
Oray’sPublications 

ImpactFactor:4.845(SJIF)ResearchJournalOfEnglish(RJOE)Vol-4,Issue-4,2019 

www.rjoe.org.in AnInternationalPeer-ReviewedEnglishJournal ISSN:2456-2696 

Indexedin:InternationalCitationIndexing(ICI),InternationalScientificIndexing 

(ISI), Directory of Research Journal Indexing (DRJI) Google Scholar &Cosmos. 

ResearchJournalOfEnglish(RJOE) Copyright Oray’sPublication Page305 

 

 

 
 

Beyond Dichotomy: “Man and Society in Franz Kafka's The Trial 

________________________________________________________________ 

Nidumolu Kutumba Rao 

Lecturer in English, GVSM Government Degree College, Ulavapadu, Prakasam District, 

Andhra Pradesh – 5232G2 

 
 

Abstract 

This essay highlights the complex and unbreakable bond between society and man by 

examining Franz Kafka's The Trial through the prism of the individual's alienation in 

contemporary society. Kafka illustrates society as a faceless, bureaucratic force that leaves 

people helpless, perplexed, and complicit in their own oppression through the metaphor of the 

omnipresent and opaque legal system. By showing how institutional forces are internalized, 

depriving the individual of agency and obfuscating the boundaries between self and system, 

the novel questions conventional dichotomies like justice versus injustice or man versus 

society. Kafka's larger criticism of modernity—a world run by capricious systems, 

psychological guilt, and an impossible search for meaning—is exemplified by Josef K.'s 

existential dilemma. In the end, The Trial implies that the lines separating society and the 

individual have collapsed, creating a new kind of entangled life marked by helplessness and 

constant ambiguity. 
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Introduction 

The Trial by Franz Kafka is frequently examined from a perspective that highlights how 

alienated people feel in contemporary society. Josef K., the main character, is mysteriously 

arrested and put through a confusing legal system that seems to be both present and elusive. 

Exploring the complex relationship between man and society—one that goes beyond 

straightforward binary oppositions or dichotomies—is made easier by this tension between 

the individual and an oppressive, unfathomable societal structure. 

 

The Enigmatic Legal System: A Metaphor for Society 

Kafka uses the legal system's symbolism in The Trial to depict society as an abstract, 

bureaucratic machine. Josef K. is arrested at the beginning of the book, but the charges 

against him are never revealed. This is the first proof that the legal system functions as a vast, 

impersonal organization that transcends the bounds of justice and reason. K. discovers that 

society, as reflected by the legal system, is convoluted, perplexing, and lacking in obvious 

moral or logical underpinnings as he makes his way through the courts, judges, and clerks. 
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In the novel, contemporary society is a sophisticated web of organizations and systems with 

enormous influence over people. The idea of a division between society and man is eliminated 

by Kafka's portrayal of an anonymous bureaucracy. Instead, the person is a part of this system 

and cannot effectively stand outside of it or oppose it. Man and society are inextricably linked 

in a relationship of mutual reliance and subordination; there is no distinct line between the 

two, i.e., the Man and the Society. 

 

The Absence of Agency: A Collapse of Dichotomy 

The novel's central theme is the loss of individual agency. Josef K. has no control over his 

destiny and is unaware of the reason behind his arrest. He gets more and more caught up in 

the ridiculousness of the legal system, the more he attempts to comprehend it. His hardships 

serve as a metaphor for the current state of affairs, in which people frequently lack the ability 

to resist strong institutional forces, whether they be social, political, or legal. 

Kafka portrays society as a pervasive force that permeates every facet of human existence 

rather than as a remote entity that is easily opposed. The breakdown of the distinction 

between man and society is reflected in Josef K.'s incapacity to flee or oppose the system. 

Man is a product of society as well as a subject of it. Kafka demonstrates that it is ultimately 

pointless to try to isolate the individual from the social structures that define him. 

 

The Role of Guilt and Shame: Internalizing Society's Power 

The psychological component of guilt and shame, which further muddies the relationship 

between man and society, is another important component of The Trial. Josef K. experiences 

an overwhelming sense of guilt despite being unaware of the charges against him. This 

internalized guilt implies that society's power is both psychological and external. To the 

extent that he becomes his own oppressor, the person absorbs social norms, expectations, and 

judgments. 

Thus, Kafka's book illustrates how people come to be complicit in their own oppression. Josef 

K.'s internalization of social norms, which conflates internal compulsion with external 

control, is the cause of his anxiety and guilt. In this way, society is something that people 

carry within themselves rather than something that is imposed upon them by an outside force, 

reflecting the blurring of the lines between society and man. 

 

Existential Ambiguity: Kafka’s Critique of Modernity 

Kafka's story criticizes the very framework of contemporary life rather than merely showing 

how an oppressive society oppresses the individual. The novel is a prime example of 

existential ambiguity, in which the very structures meant to support meaning, justice, or truth 

make it impossible to pursue these goals. In addition to being a court case, Josef K.'s trial 

serves as a metaphor for the absurd and never-ending search for clarity in a world that 

provides none. 

Since Kafka believes that society and man are inextricably linked, he does not offer a simple 

solution to the conflict between the two. One characteristic of modern life is the individual's 

search for purpose and independence in a world run by impersonal, capricious systems. The 
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lines separating the self from society, justice from injustice, and guilt from innocence are all 

hazy, leaving the individual in a state of constant uncertainty. 

 

Conclusion: Beyond Dichotomy 

Franz Kafka explores the intricate and frequently oppressive relationship between the 

individual and society in depth in The Trial. Rather than offering a straightforward contrast 

between society and man, Kafka shows how they are entwined in ways that are difficult to 

classify. The novel makes the argument that societal structures shape a person's sense of 

identity, guilt, and agency by internalizing them rather than merely existing as external forces. 

Kafka's portrayal of a world of his time, in which people are imprisoned by incomprehensible 

yet inevitable systems, constitutes his critique of modernity. The blurring of distinct lines 

between society and man compels us to face the unsettling fact that contemporary life is 

marked by an unavoidable intertwining with the very structures that aim to categorize and 

govern us. Thus, Kafka transcends the division between society and man by presenting a 

world in which the two are inextricably linked in a state of existential ambiguity. 

In conclusion, this article analyzes Kafka's The Trial as a profound commentary on the 

breakdown of distinct boundaries between the individual and societal structures, rather than 

just as a tale of alienation. Beyond simple dichotomies, Kafka's vision offers a critique of 

modernity that speaks to current issues of justice, agency, and the structure of social power. 
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