Shen Simin (U020668A) 

En1101/Gem 1000k: Assignment (1)


The Judgement and The Transformation are stories by Franz Kafka both told in third person, narrated mainly from the protagonist’s point of view. These two stories explore the themes of duty, relationships within the family, family secrets and shame. Parallels, both literal and thematic, can be found within these two pieces of work, and I will attempt to identify them and address them. 
Kafka places more emphasis on describing the surroundings rather than the protagonist, which is not usually the case in most stories, whereby the ‘star’ of the story is given the most attention and the audience is often informed about his looks, behaviour, and character from the start. Kafka, however, allows the audience to draw their own conclusions about the various characters in the stories through their interactions with one another, and their little actions in each event. Writing in third person, from the protagonist’s point of view allows this, and at the same time, allows Kafka to identify with the focal character in the story, yet distance himself from the action. Perhaps Kafka is using these stories, with their surrealistic elements, to live out bizarre thoughts and fantasies that cannot materialize in his real life. 
In The Judgement, Georg believes his life to be good; his business is flourishing and he is engaged to be married. All this is taken away from him, in one fell swoop however when his father exposes him for the “devilish human being” he is and “sentences him to death by drowning”. This punishment arises from Georg’s betrayal of his friend and neglect of his father. His suicide, it seems, is not a conscious action, however. He is “driven” from the room, out the front door, across the roadway and towards the water; almost as if his father’s words manifested physically to drive Georg to his death. This bears some resemblance to the violence of Gregor’s father, in The Transformation. After Gregor’s metamorphosis into an insect, he is constantly kept out of sight, and confined to his room; to be driven back by his angry father should he wander out. Gregor’s death comes at the hands of his father in this story as well – it is the apple thrown by Mr. Samsa that inflicts the fatal wound on Gregor. 
The fathers in both stories cut imposing figures, and the father-son relationships in both stories are strained. Both Georg and Gregor feel a sense of obedience to their fathers, and are imbued with a sense to please them. The father is clearly the dominant figure in this relationship. Georg dutifully makes efforts to fulfil his responsibilities towards his father by suggesting that the latter changes his daily routine and offers to swap rooms with him. Even during the showdown with his father, Georg makes little or no attempt to refute his father’s statements, and his obedience shows through up to the point he throws himself over the bridge to kill himself, in response to his father’s statement. Gregor, in his pitifully reduced state, constantly attempts to please or at least not agitate his father, crawling back to his room under duress so as not to upset his father. However, this obedience might actually arise more from the violent behaviour of his father, rather than any special need to gain his father’s acceptance. Clearly, the fathers in both stories are able to exert a great amount of control over their sons.
Another similar element in both stories is the neglect faced by Georg’s father and Gregor. Although Georg and his father see each other regularly, they seldom interact. This is apparent from the following passage: “...they usually sat for a while afterwards in their common sitting-room, each with their own newspaper…” Georg apparently does not seek out his father’s company outside from business matters, which is surprising, considering the supposed frail state of his father’s health. Georg does not attend to his father’s needs as well as he should, although it is unclear if this is really because of forgetfulness or the unimportance of his father. With Gregor, the parallel involves Gregor and his sister, who although initially is quite attentive to his needs out of the lingering love she had for her brother, gradually becomes careless in his maintenance as her disgust for him grows – “Without any longer considering what Gregor might fancy, his sister now hurriedly shoved any old food into his room with her foot before she ran off to work…” Despite her regular visits into his room to provide him with food, there is no interaction between them. The neglect is at first emotional, but then becomes physical as well, as Gregor’s room is left to get dirtier and dirtier. She ignores Gregor’s silent reproaches to the state of his room. The image of barely touched food in both stories seems to suggest the neglected parties’ silent resentment to this neglect – Georg’s father “pecks at his breakfast” while Gregor “ate practically nothing”.
This brings us to the theme of duty to family members. Both Georg’s father and Gregor are seen as burdens to their family, despite their earlier contributions as breadwinners of the family which are overlooked and taken for granted. With Georg’s father, Georg happily concludes deals, forgetting that it was his father that prepared them, while Gregor’s contributions to the family’s coffers when he was still working were taken for granted – “…the money was gratefully accepted, he provided it gladly, but it no longer gave rise to any special warmth of feeling.” It seems that in both stories, the families feel obliged to care for the invalid member of their families, although the essence that this is out of the love and tenderness in their hearts is lacking. To rely on someone without being useful oneself is likely a sore point with Gregor’s family. They must feed him, clean him and endure him while he does nothing more than hang on the ceiling. The issue of having a burdensome family member is addressed – one seems more likely to merely cope with the situation at present rather than deal with it or even make plans for the future. Gregor’s family does nothing to deal with his transformation; they do not consult doctors or scientists to help with his situation, and stoically accept the fact that Gregor has turned into an insect, as if it were nothing unusual and he was merely sick and would get better soon.
The image of darkness arises in both stories, and especially in scenes involving the “invalids”, Georg’s father and Gregor. Georg’s father prefers it in the dark and Gregor is kept in darkness. This darkness seems to tie in with secrecy, a theme prevalent in both stories. In The Judgement, it is Georg that is keeping secrets from both his father and his friend, which proves to be his undoing in the end. Yet, Georg believes that the things he does not say to his father or his friend are of good intentions. He does not mention his success at first in both financial and romantic areas because he feels that his friend would not take it well, considering the latter’s lack thereof in achievements. The charade is continued because it would be probably more convenient to leave out the truth from his letters than go into a lengthy explanation of all that has happened. Georg does not tell his father about his feelings towards his friend, and does not discuss the deceitful nature of his relationship with his friend with his father. Darkness then can be said to represent a form of lying, ‘being kept in the dark’. 
Gregor, on the other hand, is the secret that his family is trying to keep from others, as if he were some great shame that the family could not reveal. His presence is kept from the lodgers, and even the maid who begged to leave promised not to reveal a word of the matter to anyone. Their treatment of Gregor’s condition is almost like that of a family coping with a retarded family member. There seems to be some kind of shame that such a creature should be part of their family, perhaps shame that they should be related to such a monstrosity. Their shame however, is from embarrassment. The shame permeates Gregor is of guilt; he feels guilty that he can no longer provide for the family and can no longer help in family affairs. In a rather pitiful manner, he is ashamed of his own appearance, and selflessly acts to remove his grotesque presence by hiding himself under the sofa whenever his sister enters the room. 
Shame for Georg comes in the form of having neglected his father. This is obvious from the thoughts he has when he comes to visit his father: “The sight of these not particularly clean underclothes made him reproach himself for having neglected his father.”; “It almost looked, on closer inspection, as if the care that he meant to devote to his father there might come too late.” There the question of whether Georg’s suicide was provoked by his own sense of shame and guilt arises. Were it so, his guilt must have been  too overwhelming to bear for him to resort to such drastic measures.  
Betrayal figures in the two texts as well. In The Judgement it is Georg who betrays his friend’s trust in him by hiding from him the truth. In The Transformation, Gregor’s sister betrays Gregor when she eventually turns on him despite her support in the beginning.  It is betrayal that causes the sudden transformation of a frail old man into the strong-willed “nightmare vision” who sentences his son to death in The Judgement. And it is betrayal that is the end result of Gregor’s transformation into an insect.
Gregor’s transformation occurs on dual planes: mental and physical. Slowly, the reader finds Gregor becoming more and more insect-like, preferring rotten food, hiding in dark places and hanging from the ceiling. The Transformation does not merely describe Gregor’s transformation. It also encompasses his family’s shift in attitude, most markedly in his sister’s behaviour. At first caring and concerned about Gregor’s condition, she eventually forsakes his human component and abandons the connection between the insect and Gregor the family once believed in. She is the first to convince the family that the insect that Gregor has become is no longer her brother, and suggests that they get rid of him. Gregor’s death brings them not much grief; rather, there is a greater sense of relief – perhaps because they are no longer burdened by having to care for him.
Similarities between the two stories are not confined to themes and imagery alone. There seems to be some likeness in the principle characters of each story, Georg and Gregor. Aside from the fact that both have rather difficult relationships with their fathers, both had, in the past, cause to make their families proud of them. In Georg it was his gymnastic talent (“…swung himself over, like the outstanding gymnast who had once been his parents’ pride”); while in Gregor’s place it was his position as a lieutenant in the army, apparent from the favoured position in the kitchen that his portrait held. A more poignant point to note would be the love for their families that both characters had. Indeed, love for their families was the last things on their minds before they died. Georg’s last words were “Dear parents, I did always love you,” and Gregor’s thoughts were with his family as he lay dying - “His thoughts went back to his family with tenderness and love.” 

The comparison of these two texts, with their similar themes gives rise to the question of what Kafka was trying to achieve with these stories. On one level, these stories might be his way of exploring his fantasies, while on another level, they might be a commentary of the social and emotional situations in families. The Judgement leans more towards a veiled description of Kafka’s relationship with his father, and perhaps attempts to show his father’s power over him. The Transformation seems to deal with the coping mechanism of a family that has to deal with a family member suddenly becoming invalid, yet contains elements of the interfamily relationships that are similar to Kafka’s real life situation. It almost seems at times that The Transformation and The Judgement could be two versions of the same story.
