YK 821.112.2(436):82.07
DOI 10.58423/2786-6726/2024-2-170-177

Volodymyr Banias, Karon Simoni, Nataliia Banias

The fourth interpretation of the novel “The Trial”
by Franz Kafka

1. Research problem

“The Trial” (“Der Prozess”) is one of three novels written by the Austrian novelist
Franz Kafka (1883-1924). It was originally published in 1925. Kafka worked on the
novel for several months, from August 1914 to January 1915. Western researchers
correctly consider “The Trial” to be the most prominent and important literary
novel of the 2oth century. Like all of Franz Kafka’s works, his first novel contains
many themes and sub-themes, motifs and meaningful lines, and it is not surprising
that the number of interpretations is ever increasing.

The most obvious characteristic of the novel is the following: “Together with
another novel “The Castle”, “The Trial” constitutes the basis of Franz Kafka’s
literary heritage. The plots of both novels englobe events that could have happened
anytime and anywhere. However, in “The Trial” similarities to Austrian and Czech
life at the beginning of the 20th century can be identified. Each episode of “The
Trial” describes Joseph’s confrontation with the mystifying justice system and
compares it with man’s confrontation with supernatural forces that exceed a
human being’s physical capacities and understanding. Unlike other characters
subject to trial, Joseph K. not only tries to find out which forces hold power over
him, but also acts according to the belief that they are not all-powerful, that there
is certainly a higher justice which simultaneously worsens his situation. While
Joseph initially tries to obtain justice from the mysterious judges by following their
rules, the trial becomes for him a vicious circle, in which the only possible move is
to start over from the beginning. After becoming conscious of the uselessness of the
battle with the rules, Joseph himself determines his life. The plot of “The Trial”
develops throughout the year and ends the same day as it begins. Although
resistance leads to death, Joseph manages to quit the trial and becomes free. In the
end, he does not follow his murderers as much as he himself leads them, triumphing
over fate” (Keba, 2013, p. 167).
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Thus, the purpose of this article is to present one more assessment, the fourth
interpretation of the novel. In our opinion, the key to the solution lies in the last
phrase of the work.

The methodological basis of this article is thematology based on Hans-Georg
Gadamer’s hermeneutics and his concept of “continuity of cultural tradition”.
Thanks to the principles of thematology, an attempt will be made to update the
perception of the Austrian author’s work by formulating another variant of its
interpretation.

2. Synthesis of three interpretations

In one of the collections of Franz Kafka’s works, three main interpretations of the novel
can be found. The first one consists of the following: “This is the metaphor of human
life. Not coincidently the action begins on the day of Joseph’s birth. Also, the word
“judgment” is similar to the word “fate”... From birth and until death, the human being
inevitably feels subject to judgment: every person is judged by friends, enemies, society
and by some entity called God. In the case of “The Trial” we should first discuss judging
ourselves. Joseph K. is not immediately sent to prison, but is allowed to live his normal
life. He creates a prison around himself by constantly returning to thoughts of the trial,
breathing out a sense of guilt. According to Kafka, guilt generally determines our sense
of being and our sense of consciousness. And this is where everybody needs to decide
how to evaluate the death of the hero in the book’s finale: is it a punishment or a
reward?” (Kafka, 2005, p. 6).

The second interpretation is as follows: “Joseph K. might be a criminal. People
are used to doing bad things and refusing to take responsibility for themselves. It
is inconceivable that by the age of thirty, our hero had not committed any bad acts
against anyone. Indeed, we do not know the severity of the crimes he is accused of
committing: he could have killed a man or he could have crushed a fly. Any action
can be deemed criminal, depending on who is judging you. Given the presence of
biblical allusions in the novel, Kafka clearly holds into Christian dogmas. “The Trial”
should be considered a religious and philosophical work” (Kafka, 2005, p. 7).

Lastly, the third interpretation: “The novel “The Trial” was written prior to
World War I, when society was experiencing global changes. Some individuals felt
empowered by these changes and considered themselves to be creating history.
Joseph K., to the contrary, remains passive. He is a small man who sees no further
than his own nose and in his own mind he understands that history is created by
the ruthless and unruly masses. For the individual to resist this process is in vain”
(Kafka, 2005, p. 7).
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Stanley Corngold (1988), a leading contemporary researcher of Kafka’s works,
who lives and works in the United States, concurs with the three above
interpretations (Corngold, 1988, p. 135). However, a German researcher, Reiner
Stach (2002), summarizes: “One of the possible interpretations could be to read
the novel as an autobiographical work. This thesis could be confirmed by the
similarities of the initials in the names of Franz K. and Joseph K.” (Stach, 2002, p.
98). Another writer and compatriot of Kafka, Flias Canetti, notes that an
intensively detailed description of the judicial system reflects Kafka’s professional
work as an insurance lawyer (Canetti, 1974; cited by Stach, 2002, p. 98).
Conversely, the philosopher Theodor Adorno has the opposite opinion (Adorno,
1997; cited by Stach, 2002, p. 98). According to him, “The Trial” does not tell the
story of an individual’s fate, but contains more broad-scale political aspects which
could be interpreted as an omen that foresees the rise of the Nazi terror. German
literary scientist Rolf Goebel (Goebel, 1997; cited by Stach, 2002) proposes a
synthesis of these two positions and points out that the negotiating strategy used
by the bureaucratic judicial system during the process of demoralization of K. is
similar to a shortcoming of the judicial system of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.
As the novel unfolds, it becomes clear that K. and the court are not confronted by
one another as separate entities, but are intertwined. The friction between K. and
the judicial system intensifies during the trial. At the end of the process, he
understands that everything that happens comes out of his inner “Ego” or self and
is the result of his own sense of guilt and his own imagining of punishment. The
fantasy component of the events is also worth mentioning: as in the dream, the
internal and external worlds of K. are being mixed up. It is possible to make a jump
from the fantasy and realistic levels to some allegoric and psychological ones as even
the work environment of K. is becoming merged with the fantasy fairy tale world.
Moreover, according to friends of Kafka, he loudly laughed several times while
reading his book. Thus, we can assume the existence of humorous aspects in “The
Trial”, despite its dark content.

It seems that the scientist Rolf Goebel was the closest to the truth. We will try
to further develop his interpretation.

3. The fourth interpretation

The final paragraph of “The Trial” states the following: “But the hands of one of
the gentlemen were laid on K.’s throat, while the other pushed the knife deep into
his heart and twisted it there, twice. As his eyesight failed, K. saw the two
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gentlemen cheek by cheek, close in front of his face, watching the result. “Like a
dog!”, he said, and he would never outlive the shame” (Kafka, 2005, p. 238).

After reading the novel’s last sentence, any reader would notice an obvious
contradiction. If Joseph K. is evolving spiritually, “becomes free”, “does not follow his
murderers as much as he himself leads them, triumphing over fate” and if the main
character of the novel is a metaphor for a man who reflects the historical and societal
context, why does he die “Like a dog!” and “would never outlive the shame”?

This contradiction is most often explained by the specificity of the world that Kafka
created, all of his texts are “strange” and rich in all kinds of “wonders”. However, a
simple chain of logical assumptions could show that this is not the point.

In the above quote, the following is mentioned: “Given the presence of biblical
allusions in the novel, Kafka clearly holds into Christian dogmas”. This could be
incorrect: for the Austrian writer, the Christian theme (including theology) is not
especially close. Franz was a Jew by birth and Judaist by religion. He kept a deep
connection with Judaism throughout his entire life (for example, specific attention
should be paid to his text “In our Synagogue”).

Considering this aspect, we will make the following step: the “guilt” concept in
the Bible (especially in the Old Testament) resulted from original Sin and is
considered a reminder of the first crime of man and the memory of it. The “guilty
conscience” is not a curse, but something good: a human being remembering his
or her own mistakes can adequately build relationships with the world.

This should probably be the key to understanding “The Trial” which could be
considered a novel about memory and the consequences of its loss.

Joseph K. did commit a crime. This, for example, can be confirmed by the fact
that throughout the work he does not deny his guilt. His fatal flaw is that he has
forgotten his sin and does not remember anything (perhaps, the prosecutors do
not remember either). Therefore, his death is shameful: human memory is the
part of consciousness which is the differentiating factor between people and
animals and is that which makes us human. Thus, one who has lost his memory is
one who ceases to be a human being and becomes a non-human.

4. Conclusions

In the science of literature, there are three main interpretations of “The Trial”
which lead to the following motif: the lyrical hero has become the victim of
an unjust world. Now, the fourth interpretation has been suggested, one in
which the entire development of Franz Kafka’s novel’s plot is an
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interpretation of the biblical story of Mankind’s fall and the complex guilt
with which it is associated.

The interpretation proposed in this article is based mainly on one, the last,
sentence of the novel. In this regard, this interpretation cannot be exhaustive,
which, however, does not deprive it of scientific interest and the possibility of
development in further research.
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The article examines one of the most famous novels of the 20th century — “The Trial” by
the Austrian writer Franz Kafka. Published in 1925 after the death of the author, this book
constantly continues to attract attention because of the multiple meanings that can be
found in the text. Literary critics throughout the world have developed several
interpretations of “The Trial”. The dominant idea is that this novel is a metaphor for the
life of a modern person, who is a pawn in the hands of subhuman (albeit self-created)
institutions. The article gives a brief overview of the novel’s main interpretations
developed over the decades since its publication. Concurrently, an attempt is made at
another possible interpretation, for the purpose of which the final sentence of the novel is
emphasized. According to this (the fourth) version, Kafka’s work is considered primarily
through the prism of memory. It is proved that “The Trial” is a book about the loss of
memory and the resulting consequences. The authors of the study propose an
interpretation that Joseph K. (the main character) committed the crime he is accused of,
but forgot about it, so his death is “shameful”. Given the specifics of Kafka’s entire work,
the proposed article does not establish the final version of the interpretation. The study’s
authors offer one of the options that may be either close to the Austrian writer’s intention
or the farthest away from it. Ultimately, the presented article demonstrates in its own way
that each of Kafka’s works, and “The Trial” in particular, has limitless possibilities for
interpretations so that each subsequent generation of researchers will discover this novel
from a new angle. The studies of Franz Kafka’s work, which are almost unknown in
Ukraine, play an important role in the article. Among them is a book by Elias Canetti,
laureate of the Nobel Prize in Literature, a compatriot of Franz Kafka who devoted almost
half of his life to the study of his work. In addition, a literary encyclopedia is also taken into
consideration, where it seems that all aspects of the life and work of one of the most famous
writers of the 20th century are considered, but the interpretation of the novel “The Trial”
proposed in this article is overlooked.

Keywords: novel, guilt, fear, memory, person, court, trial.
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Y crarTi pO3rJISIHYTO OAMH i3 HalBiAOMIIIMX JITEpaTypHUX TBOPIB XX CT. — pOMaH
«IIporiec» aBCTpiricbKoro nmucbMeHHMKa @paniia Kapku. 3a3HaveHo, 110 BUAAHUIH YoKe
Mmic/Is1 CMepTi aBTopa, TBIp MOCTIMHO IpMBEpPTaE yBary 4mMTadiB, IPMUYMHOIO YOIO €
MHOXXMHHICTh CMUCJIIB, SIKi MOXXHA 3HAWTM B TeKCTi. 3a 6e3Masib CTOpiuus Bim dacy
BUXOZy JPYKOM (1925 p.) JliTepaTypo3HaBI[i BMPOOWINM KibKa OCHOBHMX BapiaHTiB
TpakTyBaHHS «IIpomecy», y SIKMX [OMiHye YsIBJIeHHS, IO Ilei poMaH — MeTadopa
KUTTSI JIIOJMHM HOBITHBOI'O dYacy, KOTpa € O0e3lpaBHOI0 irpalIkol0 B pyKax
Ha/TIOACBKMX (X0Y i BJIaCHOPYY CTBOPEHMX) iHCTUTYLiM. Y CTaTTi MOJQHO CTUC/INMA
OTJISI7], OCHOBHMX iHTepIIpeTalliii poMaHy, 30KpeMa Ji He BiZJoMMX JIOHMHI B YKpaiHi.
Cepes, HUX — KHMTa aBCTPIMCHKOTO MMMChbMEHHMKA, JaypeaTa HobemiBCbKoOi mpemil 3
sitepatypu Enmiaca KaneTTi (criiBBiTUYM3HMK ®paniia Kapxy MpUCBATUB BUBUEHHIO JIOTO
TBOPYOCTI YMMaJIO POKiB CBOT'O XXMUTTSI), @ TaKOX NMpodisibHA €HITUKIIONETis, Y Kl
PO3TJITHYTO BCi aclieKTH >XUTTS i TBopyocTi Kadxu, okpim iHTepmpeTaliiii pomaHy
«IIporec», 10 ¥ CIIOHYKAJI0 HAC JOCIIAUTM [TaHy TeMy. 3JiiCHEHO HOBY CIIpO6Y
npounTaHHs «IIpomecy»: rososaui TBip Ppanma Kapxu posrisgacTscst HacamIepes
yepe3 IpU3My I1aM’siTi. JloBeJIeHO, 10 paKTUIHO Iie PO3IOBiZb PO BTPATY ITaM’sITi Ta
NozaIbIlly PO3IIATy 3a lie. HarosomeHo Ha TOMy, IO 3BaKaloUM Ha IIOCTMOJEPHY
CYTHICTb TeKCTY, aBTOPM JOC/Ii/KeHHsI IIPOIOHYIOTh OJMH i3 BapiaHTIB Oro
TIPOYUTAHHSI B KOHTEKCTI LiJTICHOI TBOPYOCTi MUTIISI, KPi3b Tpari3m 1oro ceitobaueHHs,
3YMOBJIEHMI aBTOGiorpadiuyHMMM UMHHMKaMM. 3PeIITolo, MpeJiCTaBjeHa CTaTTsI IO-
CBOEMY JIEMOHCTPYE, 110 KoXeH TBip ®panua Kadxmy, i1 «IIpomec» 30Kkpema, Mae, 6e3
repeb6isibIeHHsT, 6e30HHMII IPOCTIp I iHTepIpeTamilf, OTOX KO)XXHEe HAaCTYITHe
TTOKOJIiHHSI JTOC/TTHUKIB BiAKpMBaTHME IIe} pOMaH i3 HOBOT'O GOKY.

Karouosi cnoea: pomaH, suHa, cmpax, nam’same, A00uHa, cyd, npouec.
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A tanulmany a 20. sz4zad egyik leghiresebb regényét, Franz Kafka osztrék iré , A per” cimd
muvét vizsgalja. A szerzé halala utan, 1925-ben megjelent kényv mind a mai napig felkelti
az olvasok figyelmét a szovegben rejl§ tobbféle jelentéstartalom miatt. Az
irodalomkritikusok szerte a vildgon szdmos értelmezést dolgoztak ki a regényhez
kapcsolédoéan. Az altalanos szemlélet az, hogy ez a regény egy modern ember életének
metafordja, aki egy sakkbabu a félallati (habar sajat maga altal létrehozott) intézmények
kezében. A tanulmany rovid attekintést ad a regény megjelenése 6ta eltelt évtizedek soran
kialakult f&bb értelmezésekrdl. Ezzel parhuzamosan egy masik lehetséges interpretaciora
tesznek kisérletet a szerz6k, aminek érdekében a md utols6 mondatat emelik ki. E negyedik
értelmezés szerint Kafka munkéassagat elsGsorban az emlékezet prizmajan keresztiil
vizsgalhatjuk. Bebizonyosodott, hogy ,A per” val6jdban az emlékezet elvesztésérdl és az
ebbdl eredb kovetkezményekrdl szol. A tanulmény szerz6i azt az értelmezést javasoljak,
hogy Josef K. (a fGszerepl6) tényleg elkovette azt a blincselekményt, amivel vadoljak, de
megfeledkezett réla, igy halala ,gyaldzatos”. Tekintettel Kafka egész munkassdganak
sajatossagaira, a szerz6k nem hatarozzak meg az értelmezés végsd valtozatat. A tanulmany
szerzGi csak az egyik interpretacids lehetGséget kinaljak, amely kozel allhat az osztrak iré
eredeti szdndékahoz, de az is lehet, hogy a legtavolabb &ll téle. Végss soron a tanulmany a
maga moédjan bizonyitja, hogy Kafka minden egyes mtivének, és kiilonosen ,,A per” cimd
regénynek Kkorlatlan szdmu értelmezési lehetGségei vannak, igy a kutaték minden
generacidja Uj szemszogbdl fedezheti fel ezt a regényt. A tanulményban fontos szerepet
kapnak azok az Ukrajndban szinte ismeretlen kutatok, akik Franz Kafka munkassagat
tanulmanyoztak. Kozottiik van Elias Canetti, Nobel-dijas regény- és dramairo, Franz Kafka
egyik honfitarsa, aki élete majdnem felét az ir6 munkassaga tanulmanyozésénak szentelte.
Emellett egy irodalmi enciklopédiat is targyalnak a szerzdk, amelyben tgy tlinik, hogy a
20. szazad egyik leghiresebb irdja életének és munkéssdgdnak minden aspektusat
figyelembe veszik, de ,A per” cimd regény jelen tanulmanyban javasolt értelmezését
figyelmen kiviil hagyjak.

Kulcsszavak: regény, biintudat, félelem, emlékezet, személy, birésag, targyalds.
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