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Abstract 

Kafka‟s imagining of his body, as Sander Gilman points out was a part of anti-Semite 

Weltanschauung. Such discourses, especially medical discourses were generated to re-

produce the Jewish body as abnormal, diseased and deviant— the abjected „other‟. Kafka and 

his bleeding body— the body with all its flesh and blood and its embodiedness anticipates the 

condition of the Jewish body during the time of Shoah. The racialization and over-

medicalization turned the Jewish body into a grotesque body.This fin-de-siècle 

medicalization and territorialisation of Jewish body, even years after Robert Koch‟s 

discovery, add complexities to the entire discourse and, paves the way for the construction 

and dissemination of the Jewish “imagined body”. 
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“Life is life despite life” - Levinas 

“Man is the indestructible that can be infinitely destroyed”   - Maurice Blanchot 

 

One is not born, but becomes a Jew. The “becomings” and “micro-becomings” in Kafka is 

symptomatic of a process of destabilization: his (micro)struggle against the agencies of the 

day. The struggle is between coming out of his Jewishness and at the same time, to assert and 

to maintain the Jewishness with all its differences and multiplicities. The destratification and 

fluidity of Kafka‟s poetics is not very uncomplicated, but its ambiguity lies in the fact that the 

process of becoming-Jew involves destabilizing the molar Jewish identity as well as creating 

a new one while preserving the old. If one is a Jew, then it becomes very important to 

maintain that Jewishness. That Jewishness, nevertheless, is nothing but an “empty body-

without-organ” (BwO), unable to connect with other bodies, an existence inward,cut off from 

the rest of the world— the kind of alienation and loneliness that one finds in his oeuvre. As if 

the being has severed all ties with the world, the narrative becomes „notes from underground‟ 

and the voice more of a victim of the hidden structures of subjectivity which one can neither 

escape nor understand.  

The shame, guilt, stigma and the concomitant alienation are results of not only his Jewishness 

but of his pathological condition too, to the extent that his Jewishness was never free from his 

illness. His subjectivity and his poetics were always already dictated by his pathology so 

much so that his “I am” was never really far from “I am sick”. This ontico-ontology of “I am, 

therefore I am sick” and “I am sick therefore I am” made him to think of himself as a „foreign 

body‟ cut off from the life-world. This non- human, stigmatized, diseased and fragmented 

body lacks any kind of agency— a body which can be „observed, grasped and manipulated‟ 

at will, a body ruthlessly exposed to the other, an object, a “body-for-other”(corps pour 

autrui). 

When the scrutinizing gaze of the other is internalized, the body-for-itself gives way to the 

body-for-other, creating a stand-still which tends to arrest body‟s essential “becoming” and 

binds it to “me-here-now”: a condition that corporealizes the pre-reflective lived-body (leib). 

The pre-reflective body and the corporeal body (korper) do not exist in the manner of 

Cartesian duality but are always dialectically intertwined.“To be a body is to be tied to a 

world”; this inseparability of the body from the surrounding is the state of holiness— the 

wholeness, completeness, balance, which we call „health‟. It is when one is at „dis-ease‟ with 
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this interconnectedness, that we find a kind of disjuncture in this very harmony. Health is 

concealed, elusive and enigmatic— it is a state of ignorance where one fails to experience the 

body as a „thing‟. Rather, it presents itself as a way of being-in-the-world, that is, the lived-

body (leib). Health is a state of non-dualism, where the cogito takes for granted our corporeal 

existence and thus, our body remains alienated. The dialogue only occurs when there is a 

sudden rupture between the korper and the leib, the moment my own body becomes most 

other, when one is conscious about one‟s own body or any of its parts. This sudden encounter 

brings us out of oblivion by creating an image of doppelganger. This state of (ir)reducible gap 

would be a „violence‟, a state of „suffering‟, a state when we are at dis-ease. This is nothing, 

but a moment of possibility and ruin of possibility, proximity and ruin of proximity. 

A sound subject body‟s gaze is projected towards the other, towards the world; the other 

remains the centre of a gaze. But the moment the world starts looking at the self, the self 

becomes the centre of a gaze and starts looking inward rather than outward, reflecting on the 

body as an object. This objectification or corporealization captivates one‟s self and initiates 

the process of extermination of one‟s subjectivity. Such kind of reductionism is a threat to 

self, its agency and its spontaneity. This event of desubjectivation, to strip off someone of all 

its vitalities occurred at many levels for the Jewish body.  The Jewish body and its nakedness 

were exposed in public arenas making it a site of ridicule, anger and utter abjection— the 

sewage system, the channel of expulsion where people could vent out their spleen. Words 

like “ventilating, evacuating, circulating, deodorizing, regulating, managing, draining, 

cleansing, privatizing” , used by Alain Corbin(The Foul and the Fragrant,102) while talking 

about modern sewage system, was also a part of anti-Semite Weltanschauungand was used as 

a linguistic detox, that finally went on to culminate into Holocaust or Shoah. 

         This was in a way very important in the process of maintaining the psychological and 

social hygiene of the Volkskorper.  It is simply for this reason that discourses, especially 

medical discourses were generated to re-produce the Jewish body alongwith the bodies of the 

gypsies and homosexuals as abnormal, diseased and deviant— the abjected „other‟. The 

binary between health and illness, normal and abnormal is often constructed and there is 

nothing „natural‟ about it. From the viewpoint of society, health and „normality‟ are 

synonymous and, any kind of deviation from „normality‟ is deemed to be sickness— sickness 

as deviance and deviance as sickness, both. But at the same time, these abnormalities, 

sicknesses and deviations are also important to maintain the social order; they make 

„normals‟ feel better about themselves. Sickness, as Nietzsche points out, is so essential for 
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social unity and a personal sense of sense-worth that if it didnot exist, it would have to be 

invented. 

Kafka‟s “anxiety of becoming what one is condemned to become” (1995,p.8) and, his “fear 

engendered by the images associated with the Jewish male in Kafka‟s world” (8), as Sander 

Gilman points out was always a part of his masculinity and racial memory.  He continues, “It 

provides for him a vocabulary with which to clothe his innermost unspoken anxieties about 

himself, a vocabulary that distorts or represses this central anxiety, the anxiety of 

transformation and change, the anxiety leading unto death” (8). Tuberculosis, the disease he 

was suffering from was as much physical as psychological, as he points in one of his letters, 

“I am mentally handicapped, the lung disease is none other than an overflow of the mental 

disease” (Letters to Milena). The “condemned” body of a Jew, thus, was never far from his 

mental disposition and vice-versa. “Thus the trope of the psychosomatic nature of illness, 

specifically of his tuberculosis, begins to evolve. Tuberculosis is an attenuated mental illness 

in physical guise. It is a psychosomatic (read: Jewish) illness, for Jews suffer from mental 

illness expressed in their bodies…” (181). This fin-de-sieclemedicalization and 

territorialization of Jewish body, even years after Robert Koch‟s discovery, add complexities 

to the entire discourse and, paves the way for the construction and dissemination of the 

Jewish “imagined body”.  

The “body of spectacle” (Fanon, 1967), the racialized and sexualized body, acts as “the 

boundary markers of society” (Nadia Guidotto, 2007) — the banished “other”, the exception 

that is both inside and outside the law. Such bodies,  the objects of knowledge and targets of 

power are considered as constant threat to the system and, are subjected to rigorous policing 

or extermination, an effort that can best be described as “ the reductive ontological drive to 

settle or fix by simplifying what in essence is unsettlable, fixable, and 

irreducible”(Spanos,200,p.18). This kind of “freak show” (Fanon, 1967) then, becomes “the 

metaphysical prerequisite to transform that which defies naming into manageable and 

exploitable object” (Spanos, p.19).  These docile bodies or the mechanical bodies thus 

created, through such disciplinary and punitive mechanisms of the sovereign/ biopolitical 

power are then subjected to non-life, at the fringes of the society. Medical science plays a 

pivotal role in that entire narrative of production and dissemination, so much so that Foucault 

observes a conflation of the mechanical body, the Cartesian “anatomico-metaphysical” body 

of the medical institutions and the “technico-political” body of the population management. 

As Agamben points out, “in the biopolitical horizon that characterizes modernity, the 
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physician and the scientist move in the no-man‟s-land into which at one point the sovereign 

alone could penetrate”( p.159): a kind of a  horizon or a “ zone of indistinction”  between 

“analyzable” body and “manipulable” body, politics and biology, sovereign power and 

biopolitical power. 

Despite Life 

The subjectification of the diseased and stigmatized body of the „racial other‟ under 

the sovereign/biopolitical power before and at the time of Shoah (literally meaning „a great 

and terrible wind‟ in Hebrew) was also a process of desubjectification, a kind of „double 

movement‟ that Agamben talks about in his The Remnants of Auschwitz and also in his Homo 

Sacercycle. The ghettoization of the Jewish body was a “zone of indistinction” between 

“exclusion and inclusion, outside and inside and bios andzoē”— a sovereign exception. The 

Hellenic distinction between bios- the biopolitical lifeand zoē- the natural life gets conflated 

in the modern biopolitics yielding to a (non)life which Agamben calls “bare life”— a sort of 

naked life reduced to the level of the beast. As he writes,“What had to remain in the 

collective unconscious as a monstrous hybrid of human and animal, divided between the 

forest and the city- the werewolf- is, therefore, in its origin the figure of the man who has 

been banned from the city”(Homo Sacer, p.105). Thus, the double movement of 

subjectification (i.e. assimilation) and desubjectification(i.e. destruction) of the Jewish body 

within the racist paradigm is a result of the “phenomenological rendering of the bios into 

zoē”(Crockett,2013), the process through which theJewish sense of the body(bios) was 

immersed in the biological body(zoē). The exposure of the body to such naked existence 

devoid of all its humanity and emptied of all its desires, turns that body into a sacred body— 

the body of a homo sacer, who “can be killed but not sacrificed”, extermination of which will 

not be deemed as criminal offence. In other words, the sovereign decision of stigmatization 

and extermination of the parasitic bodies— whether racialized or medicalized, was never 

deemed as transgression but necessary to maintain the political „economy‟ (oikonomia). 

The sovereign control and the biopolitical control over the bodies, though manifested quite 

differently, functions by creating „a state of exception‟, bodies which are forced to live 

beyond the boundaries of the polis but also at the same time, denying them their right over 

oikos—“a zone of indistinction” or what Primo Levi calls “gray zone”, bodies which are 

neither living nor lying dead. The traditional sovereign power‟s right over life and death or 

“to make die and to live” and, modern biopolitical power‟s concern over the life and health 

of the population or “to make live and let die” get conflated in any extreme form of  
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majoritarian politics, based on race or religion or both. “According to Agamben”, as 

AnkeSnoek (2010) points out in her article, “the formula that defines the most specific trait of 

twentieth-century bio politics is no longer either to make die or to make live, but to make 

survive.This survival is a mutable and virtually infinite survival, the absolute separation of 

animal life from organic life until an essential mobile threshold is reached. What survives is 

the human in the animal and the animal in the human. To make survive means to produce 

naked life, which is subjected to death….” (Foucault Studies, No.10, p.50). Such type of 

“post-sovereign” politics with the help of highly specialized medical science tries to create a 

caesura between various demographies, that is, some sort of rupture between different racial 

groups— a mechanism through which biologic is appropriated into racial politics. This turn 

marks „the second coming‟ of the politics of death; biopolitics giving way to thanatopolitics, 

the kind of politics one witnessed in the Third Reich— the politics of biological 

fragmentation, ghettoization and extermination. 

Thus, the interplay of sovereignty and “governmentality” and, politics and pathology on the 

bodies of those who are deemed to be a threat to the health and hygiene of the society, lead to 

a rigorous treatment of those bodies. Such ruthless management of the bodies is often a part 

of the state-sponsored violence and are at times, ambiguous in nature. The ambiguities can be 

witnessed in situations like life-in-death and death-in-life, or when natural bodies are turned 

into social bodies and social bodies are turned into natural bodies, or inclusions in the form of 

exclusions and exclusions in the form of inclusions— a result of the politics of „purity and 

danger‟ and concomitant cleansing or, to put it differently, a stand-still because of the 

insurmountable gap between diagnosis and prognosis. The politics of pathologization and 

pathologization of politics lead to a complete disjuncture between the human and the 

inhuman, rendering humanity inoperative. 

          The relationship between the sovereign and the “bare life” is not a-priori and can be 

destabilized. The sovereign power‟s effort to fragment life and non-life, human and inhuman, 

healthy and diseased can never be accomplished fully because this gap, this caesura is too 

volatile to maintain the status-quo. Since there is no given humanity, it cannot be destroyed—

“the humanity of the human” can never be decimated; humanity by becoming „inoperative‟ 

exerts a challenge to its complete annihilation. What remains is the human in the inhuman 

and, inhuman in the human. Such „inoperative‟ existence or what Agamben calls “form-of-

life” acts as the bio politics of resistance “wherein it is impossible to distinguish between an 

essence and an existence, a life that is showed but never represented or possessed” 
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(Snoek,2001) : the sign of indestructible humanity at the face of any totalitarian discourse. A 

life, non-teleological and without a meaning is beyond the realm of the “logos”, the realm of 

the power and thus, cannot be exterminated. We are humans, all too humans to be reduced 

and destroyed completely. 

         Life is never bare, as Blanchot points out, what remains is “the naked relation to naked 

life” (The Infinite Conversation, 133). A man can be destroyed, but what remains 

indestructible is his relation with alterity— the naked relation with the Other. A subject— 

diseased, crippled and bare, almost at the threshold of collapse witnesses a flight of its 

subjectivity towards intersubjectivity— an ethical, phenomenological and psychological 

“escape” from enrootedness to a more collective relationality. This “extreme exposure and 

sensitivity of one subjectivity to another” (Levinas, 1987) transcends the limits of human 

existence and vulnerability of a body-subject to a more ethical inter-Being. The vulnerable 

body also becomes the site of Transcendence not limiting itself to its Dasein— and what 

triggers this transcendence is illness, shame and pain. But such kind of negation (Nichtung) of 

the subjectivity is also a mode of self-consciousness.  

         Existence “otherwise than being”, despite oneself in the midst of vulnerability, in the 

midst of pain is life “despite life”. This “risky unconvering” of the self is painful and yet, 

very sensible.  It is this sensibility amidst vulnerability “that is an opening to others, a 

nearness, the one-for-the-other, precisely vulnerability to others” (Benaroyo, 2007). This pain 

which call into question our very existence is what cuts through our finite skin exposing us to 

the scorching sun of the Infinite. Such inescapable relationship, a relation without a relation, 

with the infinite is what sustains life despite oneself: “Life is life despite life”. 

 

The Grotesque 

Kafka and his bleeding body— the body with all its flesh and blood and its 

embodiedness anticipates the condition of the Jewish body during the time of Shoah. The 

racialization and over-medicalization turned the Jewish body into a grotesque body— a body 

“that defies clear definitions and borders and that occupies the middle ground between life 

and death, between subject and object, between one and many” (Shabot, 2006), the kind of 

fluidity that Kafka “deciphers it with his wound” (The Penal Colony; p.204) and can be 

traced all over his oeuvre. The “unfinished” and “ambiguous” body of Kafka, suffering from 

bodily feebleness, somatic otherness, neurasthenia and tuberculosis, all signify as Sander 

Gilman points out, his existence as a Jewish body. Not only tuberculosis but the very pain 
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and angst of living within the confinements of or rather beyond the boundaries of the societal 

arrangement lead to the creation of an alien and uncanny self-body. His was not a body that 

can be “passed-over-in-silence” (Sartre, 1956), an inexperiential “unaware awareness” but 

fleshly and corporeal— a body put on trial, stigmatized and objectified and lastly, destroyed. 

But it was also the same body with all its fleshliness and corporeality that enabled him and 

those like him into a non-closed, open and intercorporealsubjecitivity connected to others in 

the form of an ethical relationship— the “ever unfinished, ever creating body” (Bakhtin, 

1965, p.26). 

       “This excessive body which constantly outgrows itself and escapes from its own skin, 

constitutes a body that cannot be framed” (Shabot, 2006). It, though ambiguous and open, 

never dissolves into an inauthentic and undifferentiated oblivion but maintains its singularity 

and differentiation at all risk. The ethics and poetics, “overlapping and limit” (Merleau-

Ponty, 1968, p.142) of such bodies are always functional at the same time.  This is how the 

“grotesque”, hyper- or de-politicized Jewish bodies and its “shared flesh”, calls for a crisis in 

civilization by being „unrepresentable‟ or „unknowable‟. “It comprises singularity, 

heterogeneity and difference” (Shabot, 2006). 

         The will to power over the other, to limit its embodied intersubjectivity, leads to an 

ethical closure transforming the other into an other— an opaque body which can be fixed but 

never assimilated. These „unassimilated‟ bodies— excesses of body and bodies of excess, can 

either be feared or despised, either be worshiped or exterminated depending upon the need of 

the hour. In those situations, cruelties are justified; and radical medicalization is just another 

process of justification for maintaining social equilibrium (read, health). Those bodies, 

unclean and “unfinished”, become the site of politics of excess and equilibriumso much so 

that it becomes, what Luc-Nancy calls, “the desire for murder, for an increase of cruelty and 

horror… it is mutilation, carving up, relentlessness, meticulous execution, the joy of 

agony”(Being Singular Plural, 21).The politics of excess and equilibrium thus give rise to the 

„normal‟ and the „pathological‟. 

          The birth of pathology entailed the death of body— what remained was a body 

entangled in the politics of sign and signification, an objectified body subject to examination 

and/or extermination. But, Nancy would argue that “there has never been any body in 

philosophy” (Corpus, 193) and, what you have in place is a series of metaphors trying 

earnestly to get hold of the body and undoubtedly, the body in pain; the guilt from which not 

only the western metaphysics but also our language is suffering. He explains, “from the body-
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cave to the glorious body, signs have become inverted, just as they have been turned around 

and displaced over and over again, in hylomorphism, in the sinner-body, in the body-machine 

or in the “body proper” of phenomenology. But the philosophical-theological corpus of 

bodies is still supported by the spine of mimesis, of representation, and of the sign” (Corpus, 

192). The Jewish body— the body in „pain‟ (derived from the Greek word poin andLatin 

word poena both meaning punishment, torture and penalty), in a similar vein remained the 

unknown and unrepresentable body down the ages till efforts were launched in the twentieth-

century to expose it completely and to deem it to be the pathological, parasitic and punishable 

body. It became the cancerous body: “ Just as in cancer the best treatment is to eradicate the 

parasitic growth as quickly as possible, the eugenic defense against the dysgenic social 

effects of afflicted subpopulations is of necessity limited to equally drastic measures….When 

these inferior elements are not effectively eliminated from a [healthy] population, then— just 

as when the cells of the malignant tumour are allowed to proliferate throughout the human 

body— they destroy the host body as well as themselves” (Lombardo, 2003).Statements like 

this one, made by Konrad Lorenz (1973), an eminent Austrian biologist and others like 

Spencer and Haeckel, were very much affiliated to the anti-Semite worldview based on 

Darwinism and, later taken up as an integral part of the Nazi programme. The Jews, gypsies 

and other non-Aryans were labeled as sub-humans and non-beings— a parasitic growth to be 

eradicated in the name of „evolution‟ (Entwicklung). “If”, as Jerry Bergman points out wryly, 

“Darwinism is true, Hitler was our saviour and we have crucified him” (Darwin and The Nazi 

Race Holocaust, 1999). 

        It was Darwin who popularized the theory of bad blood, for “blood is a very special 

fluid” (Goethe, Faust I) and it is through bad blood that genetic pools are contaminated. As 

Gilman points out, the disease that pervades the Jew is found in his blood (p.110). He further 

elaborates, “… all pathology was in the blood. Blood, in this same culture, as we have seen, 

has many layers of meaning— from the blood associated with the blood libel trials to its role 

in purifying ritually slaughtered animals, from its function as primary German marker of race 

to the parallel concern with blood as the proof of a eugenically “healthy” body politic” 

(p.179). Their contract with devil was written with the blood. Blood was the central trope in 

the contemporary discourse on illness and was, readily associated with the cause, 

contamination and cleansing of the disease. Even Kafka while reflecting about his illness, 

suggests the same preoccupation with blood and writes,  
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“That I should suddenly develop some disease did not surprise me; nor did the sight of blood; 

for years my insomnia and headaches have invited a serious illness, and ultimately my 

maltreated blood had to burst forth….Well, I have to accept it; actually my headaches seem 

to have been washed away with the flow of blood”(Letters to Friends, Family, and 

Editors,543). 

The infected blood was, thus needed to be cleansed out of the body because ill blood meant 

ill body. One can now comprehend why „cleansing‟ became an important metaphor in 

contemporary social and political life— culminating into juxtaposition of ritual slaughtering, 

ethnic and racial cleansing and physio-pathology; and in all, blood remained the common 

trope. “To cut into body is to generate wound. Flesh is exposed and produced by this uncanny 

cut. Usually, when a living body is cut, it bleeds. Blood is liquid, viscous, and messy, and 

spilling too much leads to death, which is why we generally seek to prevent it or contain it 

within sacrificial economies. This is the cup of my blood, poured out of the colonized 

multitudes for our new covenant of corporate globalization. Hic estenim calyx sanguinesmei.” 

(Crockett,2013) 

         The suffering and “strange” body of a Jew is a revolt against the unintelligent, 

mechanical and ateleological concept of nature; its “strangeness” is attributed to its 

potentiality, a metaphysical “tendency for something”. This more Aristotelian-Thomist view 

is very different from the Darwinian notion of a passive machine-body which is acted upon 

from outside. Its hylomorphism (hyle means “matter” and morphē means “form”) is more 

close to quantum mechanics, standing in the middle between subjectivity and objectivity and, 

between actuality and potentiality. As Werner Heisenberg points out, “they form a world of 

potentialities or possibilities rather than one of things or facts ... The probability wave ... 

mean[s] tendency for something. It's a quantitative version of the old concept of potentia 

from Aristotle's philosophy. It introduces something standing in the middle between the idea 

of an event and the actual event, a strange kind of physical reality just in the middle between 

possibility and reality." The body with its energy (“potentia”) directed towards fashioning 

and self-fashioning, transforming itself continuously from one form to another is “strange” 

compared to the Darwinian bodies— a kind of dynamism or “strangeness” added to body. 

The “revolutionary” expressions of such bodies have the potential to “encourage ruptures and 

new sprouting” (28), as Deleuze and Guattari note in their Kafka: Toward a Minor 

Literature; it becomes very difficult in such cases to distinguish between the form and the 

matter: “when a form is broken, one must reconstruct the content that will necessarily be part 
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of a rupture in the order of things”(155). The more one tries to understand it through external 

laws, the more it becomes incomprehensible— and as it takes a journey from the realm of 

known to the unknown, from finite to the infinite, it remains “unfinished and open” 

(Bakhtin,1965). 

         The „presence‟ of the Jewish body “embedded in the material world characterized by its 

spatial, tangible relations” (Gumbrecht,2006, p.318)—its lived (embodied) experience of 

history and politics, the „being in touch‟, helped its movement away from complete biological 

reductionism or constructivism and, medicalization or racialization of being (ousia).The 

profession of medicine, as Long points out, sought to objectify the body while the profession 

of history sought to objectify the past (Rehabilitating Bodies,2004) — the circumcised 

history of the circumcised body. And in this „somatic turn‟, Kafka emerges as a brilliant 

study of history of the flesh and history in the flesh, a perfect paradigm of how in twentieth-

century crises of representation lead to a crises in civilization. 
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