives. No solutions to problems are offered, but the problems are served up with such vivid intensity that we accept them as our own, identify with them, and make them part of our consciousness.

Stories that work their way into our consciousness and find a more or less permanent home there have a special name: we call them ‘myths.’ When used in this manner the term does not indicate primarily that a story is not factual; it suggests rather that it has taken on such a broad cultural significance that it has become a common possession of an entire community. The story of the Trojan War is such a myth, as are the stories of Tristan and Isolde, Romeo and Juliet, Captain Ahab and the white whale, and the man who woke up one morning to find himself transformed into a gigantic bug.

The poet W. H. Auden was perhaps the first to see that Kafka’s stories had a mythic quality, but the novelist Hermann Broch was the first to give a plausible explanation of how they acquired this remarkable characteristic.4 He finds a productive approach to the question by coming at it from the underside:


For the modern myth, which so many poets have the ambition to write, does not exist: there exists only something which could properly be called countermyth. For myth is cosmogony; it is description of the primordial forces threatening and destroying man, and myth opposes the symbolization by Promethean symbols, no less gigantic and heroic, demonstrating how man can overcome what is apparently insurmountable and how he can live on this earth; nothing of this applies today … [Ours is] the situation of extreme helplessness, and Kafka, not Joyce, has done it justice; in Kafka we find the beginnings of an adequate countermyth in whose repertory the heroic symbols, the father—and even the mother symbols—are of small importance or even superfluous because what really matters is the symbolization of helplessness per se, which means the symbolization of the child.5



Kafka’s fictions take on the quality of myths (or countermyths, as Broch would have it) by doing exactly the opposite of what earlier versions of myth had done. Kafka mythologizes helplessness; he mythologizes failure; he mythologizes … perplexity. And he does so by reminding us that, big and strong as we may sometimes feel, we are all in the larger scheme of things little better than feeble infants. This sense of infantile vulnerability is akin to religious feeling, as anyone knows who has called upon the aid and comfort of God the Father or Mary the Virgin Mother. Kafka’s friend Max Brod may well have experienced such a feeling when reading, or hearing Kafka read, these mythic tales. If so we can understand why he thought his friend’s work was fundamentally religious in tone.

Broch suggests that the mythic figure behind all Kafka’s mythmaking is the child because children embody the qualities of powerlessness and vulnerability that we find in so many of Kafka’s protagonists. In fact, we do not ordinarily find children among his major characters—Karl Rossmann, the hero of The Missing Person (Amerika) is a notable exception—although we do find many creatures, human and animal, with childlike characteristics. Very often his stories are told from the viewpoint of someone who, though an adult, has the unsophisticated, perhaps even childish view of an outsider with respect to the situation in which he or she is placed. Sometimes Kafka contextualizes adult characters in such a way as to foreground their permanent status as children. This is notably true of Gregor Samsa in ‘The Metamorphosis’ and Georg Bendemann in ‘The Judgment,’ grownups who still live with their parents and operate mainly in the parental orbit.

But even when children or childlike characters do not figure prominently among the people in the story, the story always tries to put the reader in the position of a child. All of Kafka’s stories are children’s stories. The audience addressed may be persons of any chronological age, but in spirit all his readers are reduced to the status of powerless, vulnerable creatures facing a narrative that ‘shoots towards’ them, as Adorno puts it, ‘like a locomotive in a three-dimensional film.’6 We child-readers have no clear idea just what is happening, but whatever it is strikes us with a special kind of terror. Our fear is ‘mythic.’ It is contained in a form that allows us to deal with it as a common cultural experience.

Kafka seeks to create in his readers this aesthetically formed sense of baffled helplessness. Indeed he appears to have had this goal in mind at every moment in the composition process. We can get at least a partial idea of how that process worked by examining the manuscripts, which offer for some of the works a reasonably reliable record of the writer’s initial ideas and the (usually minor) second thoughts he had about them. One lesson we learn from such an examination is that Kafka took special pains to ensure that his narratives would remain puzzling in this mythic way. He never announced explicitly that he followed such a policy, but we can deduce it from the pattern that emerges from the passages he deleted from the novel drafts. In fact the material he cut out is often demonstrably clearer than the text that replaces it.7

Many useful examples come from The Trial. One of the earliest revisions involves Josef K. and the three bank employees who were present at his arrest. K. is worried about them, and he calls them into his office now and then in order to observe them. ‘He had always been able to dismiss them totally satisfied,’ says the published text (Trial 21). Originally Kafka had not ended the paragraph there
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