European Humanities

May 7, 2000

Towards a Psychoanalytic Interpretation of  The Metamorphosis (1912) by Franz Kafka

Today, instead of a reading comprehension quiz, we are going to review The Sources of Modernism and then do a close reading of Part One of Kafka’s horror story, The Metamorphosis. We are going to try to figure out the point of his story and see how its themes reflect the zeitgeist of the revolutionary period in European history when a new ‘matrix’ replaced the Renaissance/Enlightenment vision of human nature. 

The Sources of Modernism: Nietzsche, Darwin, Freud and the Crisis of Liberalism

Fredriech Nietzsche

· The Superman: Glorification of the Will; Critique of Morality, Liberalism, and Christianity

Charles Darwin

· A Materialistic Model of Human Evolution; The Animal Ancestry of Man; The Theory of Natural Selection: Survival of the Fittest; Questioning the Notion of  Progress

The Crisis of Liberalism

· Pessimism about Liberal Government’s Ability to Cope with the Social Pressures of Industrial Capitalism

· Calls for Quick, Decisive Choices to Address Social Problems

· The Catastrophe of World War One 

Sigmund Freud’s View of Human Nature

· Freud agreed with the philosophes that civilization was largely an accomplishment of reason and that science held the best promise for the advancement of civilization.

· However, he was also aware of the massive power and influence of nonrational drives. Freud believed that human beings are not fundamentally rational at all.

· Powerful inner forces hidden beneath consciousness primarily govern human action and thought. These instinctual drives, rather than reason, constitute the greater part of the mind. 

Late Romanticism (like Conrad)

· Romantic poets, painters, and musicians served as models for the Modernists. Like the Romantics, the Modernists subjected the dominant cultural styles and themes to searching criticism. 

· Even more than the Romantics, the Modernists aspired to a new depth of introspection--- a deeper understanding of the nature of the self.

Modernism 

· Modernists abandoned conventional literary and artistic modes and experimented with completely new ways of expression.

· Like Freud, the Modernist painters and writers went beyond the level of appearance to a deeper, more profound reality in the human psyche.

· The Individual in Modernist art is at odds or cut off from the values and expectations of their day. The Individual is often burdened with guilt and torn by internal struggle. 

· The Individual explores the power of the Irrational and the Primitive in each of us.

Part One of The Metamorphosis (pp. 11-23)


Consider the following questions as we read:

1. Why has Gregor turned into a bug? 

2. Might Gregor have unconsciously chosen this route?

3. What pressures in Gregor’s life have driven him to such a desperate measure?

4. Did he have any other options?

Look for clues in the details of the text for answers to these questions.
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