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Abstract 

Dream sequences in "The Judgment," "Description of a Struggle," and "Dream" help underscore some of 

the major recurrent themes in Franz Kafka's work: guilt, judgment, and authority. His stories come to blur 

lines separating reality from the surreal in a literary landscape within which fears and anxieties buried 

deep in the subconscious of the protagonists finally take the form of living reality. The characters' inner 

life mirrors complex modes of experience that the author projects through symbols and allegories. Through 

the comparison of narrative techniques and thematic concerns across these stories, this paper shows the 

literary significance and relevance of Kafka to the present. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Franz Kafka is one of the central figures in twentieth-century literature. He is known as a writer who 

blends reality with surrealness indefensibly in his stories. His stories also turn predominantly on the angst 

of existence, alienation, and the meaninglessness of modern life, reflecting in a vivid way the deep 

psychological and philosophical crisis of humanity at that time. Central to Kafka's treatment of such 

themes, however, is his brilliant employment of dream sequences as devices of extraordinary literary 

power for the articulation of most complex inner lives of his characters. This paper shall examine how 

Kafka utilizes dream sequences to express ideas of guilt and judgment in "The Judgment," "Description 

of a Struggle," and "Dream" (Brod, 1937). 

 

Many of Kafka's stories run parallel to his troubled life, marked by demanding familial expectations, 

overwhelming feelings of guilt, and the never-ending fight with self-identity. Associate and Biographer of 

Kafka, Max Brod writes that numerous works of Kafka relate to personal woes and conflicts (Brod, 1937). 

Harold Bloom goes to the extent of referring to Kafka's dream sequences as "windows into the psyche," 

opening out onto the Existential Crises of characters in their ontological position within the universe 

(Bloom, 1986). 

 

2. DREAM AS A NARRATIVE DEVICE IN KAFKA'S STORIES 

2.1.“The Judgment” 

In "The Judgment," Kafka introduces a dramatic and surreal confrontation between Georg Bendemann 

and his father. Here, with the realistic start of the story, some sort of nightmare confession turns into what 

finally pronounces condemnation on Georg. The shift is therefore mirrored from conscious thought to 

subconscious fear, which encapsulates the inner turmoil of Georg. The fact that the father does progress 
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from an old, weak man to a huge, commanding figure is symptomatic of the craziness of the dream logic, 

ratcheting up the existential dread and acting as a corollary of Georg's deep-seated feelings of guilt and 

anxiety (Corngold, 2004). 

Kafka masterfully unwinds the action to make the line between reality and dream blurred. The denouncing 

death by drowning on Georg—the climax—is a metaphor for his inner guilt, which had surfaced from the 

subconscious mind in the form of a dreamlike encounter with his father. This allows the author to present 

a more profound insight into Georg's character and develop the ideas of judgment and existential angst to 

greater effect (Sokel, 1996). 

2.2.“Description of a Struggle” 

In "Description of a Struggle," one finds a fragmented narrative with surreal episodes. It is a story about 

a physical journey in which the lead character is followed through a bizarre sequence of dreamlike 

encounters, setting forth an inner psychological struggle. Kafka's disjointed and fantastical elements reveal 

a fractured sense of self and a continuous battle with feelings of guilt and alienation (Politzer, 1962). 

The deliberate ambiguity and non-linearity of the narrative allow Kafka to express fluidity in human 

consciousness and intricate trespasses between reality and imagination. The encounters of the protagonist, 

mostly illogically unexplained, symbolize subconscious fears and desires of the main character. This 

disrupts the conventional flow of a narrative sequence with dreams and imposes uneasiness in the same 

way that it is explaining the inner chaos of the protagonist (Bloom, 1986). 

2.3.“Dream” 

In the "Dream," Kafka uses a compact, powerful dream sequence as a means to plumb the depths of the 

subconscious mind of the protagonist. The story progresses from a rather simple narrative to a surreal and 

symbolic dream that unravels the fears and guilt of the deepest subconscious part of the protagonist. This 

shift shows how Kafka can express deep psychological truths with apparently very simple narratives 

(Stach, 2013). 

The strong imagery and symbolic language of "Dream" enable subtle probing into the mind of the central 

character. The dream works as a metaphor for the internal struggle of the protagonist, unveiling the 

subconscious forces that work in his thoughts and actions. This shift from reality to dream creates layering 

in the central character, emphasizing the convolutions of his emotions and psychology (Emrich, 1968). 

 

3. SYMBOLISM AND ALLEGORY IN DREAM SEQUENCES 

3.1.Symbolism in "The Judgment" 

Symbolism in "The Judgment" underlines themes of guilt and judgment. The figure of the father, 

representing an all-powerful power, symbolizes an authority whose arbitrary judgment corresponds to 

Georg's inner feelings of guilt. The way that the father changes from a weak, senile old man to a powerful 

judge shows how unpredictable power can be and how it smashes under the overwhelming power of guilt. 

It seems to take form from Georg's deepest subconscious fears and is projected into the dream-like 

confrontation between the protagonist and his father in the story (Gray, 2002). 

The act of judgment in itself is representative of existential condemnation. The father's pronouncement 

that Georg must drown himself in the river is reminiscent of a purification ritual. This is indicative of 

Georg's act of self-destruction being a desperate bid to rid himself of his guilt. The river has been a 

universal symbol, occurring in almost all forms of literature, to indicate the metaphor of death and rebirth. 

In such a light, Georg's act of self-destruction can also be interpreted as a means of redemption (Sokel, 

1966). 
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3.2.Allegory in "Description of a Struggle" 

In the psychological journey of the protagonist, "Description of a Struggle" makes use of allegorical 

elements. The story is fragmented and surreal, therefore giving Kafka scope for allegory to express 

complex themes. Traveling through such bizarre and dreamlike encounters, the journey of the protagonist 

becomes allegoric to the human condition—it speaks of the struggle between the conscious self and the 

subconscious mind (Politzer, 1962). 

The actions of the protagonist very often acquire surreal and symbolic dimensions in his interaction with 

other characters. For instance, his encounter with the fat man in the carriage is seen by some as an allegory 

of burden, referring to the weight of societal expectations and the weight of existential guilt. The fat man 

is symbolic of the oppressing regime of the external world's judging eye and his internal self-inflicted 

inferiority sense of inadequacy  (Politzer, 1962). 

The landscape in "Description of a Struggle" performs allegoric functions too, symbolizing the inner 

struggle of the main protagonist. This constantly changing, even aggressive, environment reflects the 

instability of his psychic condition and is a case in point toward how Kafka lays out allegory to explore 

identity and self-perception  (Politzer, 1962). 

3.3.Symbolic Depth in "Dream" 

In the "Dream," Kafka develops a small but powerful dream sequence to represent his inner feelings of 

guilt and judgment. The vivid imagery and symbolic meaning provide almost a thick atmosphere within 

the narrative. Symbolically, the journey across the dream landscape stands as a representation of the 

subconscious mind of the main protagonist (Emrich, 1968). 

The cemetery in the "Dream" represents death and unfinished guilt that haunts the protagonist. His 

encounter with the gravestone bearing his name symbolizes a confrontation with mortality and the 

inescapable nature of his guilt. Thus, at that moment of self-reckoning, he shall stand to confront the real 

existence of his living and the weight brought about by his past acts (Emrich, 1968). 

The gravedigger in the "Dream" represents that part of the internalized conscience guiding and judging 

the actions of the protagonist. The actions and dialogues of the gravedigger reflect the inner turmoil of the 

protagonist and his all-pervasive sense of judgment. This reflects one of the major themes of existential 

guilt and the quest for its constant atonement (Emrich,1968). 

 

4. PSYCHOLOGICAL DEPTH AND CHARACTER ANALYSIS 

4.1.Psychological Profile of Georg Bendemann in "The Judgment" 

Georg Bendemann, the protagonist of "The Judgment," is in the grip of acute psychic anxiety associated 

with his relationship to his father. Anything but the most surreal confrontation between him and his father 

in this story, which opens with Georg writing a letter to his friend, shows how overcome with guilt and 

anxiety Georg really is. This can be seen as a reflection of Kafka's own struggles with paternal authority 

and self-worth (Pawel, 1984). 

The sudden turning of the father from a decrepit old man into that of a powerful judge is illustrative of the 

repressing nature of Georg's guilt and the authority of his father over him. This development in the father 

makes Georg experience a psychological crisis, which brings about his ultimate condemnation. The 

relationship between Georg and his father therefore shows the internalization of societal and familial 

expectations manifesting subconsciously as guilt and fear (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972). 

4.2.Inner Conflict in the Protagonist of "Description of a Struggle" 

The actions of the protagonist in "Description of a Struggle" are unreconciled and driven by a turbulent  
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psychological state, most definitely indicating that inward conflict never stops. It is through these surreal 

episodes of the story that one gets access to the subconscious mind of the protagonist, understanding his 

fears, desires, and feelings of alienation. Kafka introduces a disjointed narrative structure, which parallels 

the fragmented self of this protagonist (Stern, 1963). 

Throughout the story, there are symbolic figures and situations he encounters representing his different 

psyche. In this case, the encounter with the fat man in the carriage is symbolic of the struggle he has with 

societal expectations or burden of existential guilt. The encounters reveal an internal struggle by the 

protagonist between his conscious self and subconscious mind (Robertson, 1985). 

4.3.Psychological Implications in "Dream" 

In the "Dream," Kafka uses a succinct, strong dream sequence to delve into the subconscious fears and 

guilt of the protagonist. The literal journey of the protagonist through the dream landscape works to 

represent an inner psychological state, unpacking unresolved conflicts. These vivid, symbolic images 

which the dream contains can uncover the deepest hidden fears of the protagonist (Heller, 1952). 

One of the major psychological themes running through "Dream" is confronting mortality and guilt. The 

incident of the hero encountering his gravestone symbolized his realization of death and the weight of 

unelapsed guilt. This scene epitomizes the angst of the protagonist, his struggle to reconcile himself with 

his existence (Heller, 1952). 

 

5. GUILT AND AUTHORITY IN KAFKA'S DREAM SEQUENCES 

5.1. Authority Figures and Judgment in "The Judgment" 

In "The Judgment," Georg Bendemann's father stands as the body of the repressive force in front of the 

protagonist. The sudden change from a frail old man into the figure of a mighty judge mounts an outward 

psychological crisis upon Georg through the tangibility of internalized self-guilt and fear of judgment. 

This dynamic critiques the repressive nature of familial and societal authority (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986). 

5.2. Authority and Internal Conflict in "Description of a Struggle" 

In the story "Description of a Struggle," the protagonist encounters symbolic figures of authority and 

judgment. These encounters serve to externalize the internal conflicts of the central character and illustrate 

a sense of how authority has a diffused effect on the mind. Kafka eases out the inner complexities of guilt 

and authority through the narrative in a surreal and fragmented way (Ryan, 1991). 

5.3. Judgment and Conscience in "Dream" 

In the story "Dream," the protagonist's confrontation with his epitaph and the figure of the gravedigger is 

concerned with feelings of guilt and judgment. On one level, the gravestone works as a metaphor for guilt 

not yet buried by the protagonist, while the gravedigger symbolizes an external form of his conscience. It 

thus deals, from one side, with the continuous fight between individual conscience and outer judgment 

(Janouch, 1971). 

 

6. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

6.1.Common Themes and Motifs 

One of the recurrent themes in Kafka is that of existential guilt and the play of judgment on authority. In 

"The Judgment," Georg's guilt, brought out by his strained relationship with his father, finds expression 

and ends with surreal judgment and suicide. In "Description of a Struggle," there are encounters with 

symbolic figures representing internalized guilt and societal pressures. In the "Dream," the protagonist is 
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faced with an image of his gravestone, which suggests incomplete repentance and basic fear of eternal 

judgment (Mairowitz, 1996). 

The struggle with guilt, however, finds place in quite varied contexts within Kafka's protagonists. Still, 

what is common among these contexts is the inability to flee internalized judgments. The way Kafka 

portrays representatives of authority exaggerates an opposition between autonomy and judgment coming 

from the outside. Much of it goes back to his critical attitude toward the authoritarian structures that 

surrounded him (Wagenbach, 2003). 

6.2.Narrative Structure and Character Development 

Kafka modifies the narrative structures to accommodate thematic concerns. "The Judgment" is a linear 

narrative with a surreal judgment scene at the end. "Description of a Struggle" has a fragmented narrative 

corresponding to the psychological instability of the protagonist. "Dream" presents an inner torment within 

the mind of the central character in the form of a terse dream-sequence (Corngold, 2004). 

Kafka’s development of character varies across stories. "The Judgment" develops Georg through the 

interaction with his father and an internal conflict. "Description of a Struggle" reveals the protagonist's 

character through surreal encounters and inner monologues. "Dream" explores the protagonist's character 

mainly through interaction within the dream sequence (Gross, 1990). 

6.3.Symbolism and Allegory 

Symbolism and allegory are at the core of Kafkan stories; however, their application differs. "The 

Judgment" contains explicit symbols, like the father's transformation and the river, representing the idea 

of guilt and judgment. Abstract and surreal symbols are in "Description of a Struggle," thereby making it 

ambiguous. In the case of "Dream," succinct allegory is used in which the gravestone and gravedigger act 

as symbols to depict the personal confrontation of the main character with death and subsequent guilt 

(Gilman, 2005). 

Such subtlety of thematic exploration in Kafka goes hand in hand with symbolic elements that give further 

depth to his stories, reflecting the great mastery of allegorical storytelling (Politzer, 1962). 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

The depth and complexity of Franz Kafka's use of dream sequences as a platform through which to explore 

themes of guilt, judgment, and authority show up to be deep and complex in his literatures. It is through 

surreal and symbolic narratives in stories such as "The Judgment," "Description of a Struggle," and 

"Dream" that Kafka reaches into the psychological depths of his characters, exposing the convoluted 

dynamics between their internal sense of guilt and the external forces of judgment they meet in life. These 

three stories, therefore, have been comprehensively analyzed with a view towards highlighting Kafka's 

narrative techniques and thematic concerns. 

 

7.1.Key Findings 

7.1.1. The Centrality of Guilt 

One of the underlying threads throughout Kafka's work is the universal sense of guilt that his characters 

carry, as if it is innate. In "The Judgment," the story laces Georg Bendemann's guilt with his relationship 

toward his father and ends it in a dramatic judgment, highly surrealistic in nature. In "Description of a 

Struggle," the self, wracked with guilt toward society, expresses itself in the form of a fragmented journey. 

In "Dream," the confrontation of the protagonist with his gravestone is a symbol of unfinished guilt and 
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fear of eternal judgment. These stories typify the way Kafka regarded guilt as part of inevitable and 

inescapable humanness (Robertson, 1985). 

7.1.2. Judgment and the Nature of Authority 

The question of judgment is closely related to the way Kafka represents figures of authority; for example, 

in "The Judgment," there is a dominating and arbitrary father as a sort of crystallization of the smothering 

force of authority. In the "Description of a Struggle," it is more a matter of symbolic figures to whom the 

protagonist relates himself, in which the smothering effect of social judgment is represented. In "Dream," 

the figure of the gravedigger represents the inner conscience of the protagonist and, in so doing, the feeling 

of pervasive judgment. Influence of the depiction of authority: Kafka's depiction of authority is particularly 

impressive for bringing out the tension between individual autonomy and external judgment (Arendt, 

1958). 

7.1.3. Surrealism and Symbolism in Kafka’s Narratives 

Kafka's surreal and symbolic elements provide multilevel, rich designs of narration that probe into 

psychological and existential themes. "The Judgment" expresses the surreal transformation of the father 

and the act of Georg's suicide as symbolic devices that give depth to themes. "Description of a Struggle" 

is fragmented and surreal in its episodes, showing inner turmoil. In "Dream," a concise dream sequence 

conveys the subconscious fears of the protagonist. These techniques blur the lines between reality and 

imagination, hence ambiguous and open to many interpretations (Heller, 1952). 

 

7.2.Contributions to Kafka Studies 

This paper contributes to the field of Kafka scholarship by elaborating on a cross-comparison between 

guilt, judgment, and authority in "The Judgment," "Description of a Struggle," and "Dream." The 

ascertaining of psychological profiles of the protagonists and symbolic elements within the dream 

sequences evidences new insights into narrative strategies and thematic concerns by Franz Kafka. It, 

therefore, fleshes out the relevance of Kafka with regard to exploring the existential struggles of the 

modern individual. (Reed, 1987). 

By focusing on common motifs and variations in Kafka's portrayal of guilt and authority, this research 

deepens understanding of the complexities within his work. It is by rendering changes in his narrative 

structure, character development, and symbolism that Kafka gets to the bottom of the human condition. 

This study, therefore, is in line with views those scholars have held who believe that the narratives of 

Kafka mirror broad existential inquiries ((Löwy, 1996). 

 

7.3.Implications for Further Research 

The findings of this paper bring forth several avenues for further research. One possible area for further 

investigation could be how the personal experiences of Kafka influenced his presentation of guilt and 

authority. By reading his diaries and letters, it is possible to fathom how his psychic suffering informed 

the literary creations of Kafka. Comparative studies to that by modernist writers like James Joyce and 

Virginia Woolf, as in their work, common themes and narrative techniques engaged in the exploration of 

existential concerns, would further deepen the level of the creativity of Kafka analysis (Gray, 2002). 

Another productive area of research is the reception of the text in various cultural contexts. How Kafka's 

themes of guilt and judgment are relevant to readers from all walks of life might very well illustrate the 

universal appeal and relevance of his narratives. This would agree with views, especially those that have 
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a bearing on the cultural and historical contexts in which literary texts ought to be situated (Benjamin, 

1968). 

Franz Kafka handles guilt, judgment, and authority in his dream sequences very astutely. In the following 

stories—"The Judgment," "Description of a Struggle," and "Dream"—through Surrealist and symbolic 

elements, the inner conflicts of his protagonists are externalized by Kafka into narratives rich 

psychologically as well as thematically intricate. It is by peering into the subconscious minds of his 

characters that Kafka captures the existential struggles faced by modern individuals so intricately. 

This study highlights key themes and motifs in Kafka's dream sequences, demonstrating how they enhance 

the psychological depth and thematic complexity of his stories. Comparing narrative techniques applied 

in such stories deepens appreciation for Kafka's genius as a literary artist and enduring relevance toward 

the exploration of existential themes. As scholars continue to study Kafka's work, they uncover new layers 

of meaning reflecting the timeless nature of his inquiry into the human condition. 
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