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Introduction





The teaching of philosophy is sometimes oscillating between the objective study of the text and the subjective interpretation based on emotions and intuitions. This bifurcation is grounded in the false estimation of a certain kind of reading. The first step of this paradigm consists in the hard study of what is written down; the second in the need of a personal attitude towards and appreciation of the text. Van Coillie has demonstrated that there are hidden suggestions in the ancient texts to overcome this dilemma. We will try to rethink this suggestions in by reading a text in an ‘other  con-text’.





In a fascinating short text, Kafka critizices this bifurcation. He writes on the possibility of entering the law (Vor dem Gesetz). The law can be seen as the symbol of what is important, of the values. The subjective relation as well as the objective relation are insufficient to enter the law. What is at stake is the true estimation of the intersubjective relation as a royal way to the quintessens of existence.





This allows the following scheme:





Objectivity			Intersubjectivity		Subjectivity





the It				The Thou			The I


Theory				Mètis				Practice


Being				Becoming			Non-being


Obstacle			Invitation/transgression	Fascination





This royal way can be seen as a third dimension in reading texts. The interesting point in Kafka is that his text allows to be read as well as a thematisation of this other dimension and as an exercise in reading whitin the intersubjective relation to the text. The material and formal object are the same. 





Our thesis is twofold. 


1) the first place, we try to show by reading a concrete text that when the text is seen as a partner in an intersubjective dialogue, an inspirating model of teaching philosophy emerges that transcends the initial bifurcation. 


2) Secondly, this paradigm can be extrapollated on the ethical relation. The problem of ethical values can be reformulated as a dynamic movement between the platonic, objective values and the subjective creation of values. This ethical problem is also implicated in the text of Kafka. This can possible be a topic for the discussion that follows the study of the text of Kafka.





Reading the text





	The short story of Kafka can be read as the failing of entering the intersubjective relation. The protagonist is invited or seduced to enter the law, but the overestimation of the subject-object relation becomes an unsurpassible obstacle to enter. This problematic can show the difficulties in reading texts with our students. The quintessens of a text can disappear in a carefull examination of the so-called objective meaning of the text or in a sincere individualistic interpretation. Before reading the text, it is important to discover the place or locus of the text in the corpus named Kafka.





1. The context of the text





	1. The text Vor dem Gesetz was written in december 1914 and published a first time in the book Ein Landartz. This book contains different short stories. Later on, our text of one page and a half was taken up in the famous novel Der Prozeß in the nineth chapter, that is the last chapter before the last chapter. The book was published after Kafka’s death. This place is very important. 


	2. In the chapter, the text is a part of the meeting in a catholic church of the secularized jew K. with the priest who takes religious care of the prisoners in jail. Here we find some important elements together: a secularized jew, a church, a priest who is connected with the civil (?) law.


	3. Before the text, one can read about the confrontation of K. with the law. The law appears as always disappearing; the court and the process are part of this vanishing reality.


	4. After the text one can read how K. is taken away on the evening of his 31th year by two men (just like Christ):


Am Vorabend seines einunddreißigsten Geburtstages - es war gegen neun Uhr abends, die Zeit der Stille....  Aber an K.s Gurgel legten sich die Hände des einen Herrn, während der andere das messer ihm tief ins Herz stieß und zweimal dort drehte. Mit brechenden Augen sah noch K., wie die Herren, nahe vor seinem Gesicht, Wange an Wange aneindergelehnt, die Entscheidung beobachten. “Wie ein Hund!” sagte er, es war, als sollte die Scham ihn überleben.





	Death and even animal death seems to be the result of the failure of entering the quintessens of life, symbolized in the law.


	5. The direct occurrence that precedes the text consists in an appoinment of K. with an Italian business-partner. The appointment was to meet each other in the church. The Italian partner doesn’t arrive. K. remains waiting in the church and there he meets the priest. They begin to talk to each other. At a certain moment, K. asks if the priest has some time for him: “Hast du ein wenig Zeit für mich? And the priest answers: “Soviel Zeit als du brauchst”. Than, after the problem of time, he gives a little candle light to K.: und reichte K. die kleine Lampe, damit er sie trage. The problem of time (and of place), the two fundamental Kantian concepts, will be very important for our reading. Then the story begins.


	6. We will try to read the story in an associative way, a little deconstructionist in the trace of Derrida. Or is it more talmoedic? Just as in deconstructionism we will try to be fascinated by the material letter of the text - therefore we read the text in German - and be free to confront (or place besides) other text as framework. After four years of reading this text with my students, the page has become a personal partner who says me every year new thi


ngs. He’s like a friend in a dialogue of which Rosenzweig says: “Im wirklichen Gespräch geschieht eben etwas; ich weiß nicht vorher, was mir der andre sagen wird, weil ich nämlich auch nicht einmal weiß, was ich selber sahen werde; ja vielleicht noch nicht einmal, daß Ich überhaupt etwas sagen werde; es könnte ja sein, daß der anfängt.” (Das neue Denken, 151).





2. The introduction of the story





	The central theme for understanding the story is the possible misunderstanding: “in den einleitenden Schriften zum Gesetz heißt es von dieser Täuschung: 


- what is the place of transcendence, of judgment by the court or tribunal, of the relation between law and freedom? The misunderstanding is at stake. Can we understand this misunderstanding? Understanding seems to have an objective or subjective aim. More is at stake than the bifurcation between objectivity and subjectivity.       


- the “einleitende Schriften:” before the beginning of the story Kafka makes a clear allusion on the Thora, the jewish law that is written down in the first five books of the Tenak. The “einleitende Schriften” are the first eleven chapters of Berechit, in christian terminology, the book Genesis. In these chapters, the history that precedes history is written down. Abraham appears after this archeological history. An interesting comparison of the Kafka story with Genesis 3 can be made. I make a suggestion on this possibility in my conclusion.


	The isolated text has a title: Vor dem Gesetz. The first sentence is: Vor dem Gesetz steht ein Türhüter”. This implicates that the spatio-temporal indifference of the word Vor in the title is specified in a spatial sense. The Law is a place, a building, a structure or a construction and one can finds himself before this place. We have to link this remark with the little candlelight that was given to K. as a symbol of the time.  





3. The text





“Vor dem Gesetz steht ein Türhüter. Zu diesem Türhüter kommt ein Mann vom Lande und bittet um Eintritt in das Gesetz.”





The three principal agents in the story are brought together in one sentence: the law, the Türhüter, and the Mann vom Lande.


A) the law: The law can have different connotations:


- it is the law that persecutes K.


- later in the text one can read about the “Achtung vor den Schrift”. Note the remarkable use of vor (it can have two senses as in the title Vor dem Gesetz.) This can be linked to the commentaries of the priest that are structured like a talmoedic interpretation. The law can be seen as the Thora that is the source of different readings. In talmoedic reading the dialogue with the text is bound and made possible by a very hard study of the thext. This leads to ‘une lecture infini’ (Banon). 


- the law is also the fundamental and unreachable structure of life.


- it can be the prohibition that is necessary for freedom to become freedom. The prohibition makes freedom possible.


- it is the mystery, the quintessens of life. In other texts of Kafka, one can read about the unreachable woman, the unreachable erotic. In Das Schloß, the law is the castle with die Herren.


- the law can be seen as the symbol of the intersubjective relation, the Thou that cannot be thematised or objectified.


B) Türhüter:


- later in the story, he will be described as a stereotypic jew: in seinem Pelzmantel, seine Große Spitznase, den langen, dünnen, schwarzen, tartarischen Bart.... die Flöhe in seinem Pelzkragen. The Türhüter is in the eyes (subjective perspective) the objective obstacle for entering the law. When we combine this remark with the possible interpretation of the law as Thora, we can ask if Kafka suggests here that the establishment and cultural form of religion can be an obstacle for reading the texts of the religion? Is the objectified relation the source of the Tauschung? Kafka doesn’t give an answer. For our problematic of reading this is important: the already existing interpretations of the text can be a obstacle for reading the texts: K. cannot enter the text of the law, because of this objectied obstacle.


- the obstacle is in the first place described as a normal man. It will grow and become an unproportiate obstacle.


C) Mann vom Lande


- as the I, it is the metaphor of Joseph K. in the book


- In another book, Das Schloß Kafka speaks of a Landvermesser: Also he is an outsider, someone from another country or another world. He is someone who lost his orientation. The fundamental activity consists is finding a new orientation in the world, a structure for the society. The Landvermesser is confronted with unreachable castle:


Es war spätabends, als K. ankam. Das Dorf lag in tiefem Schnee. Vom Schloßberg war nichts zu sehen, Nebel und Finsternis umgaben ihn, auch nicht der schwächste Lichtschein deutete das große Schloß an.





With these three protagonists we have a possible reading key for out text: the Mann vom Lande is the first grammatical person, the I. The law is the second person; the invitation for transcendence en mystery; the Türhüter is the third person or objective obstacle.





Aber der Türhüter sagt, daß er ihm jetzt den Eintritt nicht gewähren Könne.





The man wants to enter the law: he wants to realize the relation between the first and second person. This initial relation is transformed in a relation between the I and the obstacle: Er ihm jetzt. The stress is laid on the third person and there is an allusion on the time. These are the two fundamental possibilities for K.: taking the time serious or taking the obstacle serious. 





1) K.  Is initially fascinated by the time: Der Mann überlegt und fragt dann, ob er also später werde eintreten dürfen. The answer is: “jetzt aber nicht” but the door remains open: Da das Tor zum Gesetz offensteht...


2) The actual moment is closed: The alterity of the future disappears and the obstacle becomes important. The Türhüter is seen as an objective prohibition. In this context, it is important tot note that the jewish philosopher Rosenzweig writes in his famous book Der Stern der Erlösung the redemption happens when: “Ich zum Er Du sagen lerne.” In other words, the quality of the relation with other person is the perspective on redemption, or in the words of Kafka, of entering the law. The objective relation, in which the other is seen as an It, is to be transformed to an intersubjective relation in which the other is seen as a Thou. The intersubjective relation is not possible in the time of the jetzt: the actual time is the time of ‘presentation’, a time that is in the hand of man (Levinas): it is the synchronic time in which man makes his fundamental projects as projections in the future of his own actuality. The future is the present. The intersubjective time is a time that comes to man from outside: in this alterity, redemption is possible. Kafka chooses for the actual time of man himself: the obstacle is present although the door remains open. At the end of the story, there is no redemption, but death.





“Da das Tor zum gesetz offensteht wie immer und der Tüthüter beiseite tritt, bückt sich der Mann, um durch das Tor in das Innere zu sehen.”


1) In this sentence we find the triadic relation: the man, Türhüter and the door to the law.


2) the ‘going’ into the law is replaced by ‘looking’; the praxis has become a theory. Praxis needs time, praxis needs the other; theory sees everything in the presence, theory is the primacy of reason (first person) and objectivity. The jewish themes of wandering, walking, exodus and promised land.... are replaced by the greek vision. The other becomes an obstacle. 


The primacy of the eye implicates the severe seduction of what is forbidden (cfr the biblical tree of good and evil) and the ever growing proportions of the obstacle: “Ich bin mächtig. Und Ich bin nur der underste Türhüter.” And further in the text: Er wird kindisch....  and : dieser erste scheint ihm das einzige Hindernis für den Eintritt.


Seeing has to do with the will for insight, with prendre and comprendre, with imagining and representation, with the actual time - that is the time of K.: he is fascinated by the jetzt and pays no attention for the future as diachronic relation in which the relation with alterity becomes possible. In our western culture, teoria is seen as the highest form of human reasoning and understanding. The listening with the ear is diametrical to it. You cannot comprehend the word, it is never present in the actual moment but always situated between the past of what we first heard and the future is in an proleptic way present in the past. The word is situated in the threefold stratification of time. Listening is more conform to jewish tradition. 


But K. wants to see in the present, in das Innere. 


Wenn es dich sio lockt, versuche es doch, trottz meinem Verbot hineinzugehen:


- the prohibition becomes more and more strong


- a situation of mirroring takes place


1) one wants always to see more in a situation that nothing can be found


2) for this reason, the prohition becomes stronger and stronger: “Und ich bin nur der unterste Türhüter. Von Saal zu Saal stehen aber Türhüter, einer mächtiger als der andere. Schon den Anblick des drittes kann nicht einmal ich mehr vertragen.





“Solche Schwierigkeiten hat der Mann vom Lande nicht erwartet, das Gesetz soll doch jedem und immer zugänglich sein, denkt er”





A first interpretation of the quintessens of life if formulated here in a theoretical way: the law is open for everyone who can think.





The growing impact of the prohibition: Er vergißt die anderen Türhüter, und dierser erste scheint ihm das einzige Hindernis für den Eintritt in das Gesetz.





37-40: Schließlich wird sein Augenlicht schwach, und er weiß nicht, ob es um ihm wirklich dunkler wird oder ob ihn nur die Augen täuschen. Wohl aber erkennt er jetzt im Dunkel einen Glanz, der unverlöschlich aus der Türe des Gesetzes bricht.





Here we find the fundamental pivotal point of the story: the end of seeing in the light and the beginning of seeing in the dark.


1) The greek King Oidipous, in the tragedy of Soflokes, came at a certain point to the insight in his parricide and his relation with the queen-mother. At that moment, he pierced his eye with a knife and became blind. The insight in the mystery of his life is parallel with the darkness in his eyes. The mystery of the tragedy in Thebe was not open for everyone who thinks.


2) Teiresias on the other hand was physically blind but he understood the secret of the life of Oidipous.





Nun lebt er nicht lange mehr. Vor seinem Tode sammeln sich in seinem Kopfe alle Erfahrungen der der ganzen Zeit...





The end of life is the end of waiting in the now. Death has a fundamental other time perspective. The darkness indicates the end of the possiblities of theoretical vision. The Mann
