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SHOULD KAFKA BE BURNT?
Soon after the War a Communist weekly paper, Action, opened an inquiry into an unexpected subject. Should Kafka be burnt? the editors asked. The question was all the more incongruous since it was not preceded by anything which might have led into it: should books be burnt? Or, what sort of book should be burnt? However that may be, the editors' choice was subtle. The author of The Trial is, as they say, ‘one of the greatest geniuses of our time’. Nevertheless the large number of replies proved that boldness paid. Besides, even before it had been formulated, the inquiry had received an answer which the editors omitted to publish – Kafka’s own answer. For he lived, or at any rate died, tormented by the desire to burn his books. 

To my mind Kafka remained undecided until the end. To start with, he wrote his books, and we must imagine a period of time between the day when one writes something and the day when one decides to burn what one has written. Then his decision remained equivocal: – he conferred the task of burning his work on his one friend who had already informed him that he would never do so. Yet, before his death, he did indeed express a decisive wish that all he left should be thrown into the fire. 
In all events the idea of burning Kafka, even it if was no more than a provocation, had a certain logic for the (151) Communists. Those imaginary flames contribute to the understanding of his books. They are books doomed to the flames: they are there, but they are there in order to disappear, as though they have already been annihilated. 

KAFKA, THE PROMISED LAND AND REVOLUTIONARY SOCIETY
Of all writers Kafka was possibly the most cunning: he, at least, was never had! To start with, unlike many modern writers, he wanted to be a writer. He realised that literature, which was what he wanted, denied him the satisfaction he expected, but he never stopped writing. We cannot even say that literature disappointed him. It did not disappoint him – not, at any rate, in comparison with other possible goals. For him, literature was what the promised land was for Moses. ‘The fact that he was not to see the Promised Land until just before his death is incredible,’ Kafka wrote about Moses in his diary. ‘The sole significance of this last view is to show how imperfect an instant human life is – imperfect, because this aspect of life (the expectation of the Promised Land) could last indefinitely without ever appearing to be more than an instant. Moses did not fail to reach Canaan because his life was too short, but because his was a human life.’1 This is no longer a mere denunciation of the vanity of one ‘aspect of life’, but of the vanity of all endeavours, which are equally senseless: an endeavour is always as hopeless in time as a fish in water. It is a mere point in the movement of the universe, for we are dealing with a human life.
Is anything more contrary to the position of the Communists? Communism is action par excellence, action which changes the world. In Communism the goal, the altered world, situated in time, in the future, takes precedence over existence, or present activity, which is (152) only significant in as far as it leads towards the goal: the world must change. Communism, therefore, raises no problem of principle. The whole of humanity is prepared to subordinate the present moment to the imperative power of a goal. Nobody doubts the value or questions the ultimate authority of action. 
All that remains is an insignificant reservation: we tell ourselves that action has never prevented anyone from living … Thus the world of action never has any care other than its goal. The goals differ according to the intention, but their diversity, even their opposition, has always held a place for individual convenience. Only a deformed, almost insane man refuses one goal in favour of anything other than a still more valid goal. Kafka himself implies that Moses was only an object of derision because he had to die in accordance with the prophecy as soon as he reached his goal. But he adds, logically, that the underlying cause of his defeat was his ‘human life’. The aim is postponed in time and time is limited: this alone leads Kafka to regard the goal in itself as a lure. 

This is so paradoxical – and so totally opposed to the Communist mentality (and not merely to the political belief that nothing counts except the revolution) – that we must examine Kafka’s attitude a little more closely. 

KAFKA’S PERFECT PUERILITY

The task is by no means easy. Whenever Kafka decided to express his ideas (in his diary or in his various notes), he made a trap of every word. He constructed perilous edifices in which the words had no logical order but were simply piled on top of each other as if they were only there to astonish and disorientate, as if they were addressed to the author himself who never seemed to tire of proceeding from astonishment to bewilderment.

(153)

What we cannot do is to attribute a meaning to Kafka’s truly literary writings. We frequently see something that is not there, or, at best, we see something that is there but at which we can no more than hint.2 Nevertheless we can follow a general direction in this labyrinth which only becomes clear to us when we find our way out of it. At that point I think we can simply say that Kafka’s work reveals a totally childish attitude. 

In my opinion the weakness of the world we live in is to consider childishness a sphere apart which, though not alien to us, remains outside us and which is incapable of representing its truth – what it really is – on its own. Equally, nobody regards error as representing truth. ‘It’s childish’ or ‘it’s not serious’ are equivalent propositions. Yet we are all childish – totally, unreservedly, and, we should even add, in the most surprising way. It is thus (by childishness) that humanity, in its nascent state, shows its essential nature. In a way an animal is never childish, but the young human being connects – sometimes even passionately – the senses suggested to him by the adult to some other sense which he cannot connect with anything. Such is the world to which we adhered and which once intoxicated us with its innocence – a world where each thing temporarily rejected that which made it a thing within the adult system.

Kafka left what his publisher called the ‘outline of an autobiography’.3 The fragment refers solely to his childhood and to one particular trait. ‘You will find it impossible to persuade a boy engrossed in a fascinating story that he must go to bed, if you try to do so by proving that it is for his own good.’ Further on Kafka says: ‘The most important thing about all this is that I extended the condemnation which my exaggerated amount of reading had earned for me to a secret failure to perform my duty, and therefore arrived at the most depressing conclusions.’ 

(154)

The adult author insists on the fact that the condemnation was directed against tastes which constituted the ‘child’s particularities’.  Constraint either made him ‘hate the oppressor’ or consider insignificant the peculiarities which he defended. ‘If I concealed one of my peculiarities,’ he wrote, ‘I ended up by hating myself or my destiny, and considered myself wicked or accursed.’ 

The reader of The Trial or The Castle will have no difficulty in recognising the atmosphere of Kafka’s romantic compositions. When he was older, the crime of reading was succeeded by the crime of writing. When it came to literature, the people surrounding Kafka, above all his father, were no less disapproving than they had been when they had caught him reading. And Kafka was equally desperate. As Michel Carrouges rightly said: ‘What he resented so terribly was the levity with which his deepest preoccupations were considered…’ Describing a scene when his family’s contempt became cruelly obvious, Kafka wrote: ‘I remained seated and leaned towards my family as I had done before, but in fact I had been banished from society with one stroke.’4 

THE SUSTENANCE OF THE INFANTILE SITUATION

The odd thing about Kafka is that he wanted his father to understand him and to comply with the childishness of what he read and, later, of what he wrote. He did not want his father to banish from adult society, which alone was indestructible, the very thing which, since infancy, he had identified as the essential characteristic of himself. For him, his father was the figure of authority whose interest was limited to the values of effective action. His father symbolised the primacy of a goal, subordinating present life, which most adults respected. Like every true writer, (155) Kafka lived childishly under the primacy of his goal, as opposed to present desire. Admittedly he subjected himself to the torture of an office job, though not without complaining about his ill-fortune, if not about the people who compelled him to work. He always felt excluded from the society which employed him, but he considered worthless – childish – that very thing that was, basically, himself. His father obviously replied with the incomprehension of the world of action. 

In 1919 Franz Kafka wrote his father a letter 5 which, fortunately, no doubt, he never posted and of which we only possess certain fragments.  He said:

I was a frightened child, but, like all children, I was obstinate. Undoubtedly my mother spoiled me, and yet I cannot believe that I was quite unmanageable that a kind word, a pat on my hand, a kind look, would not have obtained all you wanted from me. You can only treat a child in accordance with your true nature, that is to say with force and violence … You rose to such a high position on your own, through your own strength, because you had unlimited faith in your opinions… In your presence I started stammering … When I stood before you I lost all self-confidence and assumed, instead, an unbounded sense of guilt. It was with this unbounded sense of guilt in mind that I once wrote of somebody6 ‘He feared that the shame would outlive him…’ Whenever I wrote anything it was about you. What do I do but pour out the groans and laments which I was unable to release before you? Everything has been a leavetaking from you, voluntarily protracted. 

Kafka wanted to entitle his entire work ‘Attempts to escape from the paternal sphere’.7 Yet let there be no mistake about it: Kafka never really wanted to escape. What he (156) really wanted was to live within the paternal sphere – as an exile. Basically he knew that he had been banished. We cannot tell whether he was banished by others or by himself. He simply behaved in such a manner as to be odious to the world of industrial and commercial interest: he wanted to remain within the puerility of a dream. 
The escape he dreamt of differed essentially from the traditional form of literary escapism in that it failed – it had to fail and it wanted to fail. What common escape lacks and by lacking it is limited to a compromise, to a ‘sham’ – is the profound sense of guilt, of the violation of an indestructible law, the lucidity of a pitiless self-knowledge. The man who escapes in literature is a dilettante who knows that he is amusing himself. He is not yet free – he is not free in the true sense of the word, where liberty is sovereign. To be free, he would have to be recognised as such by the dominant society.

In the old-fashioned world of Austrian feudalism, the only society that could have recognised the young Israelite for reasons other than literary snobbery, was his father’s business world. The world in which the power of Franz’s father was incontestably affirmed, stood for the hard competition of work which yielded nothing to caprice and which, though it tolerated, and even loved childishness within certain limits, condemned childishness on principle, and confined it to childhood. This brings us to Kafka’s extremism. He wanted to be recognised by the authority least likely to recognise him and to which he was determined never to yield. At the same time, however, he never intended to overthrow this authority or even to oppose it. He did not want to oppose the father who had even taken the possibility of living from him. He, in his turn, never wanted to be an adult or a father. In his own way he struggled all his life, and with full exercise of all his rights to enter his father’s society, but he would only have (157) accepted admission on one condition – that of remaining theirresponsible child he was. 

He pursued this desperate struggle relentlessly. He never had any hope: his only way out was to enter his father’s world through death, thereby abandoning all his peculiarities, his whims and his childishness. He himself formulated this solution – constantly repeated in his novels – in 1917: ‘I will confide in death,’ he said, ‘the remains of a belief. Return to the father.  Great day of reconciliation.’8 The only way for him to become a father was by marrying, but he avoided this despite the excellent reasons he had for wanting to marry: he broke off his engagement twice. He lived ‘isolated from past generations’ and ‘he never managed to head a generation himself.’9 
‘The main obstacle to my marriage,’ he wrote in his letter to his father, ‘is my definitive conviction that, in order to insure the existence of a family, and, above all, in order to direct it, one needs the qualities which I know you possess…’10 One must, in other words, be what you are and betray what I am. 

Kafka could choose between the puerile but discreet scandals of caprice and sovereign humour. These, heeding nothing, subordinate nothing to a promised happiness, and the quest for this happiness, which is due as a reward for laborious activity and manly authority. He had the choice: he proved it. He knew, if not how to deny himself and lose himself in the mechanism of a thankless job, how to perform it conscientiously. He chose the unrestrained caprice of his heroes, their childishness and carelessness, their scandalous behaviour and obvious lies. In a word, he wanted an irrational world, which escaped classification, to remain supreme and to provide an existence only possible to the extent in which it called for death. 

He desired this irrevocably and uncompromisingly, refusing to leave the sovereign value of his choice any (158) chance of disguise. He never deviated by requesting the privilege of seriousness for something which has no right to be sovereign. What are whims guaranteed by law and authority other than wild animals in the zoo? He felt that truth, the authenticity of caprice, required illness and turmoil. Prerogatives, as Maurice Blanchot said of him,11 pertain to action, ‘art (caprice) has no prerogatives against action’. The world is necessarily the property of those to whom a promised land has been attributed and who, if needs be, join forces and struggle in order to obtain it. Kafka’s silent and desperate strength was never to want to question the authority which denied him the possibility of living and to avoid the common error of competing under the pressure of authority. 

If he wins, the man who once rejected constraint becomes, for himself as well as for others, like those whom he once fought against and who constrained him. Puerility, sovereign, uncalculating caprice, cannot survive their victory. Sovereignty can only exist on the condition that it should never assume power, which is action, the primacy of the future over the present moment, the primacy of the promised land. It is hard not to struggle in order to destroy a cruel adversary. It is to offer oneself to death. To survive without betraying oneself requires a relentless, austere, agonising struggle: this is the only chance of maintaining that delirious purity which is never tied to logic and can never fit into the mechanism of action – that purity which drags all its heroes into the mire of a growing guilt. Is anyone more childish or more silently incongruous than K. in The Castle or than Joseph K. in The Trial? This double character, ‘the same in both books, sullenly aggressive, irrationally, uncalculatingly aggressive, is lost by a whim, by the obstinacy of a blind man. He expects everything from the benevolence of pitiless authorities. He behaves like the boldest libertine in the public room of an inn (and, (159) what is worse, of the inn of the authorities), in the middle of a school, in the presence of his lawyer ... in the High Court of justice’.12 
The father in The Verdict is turned to scorn by the son, but he is always sure that the deep, exhaustive, fatal, involuntary destruction of his authority will be punished. The man who introduces disorder has unleashed his hounds without finding a hiding place. He himself will be their first victim, torn to pieces in the dark. This, no doubt, is the doom of all that is humanly sovereign. Sovereignty survives either by denying itself (even the smallest calculation is on the ground level: only subservience remains, the primacy of the object of calculation over the present), or else in the durable moment of Death. Death is the only means of avoiding the abdication of sovereignty. There is no subservience in death; in death there is nothing. 

FRANZ KAFKA’S JOYOUS UNIVERSE

Kafka does not evoke sovereign life: on the contrary, the life he evokes, contorted even in its most capricious moments, is unremittingly sad.  The eroticism in The Trial and The Castle is an eroticism without love, desire or strength, an arid eroticism from which one should escape at all costs. But everything becomes confused. In 192213 Kafka noted in his diary: 

Whenever I was satisfied I wanted to be unsatisfied and sought dissatisfaction by all the means of time and tradition accessible to me: then I wanted to turn back. So I was always unsatisfied, even by my dissatisfaction. It is odd that with enough systematisation some reality should have come out of this ridiculous situation. My mental decline started as a (160) childish game, though admittedly it was a consciously childish game. For example, I pretended to have nervous tics. I went around with my arms crossed behind my head, a detestably childish thing to do, but it was successful. The same went for the development of my writing, a development which later unfortunately came to a halt. If it is possible to produce misery one should produce it thus.

But elsewhere we find an undated fragment:14 ‘I do not hope for victory, I do not enjoy the struggle for its own sake, I could only enjoy it because it is all I can do. As such the struggle does indeed fill me with a joy which is more than I can really enjoy, more than I can give, and I shall probably end by succumbing not to the struggle but to the joy.’ 

He wanted to be miserable for his own satisfaction: the most secret part of this misery was such an intense form of joy that he spoke of dying of it. ‘He leaned his head to one side, revealing his throat where a wound bubbled in the burning flesh and blood, caused by a lightning flash, which still lasts.’15 The blinding flash – the lasting flash doubtless has a greater significance than the depression which preceded it. We find the following remarkable passage in Kafka’s diary in 1917: 16
I could never understand that it was possible for almost anyone who could write to objectivise pain in pain. For example, in my misery, with my head still burning with misery, I can sit down and write to somebody: I am miserable. I can go still further and, in various flourishes, according to my capacities, which seem to have nothing in common with my misery, I can improvise on this theme, simply, antithetically, or even with entire orchestras of associations. And that is no lie; it does not alleviate the pain: it is an excess of strength accorded by grace in a (161) moment when pain has visibly exhausted all my energy, to the very depths of my being, which it continues to flay. What is this excess?

Let us take up this question: what is this excess? Of all Kafka’s stories few are as interesting as The Verdict. We read in his diary on September 23, 1912,17 
This story was written in one stretch on the night of the 22nd to the 23rd, from ten at night to six in the morning. I could hardly withdraw my legs from under the table, so stiff had they grown. The terrible effort and joy of seeing the story develop before me – how I made my way through the waters. Several times, during the course of the night, I bore all my weight on my back. How everything can be said; how, for every idea that comes to mind, even for the strangest ideas, a great fire waits for them to disappear and resurrect.

Carrouges says: 18 
This new tale is the story of a young man who quarrels with his father about the existence of a friend and ends by committing suicide. In a few lines, as short as the description of the quarrel is long, we are told how the young man kills himself. 

He rushed out of the door and crossed the tram lines, pulled irresistibly towards the water. He clung to the parapet as a starving man clings to his food. He jumped over the safety rail, like the expert gymnast he had been in his youth, his parents’ pride. He held himself for another instant with a weakening grip, watched a bus pass between the bars, the roar it made would easily drown the sound of his fall, he cried feebly: (162) 'Dear parents, I have always loved you’, and let himself go. At that moment the traffic on the bridge was literally frantic. 

Michel Carrouges is right to insist on the poetic value of this last phrase. Kafka himself gave another interpretation to the pious Max Brod: ‘Do you know,’ he asked, ‘what the last phrase means?  As I wrote it I thought of a violent ejaculation.’19 Does this ‘extraordinary declaration’ give us a glimpse of an ‘erotic basis’? Does it mean that ‘In the act of writing there is a sort of compensation for the defeat before the father and the failure of the dream of transmitting life’?20 I do not know, but in the light of this ‘declaration’ the phrase expresses the sovereignty of  joy, the supreme lapse of being into that nothingness which the others constitute for the being.

The mere fact of dying compensates for this sovereignty of joy.21 Anguish preceded it, like an awareness of the fatality of the issue, as though it were already apprehension of the moment of intoxication, which the condemnation of the delivering vertigo – or death – will be. But misery is not exclusively punishment. The death of George Bendemann had for Kafka, his double, a sense of happiness: voluntary condemnation prolonged the excess which had provoked it, but removed the anguish by according the father a definite love, a definite respect. There was no other way of reconciling profound veneration with deliberate lack of veneration. This is the price of sovereignty: its only right is death: it can never act, never demand the prerogatives which pertain to action alone, to that action which is never authentically sovereign because of that servile quality inherent in any search for results, to that action which is always subordinate. Is there anything unexpected in this complicity between death and pleasure? Pleasure – that which pleases uncalculatingly, in spite of calculation – (163) being the attribute or the emblem of the sovereign being, it has death as its penalty, as well as having it as its means. 

That is all there is to say. Lightning or joy are not produced in moments of eroticism. If eroticism is there, it is to ensure disorder, like the feigned nervous tics with which Kafka wanted to ‘produce misery’. Only increased misfortune and a totally indefensible way of life bring about the necessity of struggle and this anguish which grips us by the throat, without which neither the excess nor the grace would exist. Misery and sin already constitute a struggle in themselves. The struggle, whose innermost sense is virtue, is not dependent on results. If it lacked anguish, the struggle would not be ‘all he could do’. Only when he is in misery, therefore, is Kafka filled ‘with a joy which is more than [he] can really enjoy, more than [he] can give.’ Then the joy is so intense that it is from the joy and not from the struggle that he expects death.

THE CHILD’S HAPPY EXUBERANCE IS RECOVERED IN DEATH’S EXPRESSION OF SOVEREIGN LIBERTY

One of Kafka’s pieces, Kinder auf der Landstrasse, shows a paradoxical aspect of his happy exuberance. As in all the other moments described in his work, nothing here is solidly attached to the established order or to definable relationships. There is always that same formless laceration, sometimes slow and sometimes fast, of mist in the wind. Never does a clear goal, openly aimed at, give a significance to the absence of limit which so passively reigns sovereign. As a child Kafka joined a group of playmates:

Our heads down, we ran through the evening. Daytime, night time, they no longer existed. Our waistcoat buttons knocked together like teeth, we ran (164) one after the other, our mouths on fire, like tropical animals. Prancing and rearing, like the cuirassiers of ancient wars, we drove each other down the short lane and way up the high road. Isolated figures leapt into the ditch, but hardly had they disappeared in the darkness of the embankment than they reappeared up on the path by the edge of the fields, looking down on us like strangers …

This ‘contrary’ (just as the sun is the contrary of the impenetrable mists, of which it is also the veiled truth) may help us to understand Kafka’s seemingly sad work. The overwhelming impetus of his childhood, crying with joy, later became absorbed by death. Death alone was vast enough, sufficiently well hidden from the ‘action-pursuing-the-goal’ to excite covertly Kafka’s devilish humour. In other words, in the acceptance of death, within the limitations of death, subordinated to the goal, Kafka found that sovereign attitude which aims at nothing, wants nothing, resumes, in a flash, its fullness and its wildness. When Bendemann jumped over the parapet, the impetus was that of vagabond childhood. The sovereign attitude is guilty, miserable in so far as it tries to flee from death, but, just as it dies, the wild feeling of childhood is again suffused with useless liberty. The living, which was irreducible, refused what death accords. Death alone yields to the full authority of action, but it does not suffer from it. 

JUSTIFICATION OF COMMUNIST HOSTILITY

In Kafka’s work we can distinguish a social aspect, a familial and sexual aspect, and finally a religious aspect. But such distinctions seem slightly superfluous to me: I have hitherto attempted to introduce a point of view in which all these aspects are combined. The social character (165) of Kafka's stories can no doubt only be grasped in a general context. To see the ‘epic of the unemployed’ or of ‘the persecuted Jew’ in The Castle, the ‘epic of the defendant in the bureaucratic era’ in The Trial; to compare these obsessive tales with Rousset’s Univers concentrationnaire, is not entirely justifiable. But this brings Carrouges, who does so, to an analysis of Communist hostility. It would have been easy, he tells us, ‘to defend Kafka from every charge of being a counter-revolutionary if one had wanted to say of him, as of others, that he limited himself to depicting the capitalist hell.’22 ‘If Kafka’s attitude seems odious to so many revolutionaries,’ he adds, ‘it is not because it explicitly attacks bourgeois bureaucracy and justice – an attack with which they would have concurred – but because it attacks every type of bureaucracy and pseudo-justice.’23 Did Kafka want to criticise certain institutions for which we should have substituted other, less inhuman ones? Carrouges writes again: ‘Does he advise against revolt? No more than he encourages it. He merely affirms man’s collapse: the reader can draw his own conclusions. And how can one not rebel against the odious power which prevents the land-surveyor from working?’ I believe, on the other hand, that the very idea of revolt is deliberately withdrawn from The Castle. Carrouges knows this, and says a little further on:24 ‘The only criticism one can level at Kafka is the scepticism with which he regards every revolutionary undertaking, for he sets problems which are not political problems, but which are human and eternally post-revolutionary problems.’ But to talk of scepticism and to give Kafka’s problems a significance with regard to the words and actions of political humanity, is not going far enough. 

Far from being incongruous, Communist hostility is essentially connected with an understanding of Kafka. I shall go still further. Kafka’s attitude towards his father’s (166) authority symbolises hostility towards the general authority which stems from effective activity. Effective activity, elevated to the discipline of as rational a system as that of Communists, is apparently presented as the solution to every problem. Yet it can neither totally condemn, nor tolerate, in practice, a truly sovereign attitude in which the present moment is detached from those that follow. This is a difficulty for a party which respects reason alone and which sees those irrational values where luxury, uselessness and childishness occur, as masks on the face of private interest. The only sovereign attitude permitted by the Communists is that of the child, but in its minor form. It is granted to children who cannot attain adult seriousness. If the adult gives a major sense to childishness, if he writes with the feeling that he is touching a sovereign value, he has no place in Communist society. In a world from which bourgeois individualism is banished, the inexplicable, puerile humour of the adult Kafka cannot be defended. Communism is basically the complete negation, the radical opposite of what Kafka stands for.

BUT KAFKA HIMSELF AGREES

There was nothing he could have asserted, or in the name of which he could have spoken. What he was, which was nothing, only existed to the extent in which effective activity condemned him. He was nothing but the refutation of effective activity. That was why he bowed low before an authority who denied him, although his way of bowing was far more violent than a shouted assertion. He bowed, and as he bowed, he loved and died, opposing the silence of love and death to that which could never make him yield, because the nothingness which can never yield in spite of love and death, is sovereignty what it is.25 
(167) 
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