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SOMEONE must have been 
telling lies about Joseph K., for 

without having done anything wrong he 
was arrested one fine morning”. This is 
the intriguing opening of Franz Kafka’s 
masterpiece The Trial, written in 
1914-15 though not published until 
1925, the year after his death from tu-
berculosis at the age of 40.  

“But what for?” K. asks one of the  
court officers. “We are not authorized to 
tell you that”, the man replies. Bizarrely, 
K. never discovers the nature of the 
charge against him or who brought it, 
despite an unrelenting search for a ratio-
nal explanation. Oddly, too, although he is summoned to 
attend preliminary court hearings which lead nowhere, 
he is allowed to continue in his job as the chief cashier of 
a bank. Stranger still, the inscrutable court permeates 
every nook and cranny of society – attics, tenements, the 
closet of his bank, and even his neighbour’s bedroom! It 
is an arbitrary, suffocating presence that ultimately 
weakens K.’s resolve. 

K. seeks help with his case and hires Huld, a lawyer,  
who tells him that the only sensible thing to do is to 
adapt to the situation, “for the defence was not actually 
countenanced by the Law, but only tolerated”. The court 
painter Titorelli isn’t much use either. He outlines three 
options: definite acquittal, ostensible acquittal, and indef-
inite postponement. He has never heard of anyone who 
has been definitely acquitted. Ostensible acquittal has the 
disadvantage that it can be overturned at any time by a 
higher level, leading to a repeat of the whole process. He 
advises indefinite postponement, which consists in pre-
venting the case from ever getting any further than its 
first stages, in order to avoid “the terrors of sudden ar-
rest”. 

K. is asked by the bank to arrange a cultural visit to the 
local cathedral for an Italian client, but the latter doesn’t 
show up. While exploring the building, K. is summoned 
by a priest, who turns out to work for the court as a 
chaplain and who knows K.’s case. He says that it is go-
ing badly and that K. should accept his fate. He tells him 
a parable which is presumably meant to enlighten his 
own situation. Before the Law stands a doorkeeper on 
guard at an open door. A man comes from the country 
and begs admittance to the Law. But the doorkeeper says 
that he cannot admit the man at the moment. The man 
decides that he had better wait for permission to enter. 
The doorkeeper gives him a stool, and there he waits for 

days and years, offering the doorkeeper 
his material goods as bribes. Finally, as a 
dying old man, he asks the doorkeeper: 
“Everyone strives to attain the Law. 
How does it come about, then, that in all 
these years no one has come seeking 
admittance but me?” The doorkeeper 
bellows in his ear: “No one but you 
could gain admittance through this door, 
since this door was intended only for 
you. I am now going to shut it”. 

K’s immediate reaction to the parable is 
that the man from the country has been 
deceived by the doorkeeper. But the priest 
suggests that, as a servant of the Law, he 

is above the reach of human judgment, and doubting his 
worthiness would imply doubting the Law itself. More-
over, the parable is actually an ancient text of the court 
and we must accept the hidden greatness of the Law and 
not ask for the truth because “it is not necessary to accept 
everything as true, one must only accept that it is neces-
sary”. K’s response is that this is “a melancholy conclu-
sion. It turns lying into a universal principle”. 

This parable clearly applies to K, who is essentially in the 
same situation as the man from the country. He seeks 
entrance into the Law in order to find the truth about his 
arrest but cannot gain admittance. K. seems to realise 
finally that it has become a quest for a goal that is unat-
tainable, a search for meaning and salvation in the face 
of darkness and absurdity. In the next and final chapter, 
he suddenly submits to his execution without a struggle.  

What’s it all about, then? Like many great works, The 
Trial offers up multiple possible meanings. Is it about the 
quest for a God that is unattainable? Is it about the alien-
ation of modern man in a mad world? Is it a prophecy of 
totalitarianism? Or the Jewish Holocaust? Or perhaps -–  
as the historian Saul Friedländer suggests in a recent book 
(Franz Kafka: The Poet of Shame and Guilt, Yale 2013) – 
it is, like all his works, about the author’s own sexual guilt.   

According to Friedländer, “Kafka was the poet of his own 
disorder”. His Diaries and Letters reveal that the issues 
torturing him most of his life were of a sexual nature. He 
feared sexual intercourse with his female friends, was ap-
parently disgusted by it, and saw it as a punishment for his 
homosexual fantasies. Friedländer quotes a letter he wrote 
to a Czech journalist: “I am dirty, Milena, infinitely dirty, 
this is why I scream so much about purity”. In a diary 
entry in 1912 he refers to seeing “two handsome Swedish 
boys with long legs that are so shaped and tight that    ––>
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the best way to get at them would be with the tongue”. 
While working on The Castle, his last novel, a diary en-
try of 2nd February 1922 refers to ‘happy little B’ who, 
he speculates, “wanted to go home with me”. In another 
passage he recalls a fellow train passenger who had a 
‘big member bulging in his pants’. 

RIEDLÄNDER implies that Kafka was probably 
a repressed homosexual and may even have been 
attracted to boys. While “it is highly improbable 

that Kafka ever considered the possibility of homosexual 
relations”, his work nevertheless reflects his guilt at what 
was then considered a sexual disorder. At the same time 
his failure with women was also displayed both in his 
life  – where he was engaged three times, twice to the 
same woman, but abandoned his fiancés  – and in his 
fiction, where they are often portrayed as promiscuous 
temptresses. The cleaner at the courthouse, and Leni, the 
lawyer’s mistress, are examples in The Trial, as is K.’s 
failure to establish a relationship with Fraülein Bürstner, 
a neighbour in his lodging house. It seems that, like K., 
Kafka could have sex with women on a casual basis  – 
he regularly visited brothels and collected pornography – 
but was not capable of intimacy with women friends.  

Yet while Kafka’s homosexual and sado-
masochistic fantasies were probably a 
source of his creativity, they are surely 
peripheral to his main concerns. What, 
then, of the alleged religious dimension? 
Max Brod, the editor and publisher of his 
works, stated that Kafka applied the ‘high-
est religious standards’ to all his work and 
described them as sacred and redemptive. 
According to Brod, there are clear hints of 
the Hebrew God and the search for divine 
justice in The Trial, which explores the 
eternal misunderstanding between God 
and man. With our finite and limited rea-
son we cannot grasp the infinite power 
and transcendental existence of God, so 
that whatever He does seems to be either 
unjust or absurd. The Court represents 
divine Justice, but its nature and workings are totally 
incomprehensible for both K. and the reader. God’s jus-
tice and God’s reason are beyond human understanding. 

There does seem to be support from the story for this 
view of the work as a religious allegory. The Court, like 
God, is incomprehensible and omnipresent. Like God, its 
officials are inaccessible to ordinary mortals. Indeed,  
whether they actually exist or not cannot be confirmed. 
There are also sacred texts in the form of documents and 
ancient legends about past cases, and the possibilities of 
interpreting them are endless and contradictory. K. him-
self could be seen as a kind of suffering modern-day Job. 

The problem here is that Kafka was certainly not reli-
gious in a conventional sense. Although he wrote, some-
what mischievously, that “writing is a form of prayer”, 
his schoolfriend Hugo Bergmann attests to his inclina-
tion towards atheism and recalls that his own faith was 
threatened by Kafka’s arguments against the existence of 
God. “The world is a cruel whim of God”, Kafka once 
remarked to Brod. Moreover, while he uses much of the 
idiom of religion, his work is about man’s relation to this 

world, and the absurdity all around him exists in this 
world. Perhaps, then, he is using the irrationality of tradi-
tional religion as a vehicle to satirise the irrationality and 
meaninglessness we humans have created for ourselves. 
Hannah Arendt is surely correct in suggesting: “what is 
wrong with the world in which Kafka’s heroes are caught 
is precisely its deification, its pretence of representing a 
divine necessity” (Franz Kafka: A Revaluation; in the Paris 
Review, 1944). Kafka’s fiction is thus primarily social and 
political rather than religious or autobiographical. 

Much of his writing depicts the individual as a powerless 
victim at the whims of forces beyond his control. There 
is the land surveyor who tries unsuccessfully to conduct 
business with arbitrary forces in the novel The Castle. 
His short story, The Metamorphosis, begins with the 
shock sentence: “As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning 
from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his 
bed into a gigantic insect” (ungeziefer). Even getting out 
of bed becomes a struggle: “no matter how hard he 
threw himself onto his right side, he always rocked onto 
his back again”. And of course Joseph K. in The Trial is 
hauled off to his execution by authorities to whom he is 
powerless to justify or defend himself. 

Arendt correctly suggests that Kafka’s 
sense of the powerlessness of modern man 
was rooted in his Jewish background and 
in the bureaucracy of the Austrian-Hun-
garian regime that ruled Bohemia up to 
the First World War. He himself was a 
lawyer for a workman’s insurance compa-
ny and was a loyal friend of many eastern 
European Jews for whom he had had to 
obtain permits to stay in the country. His 
own father Hermann was a clothing and 
fancy goods retailer who had pulled him-
self out of the ghetto. Franz was the eldest 
of six children. It is worth noting that his 
three sisters were all later to die in the 
Holocaust, two in the Chelmno extermi-
nation camp in 1942 and the youngest in 
Auschwitz a year later. Moreover, the 

word ‘ungeziefer’ in The Metamorphosis can be translat-
ed as ‘vermin’ as well as ‘insect’. Of course, vermin and 
terms like it were used in Nazi Germany to describe 
Jews, and the Jewish people were unwelcome in the 
same way that Samsa is in his own home. All this is not 
to say that Kafka predicted the death camps, but it indi-
cates that he was aware of trends in Europe that could 
lead to totalitarianism and a heightened anti-semitism. 

Kafka was a visionary who describes an absurd night-
mare world that was not yet fully a reality. But it became 
all too true in some countries in the decades after his 
death. They quickly inhabited a truly Kafkaesque uni-
verse in which humanity, reason, justice and truth were 
trumped by cruelty, irrationality, bureaucracy and lies. 

Arendt rightly says of Franz Kafka: “He wanted to build 
up a world in accordance with human needs and human 
dignities, a world where man’s actions are determined by 
himself and which is ruled by his laws and not by myste-
rious forces emanating from above or from below”. 
With dark forces once more rising, are Kafka’s worst 
fears about to haunt us again?                                      q 
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