
[image: cover]



 



 

KAFKA




[image: cover]




 



 

I have so much to do! In my four districts – on top of my other work – people fall off scaffoldings as if drunk, they fall into machines, all the beams topple, all the embankments subside, all the ladders slip and whatever someone passes up falls back and whatever is passed down is tripped over. And what headaches from all the girls in the porcelain factories who incessantly throw themselves down the stairs with towers of crockery.

LETTER TO MAX BROD, SUMMER 1909

A place I have never been before: breath comes differently, a neighbouring star shining brighter than the sun.

17TH ZÜRAU APHORISM

Whither are we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward, forward in all directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying as through infinite nothing? Do we not feel the breath of infinite space? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning?

NIETZSCHE, THE GAY SCIENCE, §125

Your Father had an accident there; he was put in a pie by Mrs McGregor.

BEATRIX POTTER, THE TALE OF PETER RABBIT
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PREFACE

Near midnight on 29 June 2009 a goods train derailed outside the station of the Italian resort of Viareggio. Its cargo of natural gas exploded causing many deaths and terrible injuries. Among the victims were people sleeping at home, a couple riding by on a motor-scooter, a man walking back from an evening with friends at a bar … I’d passed through the station a few hours before, but this accident was not meant for me. It provoked a furious outburst of attempts to make sense of it: a terrorist attack, an act of God, negligent maintenance of the track or rolling-stock … all stories intent on explaining away the accident. Yet none could give any satisfactory reason why precisely those individuals had to be called to their singular fates on that summer’s night. None could convincingly point beyond harsh contingency to that semblance of necessity – some hint of justice or at least responsibility – that would lend meaning to the accident.

Waking the next day in a guest house in nearby Montignoso, I saw on the wall a framed photograph of a jetty on Lake Ullswater in the English Lake District. An improbable enough image to decorate a room in an Italian resort, it also had to be the scene of my earliest memory, the jetty from where I fell as a child into the lake and almost drowned. What are the chances of that reminder of a thwarted death by drowning appearing on that far away wall decades later at precisely that moment? So small that the highly improbable but evidently not-impossible chain of infinitesimal causes that brought me before this image assume the aspect of haunted necessity. And with this a portal opens onto what Kafka described as the ‘world of insurance’ or that uncanny realm of predictable improbabilities governed by the ‘law’ of the necessary accident.

This book locates Kafka at the junction of three ways of negotiating the modality of the accident: philosophy, fiction and insurance. It asks what happens to the received ways of making sense of the accident in philosophy and fiction when confronted with the modern ‘world of insurance’, or the regime of security and the management of chance that provides the infrastructure for the social, economic and political institutions of modernity. It suggests a difficult continuity between Kafka’s writing by day as a senior official and theorist in the Workers Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia in Prague and his fictional writing by night. And it locates his ambivalent relation to philosophy not only in terms of the old quarrel between philosophy and poetry evoked by Plato in The Republic, but also with respect to the crisis of truth and fiction provoked by both the sublime thought of the death of God and the mundane management of the accident by the theory and institutions of insurance. What I hope emerges is a Kafka quite different from the twentieth century’s fabulist of the law whose writing dwells in the darkness of domination, a writer of the accident in every sense, a writer of defiant light.



My thanks are due to the audiences who responded to versions of parts of this book and to my friends, students and colleagues at the Centre for Research in Modern European Philosophy, Kingston University, the Department of Philosophy at the University of Paris VIII, IDSVA and to the members of the Digital Cultures Research Laboratory at the Leuphana University Lüneburg who gave me the chance to finish the book and test my translations. Special and personal thanks to my editor Liza Thompson and to all at Parnithos, Molin Nuovo and Regata Run Drive. Finally, my apologies for any errors of fact and interpretation in what follows; had I known where these accidents were to happen I would surely have taken better measures  to prevent them.




INTRODUCTION: CHANCE INTERPRETATIONS

While philosophical interpretations of Kafka are legion, few depart from the premise that his writings knowingly address the limits of philosophy. For sure, no other twentieth-century writer has so perplexed the philosophers while eluding philosophical capture. There is an uncanny sense of Kafka leading on the philosophical chase, teasing it to reveal its theological investments and archaic fascination with the law in all its degraded majesty. Kafka knows how to smoke out the ‘wizened dwarf’ concealed under Benjamin’s chess table but not in search of a new ally in an old game but for the sake of completing a defiant enlightenment. This drama plays out in the light of an ontology of the accident1 and a politics of defiance staged through a reassertion of the truth claims of fiction. It is an anti-theological writing that heeds Nietzsche’s declaration of the death of God and his call to tell new stories in an anarchic cosmos without centre or secured law and so infiltrating fiction into the realms of truth and of power.

Franz Kafka’s novels, stories, diaries and letters rose to global prominence in the course of the twentieth century. Not only is he one of the most translated, widely read and respected of that century’s authors, he is also a point of reference for describing and understanding its disastrous experiments in total domination. There would seem little to connect the experience of an Austro-Hungarian-Prague-German-Jewish writer at the beginning of the century with the maleficent Cambodian Khmer Rouge regime of the 1970s; and yet Prince Sihanouk could find no better word to describe the political terror of the Pol Pot government than ‘kafkaesque’.2 It is no exaggeration to compare the place of Kafka’s writing in twentieth century culture with Homer’s in Ancient Greece, with both serving as points of cultural orientation and objects of constant citation and criticism. Georg Lukács in The Meaning of Contemporary Realism even repeated Plato’s exiling of the poets by expelling Kafka from the ranks of the progressive democratic allies of the proletariat. But the most striking and sustained appropriation of his work has been by philosophy. Philosophy has made an example of Kafka; citations and interpretations of his work by philosophers are ubiquitous, with Adorno, Agamben, Anders, Arendt, Bataille, Benjamin, Blanchot, Butler, Cacciari, Canetti, Deleuze and Guattari, Derrida, Lukács, Malabou, Maldiney, Sartre and Sloterdijk united in little else than this their pursuit of the elusive writer.

The first generation of German language philosophical criticism produced essayistic reflections that are still read and debated within and beyond the reach of Kafka criticism. It also produced an impressive interpretative summa – Wilhelm Emrich’s Franz Kafka of 1958 – still valid as a philosophical introduction to Kafka’s work written from the perspective of Adorno’s aesthetic theory. In France too the genre of the philosophical essay flourished alongside ambitious philosophical meditations on the significance of Kafka’s work. Bataille’s journal Critique hosted a fascinating series of articles on Kafka in the 1950s at the same time as Sartre paired him with Jean Genet. More recently he has reappeared as a critical political theologian in the Italian language interpretations of Agamben, Cacciari, Calasso and Citati.3 

Philosophical readers of Kafka rarely ask why he works so well as a philosophical example or why his writings are able to generate such sophisticated yet radically diverse philosophical interpretations. The failure even to ask points to a systematic underestimation of the philosophical dimension of Kafka’s writing and his view of fiction as a philosophical thought experiment.4 Philosophy indeed touched Kafka in many ways; he was a student and a reader of philosophy and of course an unsurpassed writer of philosophical fictions. While this is recognized by some philosophical critics, most read him first and foremost as a writer of domination and the law. This consensus was expressed most brutally by Brecht who in conversation with Benjamin insinuated ‘Disciple Kafka’s’ proximity to ‘Jewish fascism’,5 or in a more measured way by Canetti in his widely cited comment, ‘Of all writers, Kafka is the greatest expert on power (Macht)’ (F 64).

Yet the view of Kafka as a fabulist of power and domination should not be accepted too uncritically.6 With respect to Canetti’s observation, attention to the character of his expertise should not be distracted by too exclusive a focus on power. Not only was Kafka’s ‘expertise’ more pronounced in the field of domination (Herrschaft) than power (Macht), it was also oriented more towards defiance than obedience.7 Kafka’s expertise in the investigation of the conditions of possibility of domination is less salient than his renewed wonder at the eruption of defiance in the face of it. Kafka is the rare case of a writer who frees defiance from disobedience by pursuing an understanding of it unrefracted by any prior opposition to law. Contra Canetti, Kafka never concedes the primacy of power nor the normative value of obedience, and his ‘expertise’ consists in identifying power and domination as reactions to unpredictable, incalculable and even accidental outbursts of defiance. For him it is less a question of defying the law than of seeing law as a response to real, imagined, feared or anticipated defiance. The accidental character of defiance – its being before the law – nevertheless possesses its own, uncanny necessity that attends its eruptions without tying it to any discernible conditions of possibility. This necessity cannot be approached through any transcendental analytic of domination but only through fictions of defiance. The terms of Canetti’s appreciation repeat the theological capture of Kafka’s writings by bringing them under the sign of submission or vain resistance to inscrutable power and law. It entirely misses the philosophical character of Kafka’s work and its attempt to think defiantly without and beyond the law.

Wilhelm Emrich’s reading of Kafka follows Adorno’s alignment of the critique of modernity with a theory of the avant-garde. Departing from a diagnosis of the ills of modernity framed in terms of ‘a breach between the individual and the universal’ (Emrich, 2) – with ‘universal’ standing for the ethical and political life of a community or latterly nation-state8 – Emrich assigns avant-garde art the task of inhabiting and exposing this breach. Echoing Adorno’s ‘Notes on Kafka’, he approaches Kafka’s work in terms of ‘an absolute enigmatisation with reference to the universal of this century’ (Emrich, 3), one with aesthetic and political import. Kafka and other avant-garde artists host the promise of an experience beyond the diremption of individual and universal. His work does not just mirror and confirm power as Canetti believed, but points beyond it to an emancipation encrypted in the retreat of philosophizing into fiction. In Adorno’s idiom, the failure to realize philosophy by actualizing freedom forces it to take refuge in fiction: the ‘clear-sighted critical knowledge of the inescapable conformities of an era that no longer tolerates any universal existence that is meaningfully free of purpose … forced Kafka to the poetic form of his empirically incomprehensible world of animals and concrete things’ (Emrich, 267). From this point of view the philosopher can only escape the predicament of domination and the conformities and disciplines investing labour and the exercise of modern government by emigrating to fiction; the free, philosophical life can only be imagined, can only be justified aesthetically through the invention and elaboration of enigmatic fictions. Nevertheless, at the limit of his negative dialectic Emrich too effects a dialectical reversal by proposing that ‘Kafka’s writing can be understood as an uninterrupted wrestling to overcome the lawlessness of the human world … and to gain an inviolable, true, universally binding system of administering justice’ (Emrich, 39) but one understood in opposition to the ‘inconceivable chaos of multifarious focal points and movements’ (Emrich, 39). For Emrich’s qualified Hegelianism, Kafka’s fictions testify to a future Sittlichkeit where freedom and law align without domination, one intimated in a realm of fiction that has immunized itself against labour and domination but also it seems against the chaos, chance and defiance that attend but might also undermine them.

The emergence of Kafka’s fictional writing from a philosophical context informed by the study of Nietzsche refracted through the phenomenology of the Prague Brentano school should not be understood too quickly in terms of a retreat to the enigmatic. We shall indeed see an anti-Platonic movement engaged in Kafka’s work, one that rescinds the banishment of the poets or fiction from the polis in the name of domination and the law by their return in the name of defiance.9 Making this possible is Kafka’s reflection on the accident as a momentary suspension of necessity that paradoxically possesses its own necessity.10 And he arrived at this reflection not by retreating from modernity as Emrich believed, but by fully immersing himself in it at one of its most sensitive points: the management of chance and the accident through the institutions of insurance. And he does so not as an expert in power, but as one who works at the limits of law and domination exposed by the accident – as an official in the Worker’s Accident Insurance Institute.

Kafka’s efforts to find a medium equal to thinking chance and accident led to an anarchic thought with scarce sympathy for the laws of fixity and continuity. His writing is less a secured retreat than a landscape formed, traversed and unsettled by the fault lines of truth, fiction, power and defiance.11 Kafka was not an orator in the fashion of the ancient polis but an inhabitant of the modern site for the exercise of power, a bureaucrat who during the working day wrote strategic policy and theoretical reflection using a legal and technical vocabulary drawn from the lexicon of modern legal-rational domination. A large part of his professional role as concipist or legal writer in the Workers Accident Insurance Institute consisted in writing the accident – literally preparing reports on accidents, interpreting accident statistics, adjusting risk classifications and attempting to foresee and prevent accidents where- and whenever possible.12 His profession was dedicated to translating the faltering, unpredictable and uncertain language of chance and accident into words of power and so bringing unpredictable events under institutional regulation. Yet such translation secretly depended on fiction since the accident by definition eludes easy capture by the normative discourses of law, statistical analysis and technical efficiency that were officially at Kafka’s disposal.

Kafka’s ability to negotiate the intersection of legal, technical and fictional writing was recognized and valued by his colleagues; he showed pride in his words of power, his ‘office writing’, especially his contributions to the published Annual Reports of the Institute. These form a discrete oeuvre, widely distributed and read in their time – certainly more so than his fiction – and notable for the precision of their technical, juristic and even philosophical reflections on the accident and its tormented relationship to law. Their speculative quality distinguishes them from the dictated memoranda and internal documents that made up his more everyday work for the Institute. The quality of his regular contributions to the Annual Reports between 1908 and 1917 made him ‘one of the most important contributors to the Institute’s journal’ (Amtliche Schriften, 27) as well as its leading theoretician. He forwarded copies of his official writings to friends and even his fiancée Felice (see the letter dated 30 v 15) and one can only imagine the surprise of Franz Blei – the editor of the fin-de-siecle literary journal Hyperion where Kafka made his fictional debut – upon receiving a copy of ‘The Scope of Compulsory Insurance for the Building Trades’.13 The impersonality of these writings, and the pseudo-, crypto-, allo- and ano- nymity required by such products of a complex and highly regulated bureaucratic Apparat, complement but also contrast with his fictional writings.14 His words of power depended on a relationship between truth, fiction and domination whose balance and intensity varied according to occasion and that became a major theme of his fictions.

The borders between thinking, administration and fiction are neither fixed nor well defined but subject to sudden and unpredictable realignments: Kafka does not subsume them under law or the universal but instead contemplates them in the light of defiance and the accident. This entailed his carrying the technical analysis of the modalities of the accident developed by insurance into fiction at the same time as demonstrating how fiction had always already been present in such analysis. In insurance theory, accidents are a systemic property manifest in the relatively stable number of accidents befalling a given population over a given time. Yet beside the actuarial necessity that makes it possible to calculate and administer the incidence of accidents, insurance must also confront the singularity of the accident experienced by its victim. The tension between the stable population of accidents and the devastating impact of their singular incidence opens the fictional space of Kafka’s insurance work as well as the uninsured space of his fictions.

The two aspects of the accident – statistical regularity and singular incidence – have their fictional analogues in Kafka’s recurrent figures of landslides and falls. The landslide figures the systemic properties of the accident: a certain number of accidents are waiting to happen to a given population over a given period of time; they approach like a slow landslide. The fall figures singularity or the individuated accident, the experience of being, fearing to be or having been the unhappy one in the wrong place at the wrong time, transfixed in the path of the landslide. The two figures constitute a tension that describes a major fault line in Kafka’s fiction and insurance work.15 The impersonal statistically probable accident must manifest itself in singular and intimately devastating fates: while a certain number of immigrants to the USA will fail, a certain number of suspects will be arrested and a certain number of employees hired by mistake, it is the individual fates of Karl Rossman, Josef K. and K. that interest Kafka in his fictions. For fiction can individuate systemic properties and explore the complex reactions – evasion, guilt, defiance, rage and resignation – provoked by falling under the accident. With the signal exception of defiance, all these reactions concede the necessity and even justice of the accident and strive to lend its individuation the semblance of truth and necessity.16

The borders between fiction, the philosophical protocols of truth and the official words of power are porous and shifting in Kafka. The critical technique commonly used to manage this anti-Platonic hybrid of poetry, truth and power combines stylistic and chronological criteria. Kafka’s move from stories and novels to parables and aphorisms during the winter of 1916–17 has been viewed in terms of the increasing prominence of philosophical concerns in his writing. Yet this forgets that Kafka’s fiction emerged from the matrix of philosophy and insurance and was concerned with truth and specifically the tension between truth and power. His are fictions of the accident in search of philosophical consistency rather than narratives of accidental vicissitudes befalling already constituted consistencies such as family, law, state and religion. 

Kafka could not insure even his own work against the hazards of chance, survival and interpretation. The chapter of accidents surrounding the editing, publication and interpretation of his three abandoned novels is cautionary in this respect. The legal and economic constraints that led Kafka’s friend and editor Max Brod to publish his abandoned novels in a different order to their composition17 created the impression that his first novel, America (Der Verschollene), largely written during the autumn of 1912 but published last in 1927 followed both The Trial (published in 1925 but written during autumn and winter of 1914–15) and The Castle (published in 1926 but written during 1922). This editorial accident conditioned the powerful and still influential redemption narratives of Arendt and Benjamin that maintain Kafka wrote a trilogy culminating in America, whose brutal final chapter, ‘Nature Theatre of Oklahama’ (written alongside The Trial and ‘In the Penal Colony’ during the autumn of 1914), is held to provide an implausibly redemptive finale to Kafka’s entire oeuvre.18 Walter Benjamin unwittingly read America against the chronological grain as the culmination of a redemptive history in which the protagonist ‘K’ of the ‘first’ novel gradually assumes his full name, becoming Josef K in The Trial and finally Karl Rossman in America, a progression through an attention to names that inexplicably overlooks the significance of Rossman’s entry into the exterminatory ‘Nature Theatre’ under the assumed name of ‘Negro’. Hannah Arendt too accepts the published ordering of the novels in setting the development of Kafka’s work within a political narrative that raises the ‘Nature Theatre’ to the status of a political utopia.19 Her reading of Kafka in terms of a distinction between the Jew as ‘pariah’ and ‘parvenu’ not only justifies the political possibilities of the ‘self-conscious’ or rebellious pariah but also the utopian realm of constructed citizenship – ‘a new possibility of authentic life’ (Arendt, 117) she sees ‘tentatively’ described ‘at the end, the happy ending of America’ (Arendt, 108). The chronological assumptions underpinning these philosophical critiques were the result of an editorial accident and the false sense of security given by Brod’s edition to interpreters working on a very hazardous textual site.

One way of partially insuring a philosophical reading of Kafka against such accidents is to attend to the century of remarkable historical scholarship setting Kafka within specific urban, religious, political, philosophical and cultural contexts. Another is to heed Malcolm Pasley’s advice to the ‘hasty interpreters and doctrinal exploiters of Kafka’ (Pasley 1995, 210) to respect the letter of Kafka’s texts and manuscripts as established by the scrupulous work of his editors. Hence the effort in this book to give due attention to historical and philological issues that may try the patience of some philosophical readers but probably without fully convincing the cultural historians and editors of Kafka’s work of the probity of the outcome.

Kafka exegesis of the past two decades has indeed been notable for its sophistication and quality. It has been enriched by the contributions of new historicism and cultural studies, with illuminating individual studies of Kafka’s clothes (Anderson 1992), photography (Duttlinger 2007), cinema (Zischler 2003), deportation (Müller-Seidel 1986), gender and race (Boa 1996), travel (Zilcosky 2003), religion (Mosès) and politics (Löwy 2004, Casanova 2011). One of the major inspirations for this work were the theoretically open and sophisticated inquiries of Stanley Corngold who, while supportive of cultural analyses of Kafka’s texts, pursues his own neo-gnostic interpretation whose learning and subtlety set a standard for philosophical and theological exegesis. Corngold taught the current generation of readers that there can be no barriers between the theological, literary and institutional Kafkas: the author of Lambent Traces and the translator of Kafka’s short stories is also an editor of the English translation of the Office Writings. The latter body of work, first published in the East German edition of Klaus Hermsdorf in 1984, is proving increasingly significant for the more innovative currents of Kafka criticism most notably in Benno Wagner’s iconoclastic and inspirational work on the ‘poetics of the accident’ (Corngold and Wagner 2011). Wagner situates Kafka’s narratives within a poetics of accident indebted both to Nietzsche and the discourse of insurance ‘that serves as a hidden link between the potential narrative fascination of the accident and the alienation potential of statistically conceived humanity’ (Wagner in Koch and Wagenbach, 114). Wagner’s work freed philosophical readings of Kafka from the Hegelian philosophical premises of Emrich’s interpretation, and his steady insistence on the significance of Nietzsche’s Also Sprach Zarathustra to Kafka’s official and fictional work provides a gratefully acknowledged condition of possibility for the reading ventured in this book.20

My approach towards a philosophical Kafka begins by showing some of the accidents surrounding Kafka’s emergence as a writer and then moves to his writing of the accident. There it joins the recent work of Paul North in emphasizing the importance of Nietzsche for the atheological timbre of Kafka’s thought and writings that increasingly marks a major rift between twentieth- and twenty-first-century Kafka scholarship. It then considers the centrality of the image in his writings and his engagement with photography in both his insurance and fictional work. Finally, after analysis of the themes of defiance and domination in Kafka’s fictions, I arrive at some thoughts on the affinities between the lights of defiance, truth and the accident.




1  WRITINGS

Accident narratives

The heap of words left by Kafka’s writing – stories, novels, aphorisms, letters, official reports, memos, messages, diary entries and even notes to his carers after TB took away his ability to speak – has been assiduously quarried for almost a century. More than any other writer, his words have been sifted, separated, collected, dispersed, titled and retitled; they have been set and reset into patterns, ranked in hierarchies, reduced to their elements with their disjecta membra variously reconstituted. Work on his words began with Kafka himself and continued through generations of editors, critics, exegetes and interpreters. There exist innumerable permutations of his short stories, fragments, poems, novels and novellas in German and in translation whose morphology is shaped by currents of criticism whose tendency often finds confirmation in the textual body they helped form.1 Yet there remains something accidental about the patterns emerging from the swirl of Kafka’s words, a clinamen that defies any tendency towards a settled oeuvre with secured interpretative protocols.

The role played by chance and accident in the bare survival of Kafka’s writings cannot be underestimated. Kafka notoriously gambled on the destruction of his work: from the outset he was the author of works he preferred personally not to publish. The infamous testamentary instruction to Max Brod to destroy his manuscripts was not an exceptional measure but a late manifestation of a consistent stance.2 There are references to destroyed works and the routine self-destruction of his writings as early as 1903 in his correspondence with
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