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Stanley Corngold 

The Hermeneutic of 
"The Judgment" 

For he and his property are not one, but two, and whoeundestroys tfi,,cunm'<liu11 
destroys him at the same time. 1 

"The Judgment" is the only prose work of tel\ pages in 
world literature which does not belong to a sacred or classical 
canon and which in the West alone has inspired some 100 
visible commentaries. The scandalous character of "The 
Judgment'' invites reflection on its distinctive power to compel 
interpretation. This power unfolds as a paradoxical indiffer
ence and generosity. As the story draws readings to itself, it 
makes room in every instance for one more reading: its 
precincts are crowded, but no interpreter must ever turn away 
for lack of the gate which has been kept open uniquely for him. 

To read "The Judgment" is to experience a force like that 
(for Adorno) of an onrushing locomotive. "Each sentence of 
Kafka's says 'interpret me ... '"; and this is nowhere so much 
the case as in the story whose title "Das Urteil" means (in 
philosophical language) "The Sentence". "Through the 
power with which Kafka commands mterpretation," Adorno 
writes, "he collapses aesthetic distance. He demands a 

, desperate effort of the allegedly 'disinterested' observer of an 
earlier time, overwhelms him, suggesting that far more than 
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his intellectual equilibrium depends on whether he truly 
understands; life and death are at stake. "2 

These stakes are precisely thematized in "The Judgment". 
The force with which the story exacts interpretation is the force 
with which a sentence strikes Georg Bendemann. Powerless to 
interpret his sentence-to swerve-he accedes, and is "driven" 
out of his father's room, into the street, and to his death by 
drowning. This cautionary fable identifies the force it produces 
as the force which here destroys the overwhelmed subject. It 
warns, as it were, against a like accession: the assaulted reader 
must turn and judge what in himself is the willing accessory to 
the sentence. The reader who seizes his freedom to interpret 
executes the naive reader in himself and approximates the 
narrator of "The Judgment", who survives the execution he 
has arranged-survives specifically as the name of the joy and 
sheer force of the "Verkehr", the erotic upsurge and infinite 
traffic of the concluding sentence. 

The other side of this abundant power compelling 
interpretation is the curious meagerness that cries out for this 
supplement. Here the work displays its restless, unsettled 
character, its anxiety, as it takes its path through .. the "abyss" 
between its literal and signifying moments (Adorno). Its 
anxiety will not permit it-as Morike wrote of a work of art-to 
shine and seem ecstatic in itself.3 A work that invites so much 
interpretation can have inspired the production of meaning 
only as a function of its refusal of meaning. 

If the story symbolizes the force with which it exacts 
interpretation, it cannot, however, directly thematize its refusal 
of meaning. It does approach an indication of this kind-as we 
shall see-through its allegory of character. There is a kind of 
refusal of meaning in the stubborn silence and withdrawal of 
the Russian friend. This refusal is implied clearly, though \ 
privatively, in Georg's bad faith and in the lies he unwittingly 
writes to his friend. The refusal of meaning in the strong sense 
is conceivable only as the intention of a literary text or as the act 
of a consciousness wholly transparent to itself, which knows 
that as a consciousness it cannot express itself. There can be no 
such consciousness dramatized in this work, since the leading 
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perspective is that of Georg, who simply assumes the 
expressiveness of his meaning. He does not know the "feelingof 
falsity ... while writing" which Kafka painfully registers some 
months before composing "The Judgment" and which 
prompts him to long, without hope, "to write all my anxiety 
entirely out of me, write it into the depths of the paper just as it 
comes out of the depths of me ... ''. 4 Instead Georg speaks glibly 
of "communication". His concern is not the truth of what one 
could say but the shrewdness of what "one ought to say". For 
him the impossibility of "authentic communication" is a 
function of social tact. Yet it is precisely Georg who, in the 
course of writing down his meaning and then stating his. 
meaning, unwittingly tells lies. He lies when he thinks that 
"there was indeed no obstacle" in the way of his friend's 
returning home and renewing all his old friendships. For 
Georg has registered his friend's own statement that "he no 
longer understood the way things were at home", and he has 
also noted the possibility that his friend woufdoe oppressed at· 
home ''because of the facts" -the fact especially that he would 
no longer find himself in rapport with his old acquaintances. 
Georg lies once again when he writes his friend tltat he will 
acquire in Georg's fiancee a "sincere friend" and when he adds 
with conviction that "many things" would prevent his friend 
from visiting the couple even briefly. Indeed he even lies to his 
father when he says that he has "thought differently" about 
informing his friend of his engagement; in fact he has reacted 
directly to the importunities of his fiancee. 

The father, meanwhile, is no more lucid than the son. He is 
presented in the convulsed perspective of Georg; his conscious
ness is inscrutable. 

The work is thus obliged to withhold any direct presentation 
of the knowledge that it is "repudiating expression" (Adorno). 
It keeps inexplicit, maintains as the inexplicit, the non
coincidence of truth and fiction-the fact that trutli.µttered is 
fiction and hence no longer truth. The story allegorizes its own 

/i···w· ithh.olding of me~ningJnai.Q_~y in the opaque figure of the lie. 
lil(T_he he, however, 1s centraL , 

In its full sense, as the solicitation of falsity, it is another 
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name for the "peculiar relation of correspondence" between, 
Georg and his Russian friend. Theirs is a writing that neveri 
arrives at telling the truth; the point is dramatically illustrated\ 
in the father's image of the friend crumpling Georg's letters 1 

unopened. But their failure is otherwise apparent. For whether 
or not the friend reads these letters, he could not understand a 
writing that does not make sense, since Georg's text, a literature 
of self-justification, aims to conceal and suppress sense. 
Georg's meaning remains rigorously hidden from him. But if 
there is to be such a thing as a coherent interpretation of the 
story, one must assert that it is this meaning which is repeated 
in the scene that issues from its suppression, even if only 
privatively once more, as that sense which it is death to hide. 

The conditions of the interpretation of "The Judgment" are 
the force with which it exacts interpretation and the abyss of the 
meaning it withholds. These terms have fallen counterparts 
within the story in Georg's inability to oppose his sentence and 
in his unwitting dissimulation. The latter terms are related as 
modes of interpretative activity. The meaning which Georg's 
letter masks, compels his intricate (if dishonest) reflection on 
his motives. His writing is again submitted to interpretation 
within the story. Georg tells his father that he has written to his 
friend with the aim of creating for him the very happiness 
which he has experienced in his engagement. His father sees in 
the statement a fashion of writing to his friend-that of 
deceit!-and arrives quite literally at his verdict. It is to declare, 
with violence, his son punishably guilty of treachery, of 
blindness, indeed of doing devil's work. Georg, his gaze open 
only to his father, cannot resist taking over this verdict as his 
own.5 

Only because the story is explicitly conscious of such acts as 
reading and writing, telling the truth and lying, repression and 
deception-of the order of phenomena called hermeneutic
does it produce so forceful an interpretative activity in the 
reader. And indeed by its own depiction of hermeneutic force, it ~ 
appropriates in advance the force with which it has compelled ) 
interpretation as a whole. In thus focusing on the power 
produced by acts of writing,justifying, and sentencing, the ____ . 
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story assumes a distance toward its immediate life-the clash of 
desires, the craving for intimacy, the suspension of the will, the 

· refusal of individuation, as they comprise the family romance. 
Here again the story is exemplary: it discourages the reader 
from taking direct access to the life which comes to light with 
ostensible self-evidence in his first reading. It encourages him 
to displace that reading as in fact a made and influenced and 
interested object (though one not made by him!). Its subtle 
shaping belongs to the play of force exerted by the history of 
reading, not negligibly, the way in which Kafka has been read 
during the sixty-year history of "The Judgment". "The 
Judgment" thus implicitly asks the reader to consider the 
history of its own commentaries, if he is to bring any measure of 
freedom into their domain. 

II 

Readings of "The Judgment", where they have not 
despaired of coherence, have traditionally pursued an idea of 
coherence which now seems restrictive. I11terpretation has 

> aimed to motivate the events that follow Georg's ehtering his 
father's room in terms of what has been revealed of Georg the 
writer; the final test of such theory is to motivate Georg's 
execution. To the elements of the dynamic field of son, friend, 
fiancee, father, and mother, values are assigned, the outcome of 
whose interaction is plausibly the rejection of the fiancee and 
the extinction of the son. This necessarily means ascribing to 
the father, for example, a value which will make his authority 
~m irresistible to Georg. Thus Walter Sokel describes the 
/father as "the man who [unlike Georg] had enjoyed and been 
(capable of true love". 5 He thus pre-forms his sense of the 
conclusion as Georg's gaining "the nourishment which fulfills 
him, ... unification with the will of the father". 7 For all such 
readings which define coherence as the consistency of mimetic 
reference, the value of each of the agonists has to be held 
constant, and the logic of the interaction maintained as one of 
progressive accumulation. For example, the (negative) value 
assigned early to Georg-viz. that Georg blindly conceals 
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motives aiming at power and possession-is held to inform all 
his interactions. If his kisses in the first section aim to cover up 
awareness of how inconclusive his feelings for his fiancee are, 
then the fact that he does not bother to defend her against hisr: 
father's abuse in the second section is taken as further evidence\ 
of his indifference-even though on its own terms his silence ofl · 
course imports nothing of the kind. 

Typically, the "repetition" of an original motive is held to 
strengthen the motive, so that the cumulative force of a number 
of such repetitions can begin plausibly to motivate the ultimate 
violence of his suicide. In fact, of course, there has been, not a 
number of repetitions, but only the repeated ascription of a 
posited value to a number of unknowns. The original value is 
allowed only the modification which it can accommodate 
without threat to its stability; and each modification (read, 
repetition) is made to reinforce permanently its initial identity. I 

Consider another case. If Georg is revealed early as a deluded 
writer (and there can be no doubt of this point), he is held in 
this fashion of reading to be a deluded speaker throughout the! 
second part: what he states to his father as the expression of a 
motive can be only an unwitting dissimulatioh. The re
proaches he makes to himself for having neglected his father, 
for example, are merely the workings of his intent to 
disenfranchise him. And thus (although commentators are 
inconsistent on this point), Georg cannot always have loved his 
parents, as he declares an instant before letting himself drop 
from the bridge. 

But which of the propositions about Georg's or his father's 
_psychological character is in fact decidable? Is Georg the 

· devilish wastrel his father declares him to be? Surely not for 
,( having wanted to shroud from his friend's eyes his own 

brilliant fortunes. Can it be that Georg is the dissimulator of 
ultimately irreproachable motives? Doubts multiply. Can a 
single value be attributed in good conscience to any of these 
characters? Georg has lied to his friend. Is his friend therefore a 
sign of genuine existence, of a "pure self"?8 How can jaundice, 
impassiveness, and the slide into bachelorhood suggest the 
attributes of authenticity? Whence has such a friend the 
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authority through Georg's father, his "representative", to 
sentence Georg to drowning? The same doubts hover over even 
the less problematic figure of the fiancee. Why-as is often 
asserted-is Georg's fiancee accurate in saying that since Georg 
has such friends as the Russian bachelor, he ought never to 
have become engaged? It is not obvious that he admits the 
charge by responding, "Yes [ this state of affairs], is the fault of 
both of us." He can be saying generously that it is only because 
he finds his fiancee so splendid that his embittered friend has, 
become a problem. Nothing Georg has said or done before : · 
suggests that he has ever considered his friend a serious obstacle 
to his engagement. Indeed the outcome of the story implies that 
it is not his friend but the father who drives off the fiancee: 
Georg is crushed by his father's colluding with the friend. His 
fiancee should have said that it is because he has a father like 
Mr. Bendemann and not because he has a Russian friend that 
he should never have become engaged. Georg's father is 
therefore vicious but not entirely inaccurate in calling her a 
"repellent goose". Her "perception" may be stupid and indeed 
calculated to torment Georg. But of course we do not initially 
know enough about her to assign her any value, let a~one insist 
that she abide her initial identity, especially within the play of 
perspectives which Kafka saw as constituting the piece.9 

In no reading that I know has it been possible to assign to 
these characters values drawn from lived experience, to hold 
these values fast throughout their interaction, and to motivate 
Georg's execution. Walter Sokel's reading is among the 
strongest and most spacious, but his version reveals 
inconsistencies that jeopardize the whole. In general his 
reading seeks to make plausible the destruction of a specious 
ego masking libidinal and aggressive instincts by a strong if 
unconscious ego-ideal imaged in the alliance of friend 
(authentic self) and father (super-ego). It aims to counter the 
reading that sees the father as senile or insane, for then 

Georg's execution of the death sentence would be either 
inexplicable or an example of the hypnotic effect of the 
irrational. But then the part of the story dealing with the 
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father would in no way be related to those parts dealing 
with the fiancee and the friend, and we would have before 
us a completely incoherent story, one unworthy of an artist 
of the rank of Franz Kafka. 10 

The question is whether coherence must mean psychological 
plausibility. 

Sokel operates with motives plausible for the psychic 
sub-agencies: super-ego, ego, and id. That the super-ego here 
operates with a murderous logic, a "barbaric law", will not 
seem strange to the reader of Freud's The Ego and the Id. But 
this reader must be ready thereafter to give up believing in the 
murderous father, for the father is no longer a character but 
instead a projection of conscience. If this is so, however, what 
does it mean when Sokel says that at the close Georg is aware 
that his life has gone astray and that it is guilty of having "cut 
itself off and detached itself from the roots from which it has 
emerged"? 11 These roots are perhaps in some physical 
metaphor the father, but in what sense are they in or part of 
conscience? "Georg sought to neglect and sl\Ppress the 
essential connection to the origin, to the parents and the 
friend." 12 What has happened here to the psychoanalytic 
drama? In what sense and for what psychic agency is the 
alliance of ego and super-ego the "origin"? In what way does 
the sick, celibate, floundering friend embody the ego as the 
integrity of the psychic field? If the price of innocence before 
the father's law is to "follow the call" of the friend to a wasting 
death in Russia, why does the friend desire an alliance with the 
father? Georg declares that he has at least twice before "denied" 
to the father the friend's presence in their house, since the father 
had no particular liking for him. The proposition makes sense, 
but what moment in the psychoanalytic drama does it 
illustrate? Evidently Sokel's reading makes the interesting 
sense it does only by his rapid (and inevitable) shifting from 
one metaphorical plane to another. 

As a result of the shift in the plane of discourse, initially 
posited values are not held constant. The authority of the father 
cannot stem at once from his benevolence as a character and his 
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cruelty as a super-ego. To the extent that Georg's execution gets 
explained, it is explained only figuratively as a sort of death in 
the service of psychic integration. But indeed these psychoana
lytic correlations are purely contingent, since a Kleinian 
perspective, say, would suggest different correlations between 
textual terms and the various psychic sub-agencies generated 
from the Freudian triad by further schism and exchange. 

There would seem to be no plausible motivation for Georg's 
death, where plausibility means the consistency of empirical 
reference. This is not because-as used to be maintained
Georg's suicide is not psychologically convincing. Neither 
psychological realism nor any other system taking the suicide 
as "a kind of death" can repeat in its own terms a work of such 
preponderant complexity of interrelation and poverty of firm 
signification, can correlate with empirical or theoretical chains 
held to be meaningful so intricate a play of elliptical and 
fugitive elements. The name Georg does not signify at the 
beginning what it signifies at the end; the name for the father 
does not designate at all times during their interview the same 
being. For intelligibility's sake the initial posit must in both 
cases be reversed, but that is the end of consistency.' 

In describing an impossible strategy of motivating "The 
Judgment", I aim to add my voice to a chorus of interpreters. 
The cry of the irreducible obscurity of dimensions of this story 
has been part of every faithful response. That obscurity has no 
sooner been asserted however than it is invaded. The horror of 
the implausible swiftly introduces a second strategy-that of 
radical intention. In despair of consistency, yet in pursuit of 
meaning, critics call the second half a Wunschbild, a dream
wish; here, in effect, Kafka's father joins forces with the 
"friend" -with the sickly, solitude-seeking, incomprehensible 
self of the son whom in life he has consistently derided-and 
condemns to death the self which in life he wished Franz Kafka 
to be. I have been alone among critics, I think, in writing of the 
second half not as a Wunschtraum but as an Alptraum, a 
nightmare, in which the surreptitious alliance of the father and 
the personality of the writer implies the death of Kafka's 
pursuit of autonomous language. 13 No one meanwhile has had 
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the (entirely justifiable) audacity to say that the first half of the 
story is either a wish-dream or a nightmare, as if for a sensibility 
of Kafka's stringency the description of ordinary consciousness 
applied to the task of self-justification were not sufficiently 
horrible (although John Ellis has rightly perceived some of the 
bizarre and morbid fractures in this sensibility right from the 
outset). 14 But it is obvious that to motivate the second half of the 
text radically by the appeal to an extrinsic intention like 
wishing or abjuring, is to allow in principle the irregular 
application of extrinsic intention, which stamps at will 
individual elements as their pleasurable or nightmarish 
doubles. Thus drowning no longer means suffocation but 
"rebirth"; the collusion of father and friend is a joyous 
confirmation of true identity, etc. The pursuit of coherence 
among elliptical elements turns into the chaos of arbitrary 
revaluations applied from the outside-the unsettling freeplay 
of the psychoanalyst without a patient. 

To declare at intervals, meanwhile, that the characters have 
changed, is only to replace the irregular extrinsic intention 
with an equally arbirary intrinsic fluctuation of perspective. 

What is left for the critic to do? What else, after he has 
identified the disturbance-the story's punishing meagerness 
of determination and its inverse, the unsettling liberty it offers 
to interpretation-what else to do but double the critical 
consciousness-identify in the frankest way the types of 
substitution in which his criticism engages? The values we 
associate with the figures in this story may of course originate 
elsewhere-in the text of Freud, in the text of Kafka's 
confessional writings (thus there may be extrinsic reference). 
These values may indeed change (as a play of intrinsic 
intention), and the optic in which the reader views and feels 
them may change (as a play of extrinsic intention); nothing can 
restrict their number and combination. That we cannot and 
need not hold to a linear and progressive, end-oriented pattern 
in which the end has the power of organizing retrospectively 
everything that has preceded it, is evident for ever. It is Heinz 
Politzer's achievement to have seen the father's attack on the 
son-"an innocent child, yes, this you were truly, but still more 
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truly have you been a devilish human being" -for the 
revolution in modes of order it imports. "Here," writes 
Politzer, "innocence and wickedness are no longer presented as 
consecutive stages in Georg's development from child to man. 
Rather the judgment, leaving psychology behind, speaks of the 
close interconnection in every human of good and evil, of 
promise and betrayal. ... " 15 Kafka asks us to take serious! y the 
merely differential character, the implicit multivalence of his 
figures. But if undecidability is not to be degraded either to 
mystery or despondency, we must continue to read; and here we 
will not be wrong to re-introduce a notion of the writer's 
intention which enlarges the text of "The Judgment" toward 
the whole text of Kafka. The sense in the story which is death to 
hide-which occurs through Georg and all around Georg but 
not to Georg-is the punishment of the writer who would write 
to enthrall the world. 

III 

Kafka's own commentary on "The Judgment" focusses on 
the figure of the Russian friend-"the greatest bond4

' between 
father and son. Interpretation was helpless to identify this 
mysterious mask until Kate Flores' inspired suggestion that the 
friend's isolation, exile, and idealism reflect Kafka's identity as 
a writer. The idea has since been elaborated by Martin 
Greenberg, Eric Marson, and Jurgen Demmer. 16 It now seems 
most reasonable to say of the friend that if he is this kind of 
figure, he does not stand purely and simply for the writing 
destiny but for that destiny pursued under the condition of 
bachelorhood which in 1912 had been Kafka's sole experience 
of writing. 

This way of stating the identification makes more evident 
the complexity and polyvalence of the friend. The friend can 
represent bachelorhood as a set of empirical circumstances 
under which writing might best be pursued. As a bachelor he 
can also stand for the intrinsic ideality of writing-its "purity", 
its longing for autonomy, its rigorous self-reflexiveness. 
Finally, as the condition in which Kafka has written hitherto, 
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bachelorhood can represent all the (contradictory) values that 
belong to Kafka's writing until this point-briefly, its idealism 
and diabolism, its force and its sterility. Kafka hoped to write 
well and despaired of having written impurely, and he felt all 
the complex tones of this failure. He saw his writing as 
insufficiently wholehearted, insufficiently sustained, and-as 
the act of writing-inherently insufficient. The friend is thus a 
complex sign, but he is not therefore unbounded: he is a sign of 
writing in one form of its empirical existence, in its 
transcendental determination, and in its character as moral 
experience. The story modulates the meaning of the friend 
throughout the range of these significations and in their 
unfathomable depth of analogy and disjunction. My reading 
profiles the possibilities of analogy between the transcenden
tal, moral, and empirical dimensions of Kafka's conception of 
writing. This is not to deny, however, the possibility of a 
reading of "The Judgment" which focuses on the disjunction 
of these planes. 

The authority for assigning connections between the 
characters in "The Judgment" and aspects of Kafkf sown life 
comes from Kafka's diary entry itself. Here Kafka associates 
Georg Bendemann with himself and Frieda Brandenfeld with 
Felice Bauer, the woman he had recently met and whom he was 
to detain as his fiancee for the next five years. Very little stress 
has been laid, however, on the fact that in this story Georg 
Bendemann is also a writer-of a letter to be sure; but to say this 
is only to specify the kind of writing he does. This writer is, as 
"Bendemann", inescapably a "Bindemann", the man who 
forms ties. According to Max Brod, Kafka knew a good deal of 
etymology; and the old Inda-Germanic root b hendhe yields the 
modern "Rinde-" or "binding-". 17 Indeed the reflexive form 
"sich binden" yields the precise meaning of "to become 
engaged." 

Georg's writing aims explicitly to bind his friend to himself 
and to affirm his engagement to his fiancee, to continue to 
enjoy their abundance of (contrary) properties. Indeed he 
describes his fiancee only as the daughter of a "well-to-do" 
family. In thus writing to another with an acquisitive design, 
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he uses language "vergleichsweise", that is, to make the 
comparisons which underlie acts of appropriation; it is the 
way, according to Kafka, in which language concerned with 
human inwardness, with something "outside the phenomenal 
world", must never be used. For "corresponding as it does to 
the phenomenal world, language is concerned with property 
and its relations", and to operate between the two parties 
"vergleichsweise" is to attempt to bring about between them a 
legal settlement. 18 To use language without respecting the 
difference between things invisible and things seen is forever 
only to speak of "property and its relations", is to confirm 
"writing's lack of independence of the world" .19 There 
remains, meanwhile, the more genuine mode of using 
language "audeutungsweise", allusively, by which language 
conjures traces of an order not its own. Writing which aims at 
self-aggrandizement and self-justification does devil's work, in 
the sense that it sinks language ever more deeply into that 
species of blank captivation which Kafka terms "the world of 
the senses ... , the evil in the spiritual world". 20 In writing's 
reflection on itself it would not be absurd for the crime of 

-writing badly to merit capital punishment at the hands of its 
own endangered authority. 

The Georg Bendemann we see is a writer, and as such he 
writes badly. The passage about "allusion" above hints at a 
truer use of language, yet no use of language escapes untruth, 
devotion to worldly interest. The virtual impossibility of 
another sort of writing makes less tolerable for Kafka the 
accession to the correspondence between language and the 
phenomenal world. Writing interestedly, however, is a writing 
that doubles its failure to make a difference by its defiance of the 
knowledge that not making a difference matters. Georg's 
manner of establishing connections is complacent and 
duplicitous and not tested against an aspiration which could 
diminish its fluency. 

Georg's fluency is another name for his strong ego, his 
worldly success, and his playful consciousness of his own 
power. At the level of writing this competence suggests claims 
not unlike Kafka's early sentiments about the power of his 
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writing. In the year before composing "The Judgment", for 
example, Kafka noted in his diaries: "When I arbitrarily write a 
single sentence, for instance, 'He looked out of the window,' it 
already has perfection." 21 There is none of the fastidious 
longing here that was later to restrict the "perfection" which all 
but allusive writing could achieve. 

The exegetical value of seeing Georg as a writer is 
considerable; in this light "The Judgment" repeats and varies 
the dialogical structure of a number of Kafka's early works 
obviously centering on writing. In the diary entry for 1910 
beginning "'You,' I said ... ", for example, an ostensible 
bourgeois and a bachelor embody contrary moments of 
Schriftstellersein (the writing existence). Here the bachelor 
focuses negative aspects of writing, suggesting the possibility 
that the anxiety constitutive of writing could freeze and come to 
a fatal standstill; the bourgeois speaker on the other hand is a 
more lucid and constructive figure whose voice merges with 
that of the narrator.22 

In "The Judgment" of course the distribution of properties 
of the writing self is different. If we take Georg's friend as the 
projection of writing which arises from an avdwed, non
manipulative, bachelorhood, then Georg represents writing as 
a manipulative process for which marriage is a comprehensive 
figure. Marriage conveys the seductive hope of a union between 
the law of writing and the world of the senses in which writing 
could also retain its "spiritual" privilege. (The fact meanwhile 
that in the story both Georg and his friend are "in business" 
authorizes the view that both are aspects of writing). 

In "The Judgment", then, the essential opposition is not 
between a projection of Kafka's social personality on the one 
hand and his hopes as a writer on the other. This. latter 
dichotomy, persistently repeated in criticism, is not telling if 
we recall that there never was any moment in Kafka's life when 
he could conceive of part of himself as separate from 
"literature". The distinction in this story is between a self 
(Georg) that writes in order to continue its connection with the 
world, by having the world serve it; and a self that pursues 
literature under the condition of a possibly propitious 
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reclusiveness. The debate opposes marriage and bachelorhood 
and their subtle ramifications, not as either of these might 
second the world in its struggle with writing, but as conditions 
of the strongest writing. Indeed for Kafka being engaged to be 
married meant sheerly being engaged by the voluminous 
correspondence he carried on with Felice Bauer. Every thought 
of his fiancee belonged to the progress of their correspondence. 
That one mode of her absence/presence issued into letters; the 
mode of her absence/presence in which she was not figuring as 
a wife issued into fiction. But Kafka never conceived of a 
relation with his fiancee that implied the suspension of 
writing. 

Georg, as a persona of Kafka's writing self, must resolve at 
the outset of "The Judgment" the claims of the fiancee and the 
friend, of a writing that takes the woman hostage and a writing 
that flows from solitude. When Georg decides that he will write 
his friend definitive news of his engagement, "The Judgment" 
comes into being: it will put on trial the mode of writing that 
issues from the alliance of the woman and the writer. Kafka's 
project is to test through Georg the unholy strategy of marrying 
in order to write well. This hypothesis is confirmed by Kafka's 
remark in the diaries that "the fiancee lives in the story only in 
relation to the friend"; 23 the friend is the only mode in which 
Kafka has so far known the life of literature. This issue forecasts 
the K./Frieda nexus in The Castle and in its most general form 
the project of testing the very attitude of having a strategy 
toward writing. 

The figure of Georg, however, is essentially in bad faith. He 
is at work suppressing consciousness of the scandal of an 
engagement that is bent on an increase in power, whether to the 
profit of the self or of the writer. Both terms are implicit in 
Kafka's phrase: "As I grow in strength [through marriage], I 
shall stand more. " 24 Georg is the manipulator who manipu
lates even his own intent: he conceals it. 

His anxiety emerges in the unwitting lies he tells himself
and in another significant detail. Georg dwells on the point 
that the friend has withheld sympathy upon learning of the 
death of Georg's mother. Georg does not know how to construe 
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this lapse except to presume that grief on such an occasion is 
inconceivable to one who lives abroad. The "dryness" of the 
friend's response to the event is for Georg unintelligible, a 
response he cannot recognize or acknowledge. Whence this 
obstacle to understanding? It's plausible to think that Georg 
does not wish to know that he himself has not grieved for his 
mother's death, that he himself has suppressed consciousness 
of this death. The motive would be understandable. His 
mother's death liberates in him a mobile erotic energy; it is the 
precondition of his becoming engaged. This truth is trouble
some to Georg for the opportunity of a vaunting triumph in the 
rivalry it implies with the father, but more so for the way in 
which it coerces him into this rivalry: he does not want to think 
of his act of becoming engaged as motivated but as free. (We 
must remember that Kafka is going through this experience 
with Georg: We know his horror of determination, of 
compulsion, of the broken will. But what Kafka sees and dreads 
is what in Georg is only the blind side of a lie. This is the 
structure of all of Kafka's novels). 

In now writing to his friend, Georg makes his en~agement a 
jait accompli. His hesitation in writing obviously stems from 
the possibility that this will prove the ultimate breakdown of 
his connection with his friend. As long as he has "this friend in 
Russia", he thinks he possesses the meaning of this figure; he 
has once before rejected the opportunity to share his life, but to 
stay in correspondence with him is to keep this possibility 
open. 

When Georg finally sits down to write, this act is not his own 
but is compelled by his fiancee. In acting he will learn his 
determinateness, but this experience of constraint is masked at 
first in his elation, that ironically and privatively prefigures the 
narrator's elation at the close. Georg's delight in his letter is his 
first suggestion of the success of his new effort at enthralling 
others. At the same time he has not perceived that this delight 
issues from a blind play of coercions. He has induced his 
fiancee to place this compulsion on him. He at once forces it 
and distorts it by the violence with which he suppresses her 
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argument for writing definitive news of the engagement to the 
friend. To send to the friend the first product of his alliance is 
doubtless to risk repudiation, for this product is no longer 
wholly Georg's but already the outcome of a play of forces, one 
of which belongs to the being he meant to control. 

In this state of anxiety Georg enters his father's room. The 
turn to the father is as lucid and as expectable as if it were part of 
a logical demonstration. Now that Georg has embarked on 
family life, the decision to write under the condition of 
marriage has to be examined in the light of a more detached 
writing (the friend's existence) and in the light of marriage 
itself (the existence of the married man par excellence, the 
father). To manage this enterprise would assure Georg the 
surplus satisfaction of beating his father at his own game of 
flourishing from the power ceded to him by the woman. 

A tonality of dread informs this interview. The language of 
the story turns into a different channel: the text has so far 
mirrored a text (the letter) and Georg's commentary on the text; 
its form is now a language of primary process, family 
conversation: that form of language for Kafka most liable to 
conjure chaos and self-dispersion. "Conversations", h~ wrote, 
"take away the importance, the seriousness, the truth from 
everything I think." 25 "Without human connections there are 
in myself no visible lies. The limited circle is pure."26 Kafka's 
hatred of conversation is an expression of his hatred of the 
language wholly bent on an expansive totality of the self and 
the world. 

Not surprisingly, Georg goes to pieces. The key thrust in this 
exchange is his sudden perception of his friend, the writing 
destiny, as something failed, estranged, and wholly vulnerable. 
Within the musical mixing of elements in the friend-the 
empirical and the pure-the major tone of the real writer 
emerges. 27 Writing is damaged, and Georg is guilty of the 
harm: he has not sufficiently protected it. Writing's revenge on 
an impure solicitation is its withdrawal, its inaccessibility. 

Georg himself is now wounded: he will not defend his 
fiancee though she is abused. That the fiancee is only the name 
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for a certain impure annexation of the world to writing has 
been confirmed: she is abandoned, leaving the field open for the 
struggle for remaining possession of the fr_iend: . . 

Georg cannot escape the falsehood o~ his ongm~l proJect. 
His dread finds its object in the hornble revelation of the 
intimacy between the friend and the father. The father as~erts 
that the friend is a son after his own heart, his "ideal" offspnng. 
The communication between the father and his correspondent 
is said to be one of perfect transparency: each flows into the 
other. Writing becomes the creature of the father~the fat~er, 
the subject of writing, the representative of the wntmg desuny 
as it articulates itself. Writing j.s in the father and of the father
writing is his own reproduction. Writing_ st~engthens ~he 
father turns him against the son who would live many fash10n 
excep~ solitude and self-denial. His ideal offsprin~ is a fanatic 
of masochistic asceticism, an admirer of the mad pnest who has 
carved a cross in his palm. 

If the first stage of the alienation of writing is its lostness to 
Georg, the alliance of the father with writing conjure_s an e~en 
more abject image. In the poisonous atmosphere. !n which 
writing becomes the slut whom Georg has. pros_utute_d, ~he 
father's blessing is only a kiss of death. The fnend is penshmg 
of this alliance; the bond will prove as fatal to him as it will to 
Georg and his father. Georg's situation ~s im?ossible. He has 
lost the friend, he must grasp that the fnend is corrupted an_d 
dying; but he has himself been defined from ~he ~tart _by his 
dependency on the friend, on the hope of a contmmty with the 
being who is essentially writing. 

The effort to keep the friend while annexing the power of the 
woman fails, quite as if to testify to the iron operation of a law 
of exclusion: the result of Georg's earlier unwillingness to 
make a choice between the loved mother and the friend who 
showed no grief for her death was to cede all her power to ~is 
father; now, too, Georg's unwillingness to make a choice 
between the friend and the fiancee has the perverse result of 
ceding the power of the friend to the father. . . 

Georg is an impossible figure; writing, this act of wntm~, 
cannot proceed through his perspective. The narrator has m 
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fact been steadily withdrawing from his persona in moving 
from identification to dialogue. He must now definitively 
withdraw, must assert his autonomy and find its narrative 
form. The autonomy of the narrative is the key issue for Kafka: 
is writing finally and forever only the babble of the family 
romance? Is there no chance in the writing destiny of a break
out from Murderer's Row? What sort of freedom can writing 
assert if it knows itself to originate with the father and like the 
friend take its essential direction from the father? 28 

The collusion is constituted in part by Georg's guilty 
perception of this state of affairs; his prespective must be 
surmounted. To acquiesce in the alliance of father and friend is 
to call down a death sentence. The experimental figure of the 
union of marriage and writing conjures a state which writing 
cannot survive: the alliance of friend and father corrupts 
writing with the father's alien will; the attempt to appropriate 
writing through marriage simply puts writing on a par with 
the acquiest of power the father has gained from marriage-the 
power to engender a devilish son. To marry in order to write 
would be only to reproduce the devilish offspring wjiich the 
father has produced; Georg Bendemann, who seeks to bind 
himself out of his solipsism, would succeed only in reproduc
ing himself. 

The Georg of the outset who possessed writing through a 
sort of Faustian devil's bargain with himself is not the Georg of 
the close who can no longer "write", who cannot interpret the 
sentence laid on him. The father of the outset who in Georg's 
confident perspective was no obstacle to his double affirmation 
of sexual and literary power, is allowed, as the chief 
representative of family, to pose the question which touches the 
concealed doubt of Georg's whole enterprise. If Georg marries, 
he no longer keeps the connection with the Russian friend, the 
life of writing. To mingle marriage with writing is not to repair 
but only to repeat the fault which Kafka saw as writing's 
congenital fragility-the uncertainty that it could exist in 
definitive separation from the dying world of organic process, 
of family filiation. The voice which registers the "almost 
infinite" traffic over the bridge is not Georg's. It is a voice 



58 STANLEY CORNGOLD 

which aims to conjure a trace of the universal "family beast" at 
its source, at an order fundamental enough to justify the effort 
of writing to find access to it, there to litigate and contend. 

IV 

What relation does this reading have to the theory I asserted 
to govern all possible readings of "The Judgment"? Whatever 
consistency (intelligibility) it achieves is strictly speculative 
and is obtained by a deliberate process of substitution that 
reaches out beyond the text. I am attempting to recuperate 
unequivocal meaning from a work whose own terms resist it. If 
the identification of Georg. as a dissimulator of texts is based 
on the text, certainly the link between the Russian friend and 
writing is not: it is based on an association of underdetermined 
signs (jaundice, solitude, Russia) with the sense they have in 
Kafka's confessional writings. If we allow this, we must also 
allow that the significances of these signs remain consistent 
through each repetition. The invocation of the St. Petersburg 
friend on the father's lips must also mean the writing destiny. 
In maintaining this continuity, however, wl are merely 
exercising our will to coherence. The story neither allows nor 
does it disallow this assertion. But it is wholly evident how 
little the act which subjectively asserts meaning is equal to the 
act which originates the final impassiveness of the text. 

The argument that the alliance between father and friend is 
intolerable to Kafka and must be construed as a nightmare, as a 
condition at all costs contrary to fact, is not given in the text but 
is extrinsically motivated by the intent of making meaningful 
the entire phenomenon Kafka. Without the existence of the 
confessional writings and the right to bring them into court, 
the motivation would be wholly arbitrary. The "nightmarish" 
text I read is only a moment in the autobiography of the writing 
consciousness in Kafka. 

The irreducible reality of the work itself is its undecidability. 
We earlier identified this phenomenon as its "abyss of 
meaning", which has a fallen counterpart in the lie, the lie 
whose structure we are inclined to see repeated in the bad faith 
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with which, and because of which, Georg accepts his death. We 
come closer to this phenomenon, however, by considering the 
father's sentencing of his son. 

At the outset of this paper I envisioned Georg as a person of 
the status of the reader. It was then possible to declare the work 
cautionary, a negative example, because of Georg's simple 
accession to his death sentence. But in saying this I implied that 
Georg has good reasons, in the psychological sense, not to resist 
his sentence. This sort of implication is not encouraged by the 
text: the matter of his sentencing has to be put more 
appropriately. 

Georg accedes to his sentence without even a velleity of 
resistance. The very utterance of the sentence brings about its 
effect. To sentence Georg to death is to set in motion a relentless 
process which brings about the state of affairs designated in the 
sentence. 

The sentence is in effect a performative. It does not aim in its 
utterance to designate a state of affairs that is taking place and is 
extrinsically caused. It aims instead to bring into existence a 
state of affairs of which it is the sole cause. Merely as a set of 
signs the sentence "I sentence you to death" uttered at the 
appropriate moment by a judge in court brings about the fatal 
conclusion which the sentence also designates. 

The sentence which Georg's father utters would constitute 
such a performative if Georg were under trial in a court oflaw. 
This perception encourages critics to construe Georg's 
accession as the act of the son who indeed places himself in a 
court of law upon entering his father's room. This theory needs 
the prior assumption that Georg considers himself guilty, and 
in effect turns himself in for sentencing. There is no good 
evidence in the text, however, for either of these assumptions. 

Nothing requires __ us to grasp the sentence as a real 
performative. What is crucial is that in this text the sentence 
operates performatively contrary to the fact, and it does so by an 
act of will on the part of the narrator. One might recall a 
passage from Kafka's abortive novel Wedding Preparations in 
the Country written five years earlier, in which this sort of 
arbitrary authority over events in the world is explicitly named: 
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The carriages and people in the streets move and walk 
hesitantly on shining ground, for I am still dreaming. 
Coachmen and pedestrians are shy, and every step they 
want to advance they ask as a favor from me by looking at 
me. I encourage them and they encounter no obstacle. 29 

The dream of arbitrary omnipotence is fulfilled by a writing 
which is self-constitutive. Earlier I quoted the diary-passage in 
which Kafka speaks of "the special nature of my inspiration": 

I can do everything, and not only what is directed to a 
single piece of work. When I arbitrarily write a single 
sentence, for instance, "He looked out of the window," it 
already has perfection. 30 

I said then that this bold claim lacked the fastidiousness of 
Kafka's later disclaimer of perfection in his writing. But it is 
clear now that this "perfection" is not to be construed 
empirically. It designates the eternally self-constitutive intent 
of fiction, its character of always meaning to speak in the 
performative mode. This is the power which the ~eleaguered 
narrator, who has earlier identified his perspective with the 
impossible optic of Georg, must assert in order to survive. 

The assertion of the narrator's will aims to put his 
production into the order of the undecidable, since his intent is 
not to duplicate empirical consistency but to declare a break 
with consistency. The transgressive counterpart of this intent, 
meanwhile, is that of the interpreter, who in pursuing 
coherence opposes the arbitrary will of the narrator. This is the 
sense in which every interpretation undoes fiction: it under
mines the will of the narrator, either privatively, by adducing a 
different and inappropriate standard of coherence or, more 
faithfully in Kafka's case, by conjuring the abyssal reality of the 
text. For over this reality, in which the performative figures as a 
mere tautology, the narrator's assertion of omnipotence is only 
one more metaphorical bridge. 

The interpreter of Kafka must ask "as a favor" "every step" 
he "wants to advance" -but neither from the author nor the 
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narrator, but from the text; here he has little ground beneath his 
feet and can finally pass over the abyss of meaning only by a 
construction of his own. 

To be a writer of Kafka's order is to side neither with the 
narrator nor with that second narrator, the interpreter, but with 
the text. Kafka inhabits an order of the abyss which 
distinguishes him from every reader questing for a site 
somewhere in or over the work; Kafka exists not as the reader's 
pathos but as the large "impassiveness" of his text, somewhere 
off to one side of that bridge over which, in "The Judgment", 
there passes an almost infinite traffic. 

This impassiveness is at the same time anxiety, in a way 
which may well point to the final undecidability of literature 
itself-that literature which Kafka declared, on good authority, 
to be wholly his case. 
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