
1 

 

„BABEȘ-BOLYAI” UNIVERSITY 

CLUJ-NAPOCA 

FACULTATY OF HISTORY AND PHILOSOPHY 

DOCTORAL SCHOOL „CRITICAL ARGUMENTATION AND 

PHILOSOPHICAL RECONSTRUCTION” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KAFKA’S CONCEALED PHILOSOPHY 
 

PH.D. THESIS 
 

SUMMARY 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scientific advisor: 

PROF. UNIV. DR. VERESS CAROL 
 

 

Ph.D. Candidate: 

KÁLLAI GÁBOR 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2012 



2 

 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction 

Literature by Kafka as a form of philosophical expression 

The spirit of the late Monarchy in Kafka’s philosophy 

Counterpoints: as a substitute for biography 

Thesis: Kafka’s philosophical invention 

Establishment: the animal fables 

Further establishment: office novels 

Crisis and the day to day life – the concealed philosophy 

Summary 

 

 

Keywords 

 

concealed philosophy, literary form, existentialism, phenomenology, social crisis, philosophy 

representative, spontaneous philosophy,  the philosophy contemplator, traditional philosophy, 

bureaucratic power, philosophy of the times, social theory, critical Theory, globalization, 

Kakanian nation 

 

 

Summary 

 

Introduction 

 

The literary works of Franz Kafka demonstrate, in the strictest sense, a philosophical, 

albeit obscure, content, conveying the Kafkaesque concealed philosophy through the art of 

literature.   This concealed philosophy is closely associated with the late K and K Monarchy 

tradition, both historically and in subject matter. 

Kafka’s concealed philosophy is concurrent with the mainstream trends of philosophical 

thinking of the times.  However, Kafka’s concealed philosophy is unique, enhancing the 
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contents in a way that leads to the forming of new ideas and expands on the accepted 

philosophy. The novel philosophical approach is directed primarily at the structural analysis  

of everyday life and understanding the social crisis. 

Proving these theses is a complex undertaking – requiring an approach through and 

understanding of the history of philosophy, and social history and theory. 

 

1. Literature as a method of expressing philosophy in Kafka’s works 

 

Today, two styles dominate in philosophical expression: essay and tract. In prior times, 

numerous other styles were in use, for example, the philosophical novel, epic poem, drama 

and religious reflections, etc. In many cases, deciding whether a literary work is classified as 

philosophy or literature is based purely on the established criteria of traditional philosophy. 

An adherence to traditional views of philosophy and reflections upon social disorders are 

inherent to contemplating philosophical questions. A wide spectrum of traditional 

philosophical ideas appears in various literary forms, and many declared traditionalist 

philosophers readily resort to expressing their themes via literary works. Kafka’s obscure 

philosophy, as it appears his literature, maintains the contemporary philosophical traditions – 

including dealing with the familiar topics of social discontent and everyday life – while 

evoking new philosophical themes. 

 

2. The spirit of the late Monarchy in Kafka’s philosophy 

 

Franz Kafka’s life and works were heavily influenced by the Austro-Hungarian 

Monarchy. He was the citizen of the Monarchy’s Czech Kingdom (Bohemia), living in Prague 

as a Jewish, German speaking freethinker with a law degree, who also happened to be a 

writer. The vivid traditions associated with his surroundings influenced him, though he chose 

not to follow the traditions. 

The late Monarchy was a unique social-cultural institution. It was a modern, capitalist 

state encumbered with obsolete institutions of the feudalistic past. Even the contemporaries 

considered the Monarchy a paradox plagued by all of its social, cultural and national 

contradictions. Despite all of its internal tensions, the Monarchy’s system of traditions was 

ingrained in the everyday life. Its collapse was considered a collapse of the whole world 

order, even by those politicians, philosophers, writers who privately expressed their criticism 
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for the system. As a particular feature of the Monarchy appeared the „Kakanian nation” 

(k.u.k., kakanie ‒ kaiserlich und königlich). The Kakanian nation was held together by 

political privileges, common values, and the common use of the German language. The 

conventions of the Monarchy was prolonged after 1918 primarily in the newly established 

Czech Republic. Kafka, as such, was attached to the Kakanian nation growing up in the Czech 

province of the Monarchy, in its capital city of Prague, a native speaker of German, 

surrounded by Jewish traditions in a liberal environment as a lawyer, writer and philosopher. 

 

3. Counterpoints – in lieu of a biography 

 

Kafka’s lifework cannot be tracked through biographical elements.  This notwithstanding, 

I will highlight those elements of his life that influenced his philosophic and literary 

development.  It is particularly important to draw attention to the circumstances, the human 

and social interactions that influenced his writings, first and foremost his human relationships, 

his environment and his readings. 

Kafka’s literary style, „literary techniques”, „literary worthiness/reputation” requires a 

detailed analysis. For the purpose of this thesis, I have focused only on those events that are 

relevant to the implied philosophy of his works. 

 

4. Thesis: Kafka’s philosophical invention 

 

Kafka’s concealed philosophy and phenomenology was a direct reaction to the ethical 

values, the contemporary philosophy of legal interpretations, critical social theories and other 

trends of contemporary social injustices. Kafka’s environment manifested various problems 

related to cognition and understanding, moralistic, linguistic, political and similar issues 

which are to be analyzed by philosophical means. 

The new or renewed philosophical reflections of the new – perhaps newly presented – 

problems, based on ample precedents from the turn of the century evolved into lively and 

intensive debates. 

It is clear that this evolving process, resulting partly from raising new issues and partly 

from a new appraisal of the existing philosophical trends, and the rethinking of classical 

questions, brought about many spontaneous ideas, sometimes without any lasting 

consequences, some even, in fact, ending in a downright stalemate. 
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It is also evident, that the fulfilled form of the philosophical searching would be attributed 

to the later years, the 1920s and 1930s, at which point the philosophical essence conforms to 

the traditional ideas of philosophy, whereas the turn of the century quest remained hidden or 

obscure. 

The problem signaled by mankind’s quest in his self searching to understand his world 

and the universe amidst a continuous common vacuum of endless, absurd and impersonal 

bureaucratic monologue (Kafka sometimes using a monkey, dog or mole) coupled with, 

despite using a common language, the paradox of ensuing communication failure – are 

steadfast companions, from the turn of the century certainly through today. 

The break-out of the First World War in 1914, as well as the general social crisis of the 

years preceding and following, brought a jolt to Kafka’s work. It was in this period when 

Kafka’s concealed philosophy emerged in the animal stories and his two unfinished novels, 

The Trial and The Castle. 

In the center of philosophical analysis, the changing everyday life resulting from the 

interminable social crisis, came to a standstill. 

 

5. Establishment: the animal fables 

 

The animal fables are not, per se, a cycle, but are linked to each other through form and 

content. All are written in the first person singular, and the hero scrutinizes in thorough detail 

the world’s every connection. In the last of the Kafka fables, The Burrow, the narrator, having 

been deprived of his connection and understanding of a complex world order, the traditions, 

everyday routines and relationships, left on his own, starts to build his own world. His goal is 

to find security, which ultimately, eludes him.  At the center of Investigations of a Dog, the 

hero faces the uncertainties of cognition, looking for adequate methods of interpreting 

cognition. In A Report for an Academy, the reporter is a monkey turned into man, who in the 

transformation acquires all those human traits that make humanity cruel: questionable 

business practices, hypocrisy, in a word, inhuman. The narrator of Josephine the Singer, or 

the Mouse Folk is by nature a critical mouse, capturing the essence of art, analyzes the 

relationship between art and people. 

In their entirety, the animal allegories focus on the heroes’ struggle with crisis in their 

everyday lives, and their earnest attempts to create a transparent, secure and stable system, or 
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at least form probable vision of a system that could survive in a disintegrating, malformed 

world. 

 

6. Further establishment: office novels 

 

In all, Kafka started writing 3 novels, the last two of which I refer to as office novels 

because of their themes, context and relationship to each other. 

The two novels appear to have the same theme – the struggle between the individual and 

bureaucracy -, but upon a closer analysis, this resemblance is misleading. The Trial deals with 

the frightening and cruel reality of the war-entrenched Monarchy, whereas The Castle delves 

into the analysis of a post war reality. The hero of The Trial is Josef K, against whom a secret 

trial is underway. While Josef K is familiar with his rights and laws, it is apparent that the 

verdict in his proceedings has already been determined, and it is useless for him to fight for 

his truth. For Josef K, the power of the authorities and the court is undisputed and not 

transparent, while – as he experiences – others are familiar with the mysterious laws. 

Traditional analysis of Kafka doesn’t take into account that The Trial is not a perplexing 

abstract, rather it is a tragic reflection of the reality of a sinking  war-ravaged Monarchy. This 

interpretation suggests that the legal proceedings against Josef K are in reality a kind of 

political trial in the kind of world he inhabits, a world of deceit, lies, spying and militarism. 

The hero of The Castle, K is embroiled in another kind of affair, confronting a different 

kind of bureaucratic authority. The office K encounters in this novel is a useless, incompetent 

mechanism, that is, unfit to fulfill its function and in fact, has no connection to reality. This 

kind of authority can be avoided, and is even conquerable. 

The traditional analysts ignore the fact that K is not someone searching for the truth 

(surveyor), instead, he is a swindler who profits from just such things as bureaucratic close-

mindedness, incompetency, and ineptness. 

Both novels have in common the element of law and bureaucracy. After all, the law and 

bureaucracy are inhuman, not only in the sense of ruthless and callous, but also in terms of 

being a lifeless mechanism at work. 
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7. The crisis and daily life: the concealed philosophy 

 

The presence of philosophy in a work is a matter of content, and in itself, the style used in 

the writing – the choosing of literary or philosophic way of speaking (narration) - is a 

question of form. Kafka insisted on the use of literary narrative form, which does not exclude 

the presence of a philosophic content. At the center of Kafka’s concealed philosophy were the 

matters concerning everyday life and the crisis, both elements forming an integral backdrop to 

contemporary problems. The questions posed are, in some cases the same, in others, 

analogous to the problems represented by the contemporary philosophic tendency. The 

concealed philosophy is not always coherent, often containing spontaneous elements. At the 

same time, the literary narrative expression allows for an avant-garde approach, with all its 

faults and mistakes. 

Instability ‒ as the crisis of our day so aptly affirms ‒ is one of the most important 

consequences of social crises. Traditions, moral values and norms, human interactions and 

social institutions lose their stability, or at least appear to be instable. The result is the same, 

for the individual, the world becomes an unsolvable, incomprehensible and hostile 

environment. 

The legal and bureaucratic system of modern society – as currently experienced – is an 

oppressive and crippling mechanism, but such repression also suggests a referential system.  

In times of a crisis, the boundaries are uncertain. No other option remains for the individual 

but to turn inwards and lock himself up in the security, or the seeming stability, of the world 

he created for himself. 

 

8. Summary 

 

The works analyzed in this thesis describe not only a change of style or genre – these are 

mere subtleties – but first and foremost a change in content, where reflections, in a 

philosophic style, abound on the dire consequences and collapse of the world in which Kafka 

lived and adamantly insisted on continuing to using the literary style. The philosophy of the 

times – at least that which proved to be timeless, brought fruition and was decisively 

acknowledged to be the traditional philosophy – changed in a similar fashion. 

Kafka’s concealed philosophy is primarily an analysis of his contemporary times, his 

methodology is idiographic, that is, he uses qualitative and narrative tools, striving for 
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understanding and interpretation, not nomothetic approaches by which trends and general 

tendencies are sought to be presented and recognized. 

The analysis of contemporary times can be further studied and developed – in my 

opinion, should be done so. 
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