Special Topic: Speculative Technologies — Franz Kafka
Tema Beimycka “CriexyssiTuBHBIC TexHOM0rMN — Opant Kadka”

https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2024.03.12
Research article

“Be just”: Human, Machine, Punishment

Tatiana Bernyukevich (o)
Moscow State University of Civil Engineering, Yaroslavl highway, 26, Moscow, 129337, Moscow,
Russian Federation

bernyukevich@inbox.ru

Abstract

The works of Franz Kafka arouse constant interest and debate, which is due to their semantic complexity,
the paradoxical nature of situations described, and the unusual nature of characters. The purpose of the
essay is to determine the connection between machine and human in the system of punishment and “judicial
proceedings” in Kafka’s story “In the Penal Colony” in the context of issues of philosophy of technology.
The analysis of Kafka’s story allows us to focus on the complexity of the relationship between human and
machine, which manifests itself, among other things, in entrusting the machine with the mission of
“objective punishment,” performing a special act of justice. The essay compares the ideas of this story with
the ideas of Ivan Turgenev’s “The Execution of Troppmann.” Turgenev’s story describes the public
execution of the murderer of seven people, Jean Baptiste Troppmann, in Paris. The emotional background
of the execution is the mood and behavior of the public, which, according to the writer, confirm the
attractiveness of violence for the crowd. The method of Troppmann’s execution was guillotining; the
history of its use is associated with the principle of “equality” of punishment, the desire to spare a convict
from torment due to the fault of an unqualified executioner. The death machine in Franz Kafka’s story
performs the task of “purifying” the criminal with punishment by “reading” the bloody inscription applied
to the body by the machine, which gradually kills the criminal. According to the officer, the machine is
perfect. Its destruction does not mean abandoning the principle of “guilt is always beyond a doubt” and
similar deadly mechanisms. The mission of technology is determined by society, the interests of different
states, social groups and political communities.
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AHHOTANUA

IIpomssenenust @panna Kapku BpI3pIBalOT HEM3MEHHBIH HHTEPEC U JUCKYCCHOHHBIE OLIEHKH, 3TO CBA3aHO
C MX CMBICTIOBOH CIIOKHOCTBIO, ITapaoKCaIbHOCThIO OMHMCHIBAEMBIX CHUTYalli, HEOOBIYHOCTHIO T€POEB.
Lempto 3cce sBISETCS ONpENENCHHWE CBA3M MAaIIMHBI M YEJIOBEKA B CHCTEME HaKa3aHUA |
“cymompom3BoncTBa”’ B pacckaze Kapku “B wucmpaBuTenpHOR KOJIOHMH® B KOHTEKCTE BOIIPOCOB
¢unocopun TexHUKH. AHanM3 pacckaza Kadku Mo3BoiseT aKIEHTHPOBATh BHUMAaHHWE Ha CIOKHOCTH
OTHOILICHUH YeJIOBEeKa U MAIIMHBI, KOTOpas MIPOSABIAETCSA, B TOM YHUCIIE, B BO3JIOKEHUN Ha MAITMHY MUCCHU
“00BEKTUBHOIO HaKa3aHUs’, COBEPIICHUS 0COOOTo akTa CIpaBeIIMBOCTH. B 3cce maeu 3TOro pacckasa
CpaBHHUBAIOTCS C HaesMH paccka3za VBana TypreneBa “Kasup Tpommana”. B pacckaze Typrenesa
onuceiBaeTcs ImyOnuyHas KasHb B [lapmwxke yOuitupl cemu uenoBek JKana barmcra Tponmana.
OMOLMOHATIBHBIM (JOHOM Ka3HHU BBICTYNAeT HACTPOCHHUE W TOBEJCHUE MyONINKH, NpUIleniell Ha Ka3Hb,
KOTOpBIE, T0 MHEHHIO MTHCATEJIS], TOATBEPKIAIOT IPUTATATEIBHOCTh HACKIIHS U TOMIBEL. Crioco00M Ka3HH
TpormmaHa OBIJIO TWIBOTHHHPOBAHWE, WCTOPHS MHCIIOJIB30BAHUS THIBOTHHBI CBsI3aHA C IPHHIMIIOM
“paBeHCTBA” HaKa3aHHs, CTPEMJIEHHEM M30aBUTh OCYKJEHHOTO OT MK 110 BUHE HEKBaJIH()UIIMPOBAHHOTO
nanavya. MamuHa cMeptd B pacckasze @panma Kadxu BeImonHser 3amady “oumimneHus” NPECTYITHUKA
HaKa3aHUEeM IIyTeM “IpOYTEeHHsI’ KpOBaBOM HAJNMCH, HAHOCHMOM Ha TeJI0 MAIUlMHOW, MOCTENEHHO
ybuBaromei npectynnuka. [lo MEeHnio odunepa, mamunaa coepuienHa. E€ paspymienue He o3Hadaer
0TKa3 OT IIPUHIUIA “BUHOBHOCTH BCETIa HECOMHEHHA™ M TIOJOOHBIX CMEPTOHOCHBIX MEXaHU3MOB. Muccus
TEXHUKH OTPEACIATCS 00IIeCTBOM, HHTEPECaMH Pa3HBIX TOCYJapCTB, COIMATIBHBIX TPYIIT ¥ TIOJTUTHYECKUX
COOOIIECTB.

KiroueBbie ciaoBa: MamuHa cMmeptd; MexaHu3Mm HakasaHus, UYenoBeK M MalluHa,
Kadxa.
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INTRODUCTION

Franz Kafka’s story was written two months after the outbreak of World War I, the
time when people started using new military machines and technologies, chemical
weapons, and the creation of the first concentration camps. It is the time of the triumph
of technology and the crisis of humanism. It is no coincidence that the philosopher Nikolai
Berdyaev connected the origins of the October Revolution in Russia with this war that
changed the life of Europe at the beginning of the 20™" century.

The works of Franz Kafka arouse constant interest and debate, which is due to their
semantic complexity, multi-layered meanings, the paradoxical nature of described
situations, and the singular characters. Usually, researchers associate all these features
with the characteristic “absurdism” of Kafka.

What is the special connection between machine and human in the system of
punishment and the “judicial proceedings” in Kafka’s story “In the Penal Colony”?

GUILT IS ALWAYS BEYOND A DOUBT

The Traveller who arrived at the penal colony attends an execution, which must be
carried out using a “peculiar apparatus” invented by the former Commandant of this
colony. The Officer servicing the killing machine enthusiastically shows the structure of
this mechanism to the Traveller: the Bed, the Inscriber, special cotton wool, a prong, and,
most importantly, the Harrow — and describes in detail the process of its work to carry out
the sentence:

Our sentence does not sound severe. The law which a condemned man has
violated is inscribed on his body with the Harrow. This Condemned Man, for
example,” and the Officer pointed to the man, “will have inscribed on his body,
“Honour your superiors. (Kafka, 1919/2014).

At the same time, the basis of the verdict is the principle “Guilt is always beyond a
doubt.” Executions in the penal colony were public. The Officer recalls with nostalgia
how interesting the functioning of the machine was during the administration of the
former Commandant-inventor. It is important to highlight that public execution
performed two important functions in the history of humanity: intimidation and
entertainment.

Thus, the autobiographical story of the Russian writer Ivan Turgenev “The
Execution of Troppmann” (1870) describes the public execution in Paris of Jean-Baptiste
Troppmann, murderer of seven people. The onerous background of the execution is the
mood and behavior of the crowd of twenty-five thousand people who came to this
execution. According to the writer, this only confirms the deep-rooted appeal of the
exhibition of violence. The author remembers a young man who is senselessly shouting
“blouseboy.” Turgenev is convinced that this young man is unlikely to take up work that
day as “a man who hates vice and idleness more than ever” (Turgenev, 1870/1922).

In fact, the method of Troppmann’s execution was guillotining; the history of its
use is associated with the ideas of “equality” of punishment, the quick death of the
convicted person even if the executioner is insufficiently qualified.
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WORD AND BODY

The machine in the story “In the Penal Colony” simultaneously performs the
functions of announcing the sentence to the convicted person and executing the
murderous punishment. The letters that are drawn deeper and deeper into a body by the
machine’s Harrow do not kill the Condemned immediately, but only after about twelve
hours. And at the “turning” in the sixth hour, the Officer says, a certain enlightenment of
thought occurs; it “starts around the eyes.” The Officer assures the Traveller that this
expression is so attractive “that it could tempt one to lie down under the Harrow.” The
Condemned opens to the inscription-sentence through his wounds; literally, the word is
connected to the body with the help of the machine.

The mechanism indirectly performs the function of an executioner, thereby
punishment acquires an objectified meaning, and the process of the machine’s operation
Is given spiritual content. This here is not just the execution of the decision by a human
court, but this is a death penalty as a way of realizing guilt for the convicted person. In
the penal colony, this machine not only carries out execution, but also “cleanses” and
“enlightens” the criminal, it is his final “correction.” This mechanism is a means for a
criminal to comprehend his guilt by “reading” it through his own body; the death machine
contributes to the complete connection of word and body.

Methods of special designation and branding of criminals have undoubtedly existed
since ancient times, but this was not only a humiliating punishment for robbers and
murderers, but also an important sign of danger of these people to society. The words that
the machine writes on the body of the Condemned in Kafka’s story are, first of all, a
message to the person being punished. These are the last words that the Condemned will
“read” before death, these are the words that kill.

This plot situation in the story can be considered in the context of determining the
place of the word in culture, the role of language in human life and society. The
“murderousness” of the word, its functions as punishment and exposure can be associated
with the logocentricity of human civilization as a whole, in which the Word is understood
as the source of reality and the ontological basis of all being (Pelipenko, 2015).

According to the Officer, the machine is perfect. However, despite the character’s
conviction in this ideal act of justice, the mechanism collapses precisely when he uses it
for the last time — on himself. The Officer dies without receiving the desired inscription
“Be just” on his body.

TECHNOLOGY AND HUMANISM

The ideal killing machine, which was invented by the deceased and almost forgotten
Commandant, has collapsed and, according to the plot, is becoming a thing of the past.
However, this does not mean at all that there will be no penal colonies with the principle
“guilt is always beyond a doubt” and other machines for punishment.

Philosopher, scientist, engineer-inventor Pavel Florensky believed that technology
is the way to overcome the Fall of humanity from God. This path is paved by culture,
technology is a part of it (Bernyukevich, 2021). Florensky’s ideas are close to the
concepts of the philosopher of technology Friedrich Dessauer and are generally
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associated with the humanistic orientation of philosophy of technology, also developed
in the studies of Ernst Kapp, Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Jose Ortega y Gasset,
Nikolai Berdyaev, Lewis Mumford, and others.

However, technology may have a different mission, which has been clearly
demonstrated throughout the 20" century and at the present time. It is determined by
society, the interests of different states, social groups and political communities.

Kafka’s story “In the Penal Colony” is a brilliant artistic vision of this murderous
mission. Hannah Arendt wrote: “Kafka’s world is without a doubt a scary world. The fact
that it is worse than a nightmare, that in structure it is terribly adequate to the reality that
we had to endure, we now, perhaps, know better than twenty years ago. The most
remarkable thing about this art is that it shocks us today no less than then, that the horror
of the story ,In the Penal Colony* did not lose its spontaneity even after the reality of gas
chambers” (Kantor, 2015).
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