
www.literarycognizance.com 
 

ISSN- 2395-7522 (Online), Imp. Fact.6.21 (IIJF) 

Literary Cognizance:An International Refereed / Peer Reviewed 

e - Journal of English Language, Literature & Criticism 

Vol. – VI, Issue-4, March 2026 

 

Page | 74 

 

12 

CONDEMNATION BEFORE CRIME: KAFKA, CASTE, AND STRUCTURAL 

ABSURDITY 

Nirmal Rajan 
Educator, Loyola Tech School, Dindigul, Tamil Nadu, India 

Abstract 

Absurdist philosophy has frequently been interpreted as an existential response to metaphysical 

meaninglessness and the collapse of moral certainty in twentieth-century Europe. Franz Kafka’s 

The Trial is commonly read within this framework as a narrative of bureaucratic alienation and 

existential anxiety. This paper proposes a different approach by placing Kafka’s absurdity in 

dialogue with caste as a form of structural absurdity, where guilt precedes action and punishment 

is inherited rather than earned. Drawing on the philosophical writings of Albert Camus and Jean-

Paul Sartre, the study explores how absurdity emerges when systems of authority refuse 

explanation while demanding obedience. In the Indian context, caste transforms this philosophical 

condition into a historically embedded social structure sustained through religion, tradition, and 

internalized belief. Through close readings of Kafka’s, The Trial alongside the dramatic works of 

Girish Karnad and Vijay Tendulkar, the paper argues that absurdity in India is not merely 

metaphysical but institutional. The writings of B. R. Ambedkar and E. V. Ramasamy Periyar 

further demonstrate how such structures can be confronted through intellectual critique and 

political resistance. By bringing together European absurdism, Indian theatre, and anti-caste 

thought, the study reinterprets absurdity not as an abstract philosophical dilemma but as a lived 

architecture of social injustice. 
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Introduction: 

What does it mean to be condemned without reason—held accountable by a system whose logic 

remains inaccessible and whose authority cannot be questioned? This question lies at the center of 

Franz Kafka’s The Trial. The novel opens with the arrest of Josef K., a bank officer who is 

suddenly accused of an unnamed crime. The arrest occurs without explanation, and the legal 

system responsible for judging him appears fragmented, secretive, and omnipresent. Throughout 

the narrative, Josef K. attempts to understand the nature of the accusation and the procedures of 

the court, yet each attempt leads him deeper into a bureaucratic labyrinth that refuses clarity. 

Kafka’s narrative has often been interpreted as an allegory of modern alienation, 

illustrating the ways in which bureaucratic systems can exercise power without transparency or 

accountability. In the twentieth century, Kafka’s fiction became closely associated with existential 

philosophy and absurdist literature. Critics frequently connect The Trial with the philosophical 

writings of Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre, both of whom explored the tension between 

humanity’s search for meaning and the apparent indifference of the universe. 

However, the philosophical significance of Kafka’s narrative extends beyond the European 

context in which it was written. In many societies structured by inherited hierarchies, the 

experience of being judged without cause is not merely metaphorical but historically real. In India, 

the caste system has for centuries assigned individuals social status, occupation, and moral value 
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at birth. In such a system, judgment precedes action, and punishment becomes embedded within 

identity itself. 

This paper explores the conceptual convergence between Kafka’s depiction of absurd 

authority and the lived realities of caste-based inequality in India. By placing The Trial in dialogue 

with existentialist philosophy, Indian theatre, and anti-caste thought, the study proposes that 

absurdity can function not only as an existential condition but also as a socially constructed 

system of power. In this sense, absurdity emerges not simply from the confrontation between 

humanity and an indifferent universe, but from historical structures that deliberately obscure their 

logic while enforcing obedience. 

Absurdism as Philosophical Ground: 
Absurdism emerged as a philosophical response to the intellectual crisis of twentieth-century 

Europe. The devastation of two world wars and the collapse of traditional religious authority led 

many thinkers to question whether human existence possessed any inherent meaning. Within this 

context, Albert Camus developed one of the most influential formulations of absurdist philosophy 

in his essay The Myth of Sisyphus. 

Camus defines the absurd as the confrontation between the human desire for meaning and 

the silent indifference of the universe. Human beings seek coherence, purpose, and moral order, 

yet the world offers no definitive explanation for their existence. This conflict produces what 

Camus describes as the absurd condition. Rather than responding with despair, however, Camus 

argues that individuals should embrace this condition with conscious defiance. The mythological 

figure of Sisyphus, condemned to push a stone endlessly up a hill, becomes a symbol of human 

resilience in the face of meaninglessness. 

Jean-Paul Sartre expanded existential philosophy by emphasizing the radical freedom of 

the individual. Sartre argued that human beings are not defined by predetermined essences but 

must create their own identities through choice and action. Yet this freedom often produces 

anxiety, leading individuals to adopt socially imposed roles instead of confronting their autonomy. 

Sartre described this phenomenon as bad faith, a form of self-deception in which individuals deny 

their own freedom by accepting identities assigned by society. 

Within the framework of existential philosophy, absurdity therefore appears as a 

metaphysical dilemma. The individual confronts a universe that refuses to provide meaning, and 

the challenge lies in creating significance within that void. However, this philosophical model 

changes significantly when absurdity emerges not from cosmic silence but from socially 

constructed systems that deliberately enforce irrational hierarchies. 

Kafka and Bureaucratic Absurdity: 
Kafka’s The Trial offers one of the most compelling literary representations of institutional 

absurdity. The novel opens with the arrest of Josef K. by two officials who refuse to explain the 

charges against him. Although K. is not imprisoned, he is forced to participate in a legal process 

that remains incomprehensible. Hearings occur in cramped rooms within ordinary apartment 

buildings, court offices are hidden in attics, and officials appear simultaneously powerful and 

powerless. 

One of the most striking aspects of the novel is the absence of transparency within the 

judicial system. The court’s authority derives not from justice but from its ability to remain 

inaccessible. Josef K.’s attempts to defend himself only deepen his entanglement within the 

system. Each interaction with court officials reveals a structure that perpetuates itself through 

secrecy and inevitability. 
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The painter Titorelli provides one of the most revealing explanations of the court’s logic. 

When K. asks whether true acquittal is possible, Titorelli explains that the court offers only three 

outcomes: apparent acquittal, prolonged proceedings, or condemnation. Genuine acquittal exists 

only in theory and is never granted in practice. The legal system therefore maintains the 

appearance of justice while ensuring that its authority can never be overturned. 

Kafka’s depiction of bureaucratic power demonstrates how absurdity can function as a mechanism 

of control. Authority survives not because it is rational but because its irrationality cannot be 

challenged within the system itself. 

Caste as Structural Absurdity: 

While Kafka’s fictional court represents an exaggerated form of bureaucratic power, the Indian 

caste system reveals how similar mechanisms can operate within historical reality. Caste organizes 

society into hierarchical groups based on birth, assigning individuals social status and occupation 

regardless of personal ability or aspiration. The system derives legitimacy from religious texts and 

cultural traditions, which present caste divisions as natural or divinely ordained. 

In this sense, caste can be understood as a form of structural absurdity. The system operates 

according to rules that lack rational justification yet continue to shape everyday life. Individuals 

born into lower castes are denied access to resources, education, and social mobility not because 

of their actions but because of their inherited identity. 

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar identified this contradiction in his influential work Annihilation of 

Caste. Ambedkar argued that caste persists because it is supported by religious authority and 

internalized belief. Even individuals who suffer under the system may accept its legitimacy, 

allowing it to reproduce itself across generations. 

The parallels with Kafka’s narrative become clear when one considers the role of 

inevitability in both systems. Just as Josef K. struggles to challenge a court whose rules remain 

hidden, individuals within caste society confront a structure that presents itself as immutable. The 

absurdity of the system lies precisely in its ability to transform arbitrary hierarchies into 

unquestioned truths. 

Indian Theatre and the Dramaturgy of the Absurd: 

The relationship between absurd authority and social hierarchy also appears in modern Indian 

theatre. Playwrights such as Girish Karnad and Vijay Tendulkar have used dramatic form to 

expose the contradictions embedded within structures of power. 

Vijay Tendulkar’s Ghashiram Kotwal depicts a political system in which authority 

operates through manipulation, violence, and ritualized spectacle. The rise of Ghashiram 

illustrates how bureaucratic institutions can transform individuals into instruments of oppression. 

The play portrays a society in which power is exercised arbitrarily, yet its legitimacy is rarely 

questioned. 

Similarly, Girish Karnad’s Tughlaq presents a ruler whose ambitious reforms collapse into 

political chaos. The play explores the tension between idealism and authority, revealing how 

rational governance becomes impossible when institutions are undermined by their own 

contradictions. 

Both playwrights dramatize the absurdity of social systems that claim moral authority 

while perpetuating injustice. Their works demonstrate that absurdity is not limited to philosophical 

speculation but can emerge from the structures that govern everyday life. 

Revolt against the Absurd: 

While Kafka’s narrative often emphasizes the inevitability of absurd systems, the Indian anti-caste 

movement represents a radically different response. Thinkers such as Ambedkar and E. V. 
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Ramasamy Periyar refused to accept the irrationality of caste as an unavoidable condition. Instead, 

they treated it as a structure that could and must be dismantled. 

Ambedkar’s political activism sought to challenge caste through constitutional reform and 

social transformation. Periyar’s rationalist movement attacked the religious doctrines that justified 

caste hierarchy. Both thinkers rejected the idea that social systems should be endured simply 

because they appear inevitable. 

This distinction highlights a crucial difference between existential absurdism and anti-caste 

thought. Whereas Camus suggests that individuals must learn to live with the absurd condition of 

existence, Ambedkar and Periyar argue that socially constructed absurdities can be dismantled 

through collective action. 

Condemnation before Crime: Kafka’s Execution and Ambedkar’s Critique of Caste: 
The concluding scene of Franz Kafka’s The Trial offers one of the most haunting representations 

of institutional absurdity in modern literature. After months of navigating a legal system that 

refuses explanation, Josef K. is executed without ever learning the nature of his alleged crime. 

Two officials escort him outside the city to an abandoned quarry, where they carry out the 

execution with mechanical calm. The scene is marked not by dramatic resistance but by quiet 

inevitability. Josef K. recognizes the futility of protest and submits to the procedure, remarking 

shortly before his death that he dies “like a dog.” The moment encapsulates Kafka’s vision of a 

world in which authority condemns individuals without transparency, and the condemned 

internalize the legitimacy of that judgment even when it lacks rational justification. 

The significance of this scene lies in the way power operates without needing to articulate 

its logic. The court never reveals its accusation, yet its authority remains unquestioned. Josef K.’s 

struggle is not simply against punishment but against the impossibility of understanding the 

system that punishes him. Kafka therefore portrays absurdity as a structure in which individuals 

become guilty simply by existing within the system itself. The absence of explanation does not 

weaken the authority of the court; instead, it reinforces its inevitability. 

When viewed through the lens of the Indian caste system, Kafka’s fictional condemnation 

acquires a striking historical resonance. In caste society, individuals are frequently judged not by 

their actions but by their inherited identity. The system assigns moral value, occupation, and social 

worth at birth, creating a hierarchy that appears both arbitrary and unavoidable. Just as Josef K. 

cannot discover the reason for his accusation, those born into marginalized castes often confront a 

social order that denies them opportunity without providing rational justification. 

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s critique of caste reveals how such structures sustain themselves. In 

Annihilation of Caste, Ambedkar argues that caste persists because it is embedded within religious 

authority and social tradition. The hierarchy is presented as sacred, making resistance appear both 

immoral and futile. According to Ambedkar, the system survives not merely through coercion but 

through internalized belief. Individuals accept the roles assigned to them because the structure of 

society teaches them to regard those roles as natural. 

These dynamic parallels Kafka’s portrayal of the court in The Trial. The power of the court 

lies not only in its ability to punish but also in its capacity to convince individuals that punishment 

is inevitable. Josef K.’s final moments illustrate how authority can shape the consciousness of 

those it condemns. His acceptance of execution demonstrates the psychological dimension of 

power: the condemned individual begins to perceive the system’s judgment as unavoidable, even 

when its logic remains incomprehensible. 

Ambedkar’s political project can therefore be understood as an attempt to dismantle a form 

of structural absurdity. Unlike Kafka’s protagonist, who remains trapped within the system that 

condemns him, Ambedkar sought to expose the irrational foundations of caste and challenge its 
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legitimacy through legal reform and social activism. By identifying caste as a man-made structure 

rather than a divine order, he transformed what appeared to be an immutable hierarchy into a 

system that could be questioned and ultimately dismantled. 

Reading Kafka alongside Ambedkar thus reveals two different responses to absurd 

authority. Kafka’s narrative exposes the terror of systems that condemn individuals without 

explanation, while Ambedkar’s critique demonstrates how such systems can be confronted 

through rational analysis and political resistance. Together, they illuminate the broader 

implications of absurdity as a structure of power that operates both psychologically and socially. 

Conclusion: 

Franz Kafka’s The Trial remains one of the most powerful literary explorations of absurd 

authority. The novel reveals how systems that refuse explanation can nevertheless demand 

obedience, trapping individuals within structures they cannot fully comprehend. Existential 

philosophers such as Camus and Sartre interpreted this condition as a universal feature of human 

existence. However, when Kafka’s narrative is placed in dialogue with the Indian caste system, 

absurdity acquires a different dimension. Rather than emerging from metaphysical uncertainty, it 

appears as a historically constructed structure embedded within social institutions. Caste assigns 

guilt before action and transforms arbitrary hierarchies into inherited truths. 

Indian theatre and anti-caste thought demonstrate that such systems can be exposed and 

challenged. The works of Karnad and Tendulkar dramatize the contradictions of authority, while 

the intellectual revolutions led by Ambedkar and Periyar reveal how absurd structures can be 

dismantled through rational critique and political resistance. By bringing together European 

absurdism, Indian theatre, and anti-caste philosophy, this study suggests that absurdity is not 

always an abstract philosophical condition. In many societies it functions as an architecture of 

injustice—one that must be confronted not with resignation but with revolt. 
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