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“Incidentally, his [Kafka’s] unlimited pessimism is free from any 
tragic sense of destiny.”

Walter Benjamin1

“A first indication of glimmering understanding is the desire to 
die. This life seems un-endurable, another unreachable. One 
no longer feels ashamed of wanting to die; one petitions to be 
moved from one’s old cell, which one hates, into a new one, 
which one will come to hate. A last vestige of belief is involved 
here, too, for during the move might not the prison governor by 
chance walk down the passage, see the prisoner, and say: ‘Don’t 
lock this man up again. He’s coming with me.’” 

Franz Kafka2

How to Prove (It)?

What is a proof? Clearly, it is an essential part of certain discourses. Reli-
gion, for example, does not require it. Otherwise, there would be no reli-
gious belief.3 The discourse of law, the legal discourse, cannot but rely on 

1	 Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, 111.
2	 Franz Kafka, The Zürau Aphorisms, 13.
3	 There are obviously many proofs of the existence of God that seem to be religious 

proofs. Yet, as Kant has already demonstrated, they are not as such religious in 

FRANK RUDA

Kafka’s Proof:  
The Impossibility to Live
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E proofs. The same holds for the discourse of science. Proving ultimately 
proves to be a legal or scientific practice. Proofreading is an example of 
a legal kind of practice,4 proving one’s love to someone could appear to 
have a scientific quality.5 Legal and scientific proofs are both essentially 
constructive. But in quite a different manner. A legal proof is constituted 
by operations that assemble and arrange a set of material such that it is 
formed into a consistent whole (for example into an intelligible objective 
scenario). The aim of such a proof is to allow for the formation of a convic-
tion about the very totality that the proof constructs. This conviction is ar-
ticulated in the form of a judgment. A proof thus constructs what is judged 
but thereby latently enables in its construction precisely the very form of 
judgment it is supposed to allow for. A juridical proof establishes the basis 
that is required (when it is needed) to form a judgment (of a situation) by 
forming not only the basis for but by also forming the actual judgment. 
Any legal proof is therefore anticipatory. It enables to form a judgment by 
allowing for already forming a judgment. Legal proofs imply a judgment 
and necessitate a second judgment that concerns the consistency and 
coherence of the proof’s constitutive and constituting operation. Legal 
proofs entail in their very constitution a normative standard by means of 
which they can be judged. The normativity of this standard lies in the im-
manent coherence and consistency of their very ordering and organizing 

nature but are rather part of classical metaphysics. Their discourse is philosophy and 
they seek to be either juridical or scientific (recall Descartes’ proof of the existence 
of God that clearly seeks to be scientific) but ultimately do not prove anything – at 
least if Kant was right. There is also in “rabbinic fashion” in “every interpretation” of 
the Talmud a juridical element, because it “is followed by the citing of a proof-text 
from the original legend, always introduced by phrases such as, for he says.” Iris 
Bruce, “Kafka and Jewish Folklore,” in: The Cambridge Companion to Kafka, 154. In 
the following there will be no such clear markers, and I will thus not be dealing with 
a proof in the rabbinic sense.

4	 One should recall that Kafka was “correcting … proofs” of an edition of his own 
writing “on his death-bed.” Osman Durrani, “Editions, Translations, Adaptations,” 
in: The Cambridge Companion to Kafka, 208.

5	 To prove oneself in the face of a certain threat is obviously another way of proving. 
Yet, it either allows for forming a judgment (even if it is one’s own judgment about 
oneself) or brings forth one’s true character, thus it is either juridical or scientific.
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judgments (and the plural is essential). Legal proofs judge and are judged.6 
Because legal proofs imply judgments that are themselves judged, that is, 
second order judgments, legal proofs are essentially – even if they do not 
appear to be – open to interpretation. This is why the very functioning of 
legal proofs inscribes the necessity of interpretation into the center of the 
juridical discourse. Legal proofs immanently necessitate a second-order 
judgment. Decisions in court follow from proofs, yet they are fundamen-
tally judgments of judgments and hence interpretations (that may fre-
quently not seem to be what they are).

A scientific proof on the other hand does not unfold by reconstruct-
ing and organizing a given (not yet fully structured) matter. It often rather 
posits and constructs its very own terrain (and matter) and even the way 
in which it is constructing its way. Real scientific proofs are generic in 
this sense. Yet, if a scientific proof is a real proof there is no interpreta-
tion needed or even possible – it is essentially non-negotiable. And this 
also holds for proofs that prove that what needs to be proved is impossi-
ble to prove. Scientific proofs thereby do not enable or rely on judgments 
and their normative standards. Scientific proofs in their purest form take 
the guise of demonstrations (for example in pure mathematics), in their 
impure form they need experiments (in the natural sciences). They block 
any possibility of interpretation but imply the possibility of being repeated 
(by anyone). Without repeatability, there is no scientific proof.7 Scientific 
proofs, because of their repeatability, are universal and exclude the par-
ticularity of interpreting opinions or evaluating judgments. What such a 
proof demonstrates is the necessity of specific coherent consequences that 
are derived from specific axioms – this concatenation is the proof itself.

6	 Which is why one can claim with Deleuze – although he is here referring to judg-
ment in general – that “they judge and they are judged at the same time …” Gilles 
Deleuze, “To Have Done with Judgment,” in: Essays Critical and Clinical, 129.

7	 One should here remark that when one has understood a proof, it is not necessary 
to repeat all of its phases. The principal repeatability of a proof does not necessitate 
an actual repetition, as soon as one gets the point. As Badiou remarked: “When 
you’ve understood a mathematical proof … you’ve understood something that’s 
concentrated in a point.” Alain Badiou, Philosophy and the Event, 123.
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E Both legal and scientific proofs can use a range of different modi ope-
randi. Formally, they can work inductively, deductively, apodictically or 
in an ad absurdum manner. Proofs in the empirical natural sciences and in 
criminal law often work inductively, in pure mathematics (and maybe also 
in questions of constitutional law) proofs are constructed either ad absur-
dum, deductively, or apodictically. Deductive proofs entail the consistently 
inferred consequences that are derived from a specific set of axioms. Apod-
ictic proofs are proofs that assert what is absolutely necessary or absolutely 
impossible such that if one starts to doubt them one also doubts the very 
building blocks of human knowledge tout court (for example by question-
ing that 2 + 2 = 4). The construction of proofs by means of an ad absurdum 
reduction operates in such a manner that the proof demonstrates that an 
untenable or absurd consequence necessarily springs from the denial of 
the proof and thereby demonstrates its internal consistency. Why start a 
text on Kafka with such highly abbreviated classification of different con-
cepts of proofs? The answer is: because Kafka once wrote a proof.

Before the Beginning: A Proof

Franz Kafka, possibly the modern writer most obsessed with the function-
ing of the law, once at the beginning of his literary life wrote a proof. It ap-
pears in the first version of the first narrative (a kind of novella) that is still 
preserved from his very early days, namely in the posthumously published 
and rather rarely commented upon “Description of a Struggle.”8 It is com-
monly known that Kafka himself understood his birth as a literary writer to 
have taken place when in the night from the 22nd to the 23rd of September 
1912 he finished “The Judgment.” This means that, before Kafka was born 
as a writer, he wrote a proof. Kafka: being a prover before being a writer. 
For Kafka, before his beginning and thus before the beginning of Kafka, 
there was a proof. And this proof disappears, since it is not contained in the 

8	 There are obviously some articles and even book chapters dealing with this text; yet 
compared with the attention that was devoted to Kafka’s later prose, it nonetheless 
appears to be rarely discussed properly.
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Struggle” that Kafka prepared after he was born as a writer. It is a proof that 
was written before Kafka’s proper beginning and vanished with it.

The “Description” (in its first version) was written at some point be-
tween 1903 and 1906. Kafka later singled out some parts of it for separate 
publications, notably the so-called “Conversation with the Supplicant” 
and the “Conversation with the Drunk,” both published in 1909, and also 
a chunk of text that became known as “The Trees,” published in 1913. He 
also tried to rewrite this early text later on in his life, in 1909, but failed 
to do so. It remained a fragment, even a fragmented – cut, rewritten and 
failed – fragment. Today it ex-ists, so to speak, in two different versions 
that understandably could not but engender a struggle of interpretations. 
The text therefore not only describes a struggle – it embodies what it de-
scribes and generates struggling effects. Because of its fragmentary, divid-
ed nature, it is still a matter of discussion whether it should be included 
into Kafka’s oeuvre or not. If the “Description” seems to be something that 
even for Kafka remained weirdly impossible to integrate into his proper 
life(’s work) as a literary writer,9 does this nonetheless mean that it was 
written by someone who – at least latently – already was Kafka before the 
real becoming-Kafka of Kafka? By a Kafka before Kafka? Is the Kafka before 
Kafka not the Kafka par excellence? Or did Kafka become the real Kafka of 
the letter when he completely left behind the literal Kafka avant la lettre? 
Is the proof of Kafka overcoming Kafka’s only proof? Is overcoming the 
proof the proof that Kafka is now finally Kafka? Some saw in the early text 
only “contortions both psychological … and physical” which amounted to 
“something of adolescent posturing.”10 But, to cut a long (juridical back-
ground) story short: does this early text belong to Kafka or not?11

9	 The “Description” exists in different versions – Kafka omitted subheadings – that 
were once sought to be integrated into the supposedly unified single harmonious 
whole of Kafka’s oeuvre. This motivated some quite harsh editorial interventions 
by Max Brod. For details, see Franz Kafka, “Beschreibung eines Kampfes,” in: Franz 
Kafka-Ausgabe, 1999.

10	 John Updike, “Foreword,” in: The Complete Stories, 7–8.
11	 If the proof were a legal proof, the impossibility to live would come with a 

prohibition to live, which would ignore the fact that Kafka lived a life, or at least 
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E In any case, the proof that Kafka – or someone with the same name 
who maybe should not be confused with the famous author – wrote before 
he officially became Kafka appears in a text bearing a surprising title: it is 
called “Diversions, or Proof that it’s Impossible to Live.” Before the begin-
ning of Kafka’s literary life, there is a proof of the impossibility of begin-
ning, sustaining, continuing and living a life (for example as Kafka). If this 
proof is really what it says it is and it proves what it claims to prove, there 
might be a good reason as to why it is so hard to integrate it into the life(-
work) of an author whose life began afterwards. If the proof proved what it 
says it proves, Kafka afterwards seems to have done (at least at first sight) 
what was proven to be impossible. Maybe Kafka’s later literary life is noth-
ing but an attempt to come to terms with what he has proven before his life 
had begun; maybe Kafka’s life (as an author and of his work) is a repeated 
attempt to come to terms – that is also: to terminate – what was proven 
impossible in the first place. And maybe one could here also be reminded 
of another of Kafka’s fragmented texts, namely the short story about the 
hunter Gracchus,12 for whom it became impossible not to live, but to die? 
After the proof of the impossibility to live there appears also a figure of the 
impossibility to die. Could one not see in this the two extreme pillars of 
Kafka’s literary universe? A life being stretched between an impossibility 
to live and an impossibility to die, or: Kafka.

When later in his life, Kafka noted that for him all there is, is “the mis-
ery of having perpetually to begin, the lack of illusion that everything is 
only a beginning and not even a beginning,”13 this can be read as an ex-
pression linked to the peculiar early proof. If Kafka began his literary life, 
before beginning it properly, by proving that life is impossible, does his 
success not turn out to be his failure and equally his failure a success? Is 
this a failed beginning? There is a beginning which makes all beginnings 

tried to, as an author afterwards. To comprehend the specific mode of the deemed 
to be impossible life and gain a perspective on treating this impossibility, one has to 
read the proof in a scientific manner.

12	 One should here bear in mind that gracchio is the Italian word for “jackdaw” whose 
Czech translation is “kavka,” that is, “Kafka.”

13	 Franz Kafka, The Diaries, 1910–1923, 24; translation altered.
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possibility of ending that which had never begun properly). Here the fail-
ure to begin and the beginning properly become demonstrably indistin-
guishable, a beginning before beginning is the beginning, whose success 
lies in the act of making beginning impossible. If the proof is a real (sci-
entific) proof, early on, Kafka proved the very impossibility to live a life, 
and this means – taking the quoted remark into account – that there are 
only perpetually failed attempts to begin to live. Life in this sense is the 
perpetuated failed beginning to live – this might be one conceptual out-
come of the proof that demonstrates life’s impossibility.14 And as a part 
of a “Description of a Struggle,” does this not suggest not only that life is a 
struggle, or that life is a struggle that is always already lost, but rather that 
the struggle is a struggle with life that is always already lost, because one is 
unable to begin with it? Maybe the proof demonstrates that there is only a 
life under the condition that the impossible qua impossible happens.

For, (Kafka’s) life begins – or tries to begin – after its impossibility was 
proven. Yet this “misery of having perpetually to begin” is not only the re-
sult of proving life’s impossibility. For the title of the proof-section of the 
text is also called “diversions,” Belustigungen. The German term is ambig-
uous, as it can mean amusement, mockery but also to make somebody 
laugh.15 The proof is thereby framed as being entertaining and diverting 
(maybe a very peculiar waste of time – life?), ridiculing and mocking or 
just amusing and funny (lustig) – it also entails the notorious German term 
Lust, which literally opens up the floodgates of desire and lust. Lust is, as 

14	 And one can see here why the Gracchus story can be taken to depict the other side 
of this “structure” that is no structure.

15	 The diverging meanings – of “diversion,” which at the same time in German is rarely 
used as a noun in the plural – seem to mirror the meanings of the Latin delectare 
(that is one etymological root of the German term). One can thereby recognize a 
peculiar, because inverted reference to Horace’s famous “Aut prodesse volunt aut 
delectare poetae, aut simul et iucunda et idonea dicere vitae,” which is rendered in 
English as: “To teach – to please – comprise the poet’s views, Or else at once to profit 
and amuse.” Horace, The Episodes, Satires, and Epistles of Horace, 238. The only 
thing they teach for Kafka is a very particular lesson, yet one that remains amusing 
without creating any profit.
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E many have noted, what Hegel might have called a speculative word, yet 
regarding Kafka’s term Belustigungen, let me briefly note in passing that it 
collapses the distinction between active and passive. It is not that there is 
something funny (lustig) but that one is amused (belustigt) by something, 
by the proof, and there is something actively pleasurable (Lust) about 
being the passive object of amusement (Belustigung). There is a funny, a 
comic kind of lust emerging from a proof that life is impossible, because it 
seems to mock the very subject of the proof (both what is subjected to the 
proof and the subject unfolding the proof). A lust that springs from amus-
ingly mocking oneself to the point of demonstrating the impossibility of 
one’s own position. This does not mean that life is a joke, but maybe rather 
that there is something belustigend, some comic kind of lust in the proof 
that life is impossible – not only because this leads to failed beginnings, 
but because there always already was a failed beginning when the proof 
starts its course. But how to prove what the proof is supposed to prove?

Reading Kafka to the Letter

Roberto Calasso aptly remarked that “Kafka can’t be understood if he isn’t 
taken literally.”16 This means – although the present article will not be able 
to fulfill this task in any exhaustive manner – that “each word demands 
attention”17 and that, as Adorno observed, “each sentence is literal and 
each signifies…”18 Taking Kafka and his proof literally means also to bear 
in mind Mladen Dolar’s perspicacious observation that “Kafka is perhaps 
the first utterly non-metaphorical author.”19 Methodologically this im-
plies, as Hegel stated in the beginning of his Science of Logic, that we have 
to “take up what is before us,”20 precisely as it is before us. Thus far – to the 
best of my knowledge – this has not been done with Kafka’s proof. Rather, 

16	 Roberto Calasso, K, 42.
17	 Calasso, K, 271.
18	 Theodor W. Adorno, “Notes on Kafka,” in: Prisms, 245.
19	 Mladen Dolar, A Voice and Nothing More, 174.
20	 G. W. F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, 69.
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ily surprising, for the most obvious is sometimes the hardest to see. Ba-
diou for example once noted with regard to Spinoza’s Ethics that its most 
prominent and influential readers did not care much (if at all) about the 
very form in which Spinoza presents his arguments, that is, in the form of 
proofs.21 Proofs seem to have a peculiar invisibility due to their very form. 
Badiou’s point was that without any reference to its form, without read-
ing it to its formal letter, readers were able to take the Ethics to be a lot of 
different things: a materialist manifesto, a pre-Marxist-Marxist treatise, a 
treatise on rationalism, an expression of the relation between the creative 
power of life and the structuring power of concepts, a book of pure spiri-
tuality, or a manifestation of the fetishistic power of scientific deduction. 
Ignoring the literal form allowed readers to act as if “the eyes of the mind, 
by which it sees and observes things,” that is, the “demonstrations [the 
proofs] themselves,”22 were blurred.

Reading with the open eyes of the mind is not only appropriate to Spino-
za’s Ethics but also to Kafka’s proof. What to do with the paradoxical conse-
quence that immediately emerges with Kafka’s proof, namely the following 
one: if it is possible to prove the impossibility to live, there are only two 
options for the act of proving itself, namely it is either part of the set of life 
activities and hence has to be considered to be impossible itself, or proving 
is something that exceeds life as we know it (and as object of the proof). The 
first option proves the impossibility not only of life but also of proving this 
very impossibility, at least if proving implies living. The proof then would 
also prove the impossibility to prove the impossibility of life and thus could 
never prove what it seeks to prove. It would be a second-grade impossible 
proof. Kafka’s proof would then disappear as a proof, precisely as it did after 
Kafka became Kafka. If one can prove the impossibility of life because prov-
ing it does not rely on life, nor is proving a way of being alive in an ordinary 
sense of the term, there can be – life or Kafka.23 Let us consider the proof.

21	 Alain Badiou, “What Is a Proof in Spinoza’s Ethics?”, in: Spinoza Now, 40.
22	 Benedict de Spinoza, Ethics, 388.
23	 For an instructive exploration of the link between scientific investigation and other 

“forms of life,” see Aaron Schuster, How to Research Like a Dog. Kafka’s New Science.
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The proof occurs in the end as the second part of the first version of the “De-
scription.” It is divided into several sub-parts, or stages that successively 
bear the following titles: “A Ride,” “A Walk,” “The Fat Man: a) Address to the 
Landscape,” “b) Beginning of a Conversation with the Supplicant,” “c) The 
Supplicant’s Story,” “d) Continued Conversation between the Fat Man and 
the Supplicant,” and “Drowning of the Fat Man.” Kafka’s proof unfolds from 
a ride to a walk, to four episodes related to the fat man, that again start with 
an address to a non-personal entity, moves from a conversation to a story 
and then continues the conversation. It ends with the drowning of the fat 
man.24 To contextualize all this, it is instructive to reconstruct what hap-
pens before the proof begins: the story begins when two men meet at party 
in Prague. The narrator’s “new acquaintance”25 approaches the former and 
starts to tell him about a very recent erotic adventure with a girl, Anna. 
Feeling uncomfortable when their conversation is noticed by other guests, 
the narrator stages an escape from the party by suggesting taking a walk to 
the Laurenziberg. As soon as he and his acquaintance leave the party, pe-
culiar things start to happen. At first the narrator feels “very gay,” shouting 
“a name down the street,” throwing his “hat in the air,” his “acquaintance, 
however, walked on beside [him], unconcerned”26 and remained silent. 
Puzzled by this mood-difference, the narrator falls silent and feels a certain 
unease when he notices that “it was impossible … keeping step with [his] 
acquaintance”27 – the couple is fundamentally out of rhythm and form.

This dilemma seems, as we learn from the narrator’s introspection, 
to necessitate that the two should part ways again, because they some-
how already have. Yet, it is impossible for him to decide if he ought to 
say goodbye on leaving or not, a problem that prevents him from actually 

24	 Benno Wagner, a true Kafka connoisseur, reads the “Description” as a “parody 
of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra at all levels (frame plot, scenic detail, and logic of 
development).” Benno Wagner, “Insuring Nietzsche: Kafka’s Files,” 92. Yet, even 
Wagner does not mention the proof-aspect of the novella.

25	 Franz Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” in: The Complete Stories, 16.
26	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 17.
27	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 17; translation altered.
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A conversation starts. The acquaintance claims that on a night like this, 
one should kiss girls and not go to sleep to smother one’s erotic dreams 
in the warmth of one’s bed. The narrator replies that he “neither smoth-
er[s] nor warm[s] anything,” whereupon the new acquaintance proclaims: 
“Oh, go on! … You are a humorist [Komiker].”28 This leads the narrator to 
reflect: “From these words I imagined that my acquaintance suspected in 
me something which, although it wasn’t there, made me nevertheless rise 
in his estimation by his suspecting it” and it is this thought which leads 
him to conclude “he must always remain with me, always.”29 The acquain-
tance, with whom he is fundamentally out of tune, seems to detect some-
thing comic in the narrator and it is this something, which, although it is 
not there, makes the narrator stick to his acquaintance. It proved impos-
sible to leave him anyway. 

Already in the beginning of the story, there is literally a comic course 
of impossibilities. It is impossible to keep walking (in rhythm), impossible 
to properly go on, impossible to leave, yet there is – at least for the new 
acquaintance – something comic about his neighbor that proves to have 
a binding force. A comic impossibility, something impossibly comic, 
which, although it is not there, makes the narrator cling to his new com-
panion. One seems to get here a peculiar depiction of incapacities, the 
incapacity of leaving that is linked to the incapacity of staying together, 
which then generates a proper peculiar kind of comic impossibility. Yet, 
things change – not because of a sea-, but due to a river-change – when 
they pass over the river Moldau. 

The narrator feels drawn away from his acquaintance and seeks to re-
sist. He writhes and forms a curve to stay with him for longer, whereup-
on the acquaintance gets angry because of that “nonsense”30 that seems 
to unnecessarily interrupt the common stroll. Because of the anger in the 
air, the narrator feels “a certain anxiety”31 and assumes that he soon will 

28	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 18.
29	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 18.
30	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 20.
31	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 21; translation altered.
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E be killed by his acquaintance (“Now is the time for the murder”) and con-
templates if he should start to flee, yet abruptly concludes that the “end 
had come”32 anyway. If staying with him is as impossible as leaving him, 
it seems that the ultimate logical outcome is that the situation has to end. 
But the narrator decides – as if he had contemporary pragmatism in mind 
– that he “couldn’t afford [his] last remaining seconds looking for rea-
sons”33 and nevertheless attempts to break logical impossibility by exiting 
it. He starts to run away from his companion when the first opportunity 
to do so arises. But during this attempt, he slips on the icy sidewalk and 
falls. His companion, who first did not even notice his absence, comes to 
his rescue and, helpingly, leans over him. Although the narrator’s “anxi-
ety was beginning to return,”34 there also emerged the insight into “a third 
way of perishing.” He is convinced he “could simply throw [himself] into 
the air.”35 Out of the confrontation with the incapacity to stay together or 
to leave and after the failure of breaking this incapacity, another option, a 
new possibility arises. It will take a very surprising course. This is what the 
next part of Kafka’s text will depict. After now reassuring his companion 
that he should accompany the narrator further to the Laurenziberg, the 
first part of Kafka’s text ends and the proof begins. It has different stages 
and components.

Proving 

1. It begins with a surprise. For, the narrator “leap[s] onto the shoulders of 
[his] acquaintance, and by digging [his] fists into his back [he] urged him 
into a trot.”36 He starts to ride his acquaintance, who, in Deleuze’s terms, 
experiences a peculiar becoming-horse. The narrator is thrilled and trem-
bles “with courage” as he seems to have radically transformed the whole 

32	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 21.
33	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 21.
34	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 21.
35	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 22.
36	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 22.
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few vultures which … settle down on him in order to guard him.”37

2. Then the narrator continues walking “unperturbed” and transforms 
by the sheer power of thought the steep slope into a valley such that his 
walk is facilitated. He also creates a wooded mountain on the other side 
of the street and when night falls, he starts to rest in the trees. He sleeps 
“deep and dreamless,”38 but his “sleep was not free from continuous slight 
disturbance. All night long [he] heard someone talking beside [him]”39 
– yet he was unable to decipher the actual words, mostly he heard “the 
special kind of emphasis placed on them,”40 which brings him pleasure. 
He starts – or did already start – talking to himself, stating that his “life 
was monotonous” before and he “deserve[s] some diversion,” which is 
why it was important “to be taken somewhere else,”41 an exodus was nec-
essary. An exodus of such a far-reaching kind that the narrator tries to 
avoid all thought and movement – because they are always “forced” – and 
seeks “stubbornly to forget.” Yet, his peaceful exodic rest is interrupted by 
someone sobbing softly and again “it seemed impossible to escape from 
my suffering.”

3. Four naked men appear carrying “a monstrously fat man”42 on a 
wooden litter. Yet, after the fat man reshuffles the landscape, because its 
beauty diverts his attention, moving trees and mountains, his men drown 
in the now stronger river through which he was carried and he, still on his 
litter, is carried away by the flow of the water like a “wooden idol which 
had become useless and so had been cast into the river.”43 The narrator 
follows the litter along the bank and assumes that he truly loves him – like 

37	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 23.
38	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 24. This is an important remark, for some 

readers saw in what happens next a manifestation of the logic of the dream. Yet, 
if it is a dream, it begins by exclaiming: This is not a dream – somehow akin to the 
analysand stating This is not my mother.

39	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 24. 
40	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 24.
41	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 25.
42	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 25.
43	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 27.
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moment to realize it was missed.”44

4. The fat man starts to tell a story. There was once a time when he 
went to church to see a girl he fell in love with. Yet, when once the girl was 
not present in church, he noticed a young man, praying in a very exag-
gerated manner. He felt the duty to confront, better: interpellate him and 
the latter exclaimed: “I don’t know what you suspect me of, but I’m inno-
cent.”45 Yet, the fat man grabbed him and insisted that he will follow him 
wherever, because he wants to ask him a question, namely why he prays 
in the manner in which he does. The supplicant finally answers that he has 
the desire to be watched by the people and that he always hoped for the fat 
man to address him, because he wanted to tell his own story.

5. He tells the fat man of a party to which he went the night before, 
where his kneecap loosened and where he started having a conversation 
with a girl who criticized him for not being attached to truth enough, as 
he finds this desire too tiresome.46 And, as if wanting to prove to her that 
this was correct, he asked the piano player of the party to let him play. 
When after some reluctance he finally did and the supplicant sat down, he 
was carried away by two men, while everyone agreed he played nicely. He 
was consequently complimented out of the party. For obscure reasons, he 
was filled with joy, met a drunk, tried conversing with him, but ended up 
guiding him to a place where he could spend the night.

7. Now the fat man continues to report from his conversation with the 
supplicant, in which he raised the question as to why he prays in the ways 
he does – and if it “ought not to be possible to live differently?”47 The sup-
plicant denies this option and describes the general human condition in 
the following way: “We build useless war machines, towers, walls, cur-
tains of silk, and we could marvel at all this a great deal if we had the time. 
We tremble in the balance, we don’t fall, we flutter, even though we may 
be uglier than bats. And on a beautiful day hardly anyone can prevent us 

44	 Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 3.
45	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 29.
46	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 33.
47	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 37.
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lished on this earth and live by virtue of an agreement.”48 Human beings 
are ugly fluttering bats, producing useless cultural inventions with such 
to praise the beauty of the day – a silent agreement of the human species. 
This means that “after all, we’re not aiming at any definite purpose or at 
the truth, but simply at making jokes and entertainment.”49 Life is diver-
sion and there seems to be no truth in and to it and no purpose.

8. At this point everything speeds up. “The fat man could not go on 
talking, he was forced to turn and disappear in the loud roar of the wa-
terfall.”50 The narrator looks at this scene, which seems to swallow every-
thing – as if even the insight that life is nothing but diversion (Belustigung) 
is a diversion of the fact of life.

Impossible Life: A Measure

What is the lesson of this proof? It ends with the following lines: “Please, 
passers-by, be so kind as to tell me how tall I am – just measure these arms, 
these legs.”51 What life – at this point – appear to lack is a measure. Neither 
a conversation nor prayers, neither cultural inventions nor an – explicit 
or implicit – intersubjective agreement, neither a diversion nor a proof 
can provide a measure that would make living an oriented life possible. 
The proof proves some measure needed – for the arms and legs that al-
low us, as Kant famously argued, to distinguish between right and left. If 
the proof proves the impossibility of life, it is an impossibility that derives 
from lacking orientation – and Kafka’s novella is certainly a literary em-
bodiment of such a lack of orientation. Kierkegaard is supposed to have 
once claimed that courage is life’s only measure and Kafka’s proof seems to 
suggest that this is actually true. Yet, there is no courage without anxiety 
(and therefore without an instance of the superego) – and without an idea 

48	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 37.
49	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 38; translation altered.
50	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 38.
51	 Kafka, “Description of a Struggle,” 39.
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E of justice.52 Kafka’s proof shows that the first thing to assume to even have 
a proper concept of life is that life as such is impossible and that working 
with this impossibility is what it means to invent a life that could never 
be just a given, but it is a diversion from life just being a diversion. In oth-
er words, one ought to assume that there will never be any life (not only 
worthy of that name, but at all), which is what might allow for a proper 
life to emerge. Only by assuming the outcome of the proof there arises an 
anxiety – and “only anxiety excites you”53 – which one will be able to work 
with; one will be able to raise the incapacity of living a life to a true point of 
impossibility. Kafka’s early text, of a Kafka before himself, an impossible 
Kafka, treats such a point. This could be a starting point for an examina-
tion of Kafka’s concept of life.
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