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Abstract
The story of Franz Kafka's unfinished novel Amerika (Der Verschollene, 1927) is about

sixteen-year-old Karl Rossmann, who has been banished from his family in Prague because
a servant in his household seduced him, and is sent off alone to the United States. This
article unpacks Karl's passage by applying migration theory, acculturation theory (Berry),
hybridity (Bhabha), and theory of identity production (Hall). It claims Kafka's break-up
story foreshadows the migrant's manner of swinging between acceptance, adaptability,
confusion, and self-erasure.
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1. Introduction

Franz Kafka has a unique place in twentieth-century literature not because of
the extent of his production — he wrote only three unfinished novels, and a
rather small amount of short fiction — but because of the singular nature of the
experiences that his books evoke. The adjective "Kafkaesque" has become so
familiar that it is found in dictionaries and newspaper headlines in isolation
from any mention of Kafka's works, it refers to a world in which there is no
escape from an illegible, impersonal authority, in which guilt prefigures and

transcends any action that could be held accountable, in which doors open on
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other doors, and in which a person is judged, sentenced, hired or fired by a
tribunal whose reasoning he can never follow. The Kafkaesque world is not
only some sort of nightmare land, it is a land that looks like it has order,
procedure, reason, but does not have any of those qualities. The arrest of Josef
K. is never mentioned, and Gregor Samsa wakes as an insect but is still
expected to take his train; The Land Surveyor of The Castle can see the building
that rules his life, but never enter it. In each instance, the protagonist is not
overcome by an overtly hostile figure, but by a world that implies its
incomprehension is perfectly legitimate, and that's the surreal, dreamlike
anxiety of Kafka's fiction: that one is being subjected to rules that one cannot
read, in an institution that one can't get out of, among people who, for a moment
at least, know the explanation that is unavailable to oneself.

The first of Kafka's three unfinished novels, Amerika was written between
1911 and 1914, the first chapter of which was published separately in 1913 as
Der Heizer ("The Stoker"). It was never finished by Kafka, but his friend and
literary executor Max Brod who compiled, edited and published the fragments
in 1927 as Amerika — not a name Kafka is known to have used, but rather a
title that was his friend's. Kafka's working title, recorded in his diaries, was Der
Verschollene, "the one who disappeared" or "the missing person". The novel
follows Karl Rossmann, a sixteen-year-old who, seduced and made pregnant by
the family's housemaid Johanna Brummer, is expelled from his father's house,
forcing the boy to leave his beloved homeland as an unwanted bridegroom to
join his mother in the United States. The novel is then an episodic series of
arrivals, attachments, employments, dismissals: Karl saves the ship's stoker, and
then is suddenly banished from his uncle's home because of some slight
misconduct; Karl's employment and disgrace at the Hotel Occidental; his

descent into vagrancy with two disreputable companions, Robinson and
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Delamarche; his interview with, and apparently admission to, the "Nature
Theatre of Oklahoma," where he presents himself with an invented name and a
startling invented identity — "Negro.

It is important to emphasize at the beginning that Kafka never set foot on
American soil and that his "America" consists of travelogues and photographs
and the remembrances of those who had emigrated, including Kafka's own
uncle. In this sense, Amerika is a double imagining of an emigrant's journey,
that of the individual who leaves, imagined by the author, who is himself an
emigrant, a German-speaking Jew in a Czech-speaking city, occupying an
ambiguous place within the multiple national and ethnic rankings of the
Habsburg empire. This double erasure does not detract from the novel's
significance for migration studies: on the contrary, it makes their significance
clearer. It cannot document the empirical realities of Ellis Island or the tenement
economy of early twentieth-century New York. It can do, and does, with
remarkable accuracy, a dramatization of the inner architecture of the migrant's
dependency, disorientation, and self-revision, the conditions of mind and
structure that recur on migration, irrespective of the migrant's specific origin or
destination.

Migration theory provides the language to explain these situations more
effectively than the terms ‘alienation' or ‘exile' can. Berry (1997) identified four
patterns of negotiation between a migrant's heritage culture and host culture:
assimilation, in which the migrant rejects the heritage culture and embraces the
host culture; separation, in which the migrant retains the heritage culture while
rejecting the host culture; integration, in which elements of both cultures are
retained and blended; and marginalisation, in which the migrant loses
meaningful contact with both cultures. The theory of "Third Space" introduced

by Bhabha (1994) is the more fluid and unstable space of cultural negotiation
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between the cultures of origin and destination, where the migrant identity is
neither the origin nor the destination culture but rather something newly and
provisionally created. As for the diasporic subject, Hall (1990) also argues that
identity cannot be identified as an essence to be recovered but as a "production”
that cannot be completed and always being made. Later scholars, such as Bhatia
and Ram (2001, 2009), have faulted the apolitical, individualist focus of the
classical acculturation models, and suggested that the construction of migrant
identity is also a product of historical relations of power, such as colonialism,
race and economic subordination, in addition to personal adjustment.

This article applies these models to Karl Rossmann's path. It is a series of
acculturative encounters, such as the uncle's patronage and its rejection, the
Hotel Occidental experience, the trip with Robinson and Delamarche, the affair
with Brunelda, the theatre interview and the self-naming, that lead Karl, by the
novel's scant end, from dependent assimilation, to exploitation and
marginalization, to an invented, hybrid and self-erasing identity. By so doing, it
claims Amerika to be one of the earliest virtually outsider-produced in-
twinstarter-fiction literary analyses of the migrant subject, a literary analysis
with its own comic and grotesque surface.

1.1. Objectives of the Study
e To analyze the roles of Karl Rossmann's relationship with his uncle
and his job at the Hotel Occidental as a manifestation of the migrant's
reliance on and vulnerability in a structure of patronage and
institutional authority in the receiving society.

e To examine Karl's nomadic travels with Robinson and Delamarche as

various phases of acculturative stress and exploitation, and social

breakdown with Brunelda.
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e To contextualize Kafka's Amerika within the theoretical paradigm of
migration studies (acculturation, hybridity, and diasporic identity) so
as to read Karl's climactic naming of himself "Negro" in the Nature
Theatre of Oklahoma as an ending statement on the limits of
assimilation.

1.2. Research Questions

1) How does Karl's relationship with his uncle and its sudden shift,
illustrate the migrant's structural dependence on conditional patronage
in the host society?

2) How are the Hotel Occidental episode, the experience with Robinson
and Delamarche, and the affair with Brunelda examples of increasing
levels of acculturative stress, exploitation and marginalisation?

3) Karl's self-definition as "Negro" at the Nature Theatre of Oklahoma is
a clue to what assimilation entails and what a migrant is looking for as
a viable identity?

1.3. Statement of the Problem

Amerika poses a strange hermeneutical challenge: as a work on migration, it has
no personal experience with migration, and as it stands, it remains unfinished,
existing as a series of episodes that are never definitively arranged by Kafka
himself. Previous scholarship on the novel, both psychoanalytical, existential,
gender-critical, and Jewish-identity based, has examined the novel successfully
in a variety of ways, but seldom through the analytic framework of migration
studies that has been developed in relation to the novel's episodic form, such as
that of acculturation, hybridity, and diasporic self-fashioning. The problem this
study addresses, however, is twofold: to reveal, from the Kafka’s imaginative
and admittedly non-empirical perspective, the migration dilemma as a structural

and psychological state—the migrant's oscillation between acceptance,
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adaptability, confusion, perplexity and anxiety—and to show what migration
theory as an interpretive framework contributes to the reading of the text that
has so far been dominated primarily by other critical traditions.

2. Literature Review

In the first readings of Amerika, the scholarship has revolved around a question
that has never been finally resolved: What kind of text is this, and what is its
core subject? The novel's first editor, Max Brod, described it as the “most
optimistic” work in Kafka's oeuvre, an interpretation most readers of the novel
no longer subscribe to and which critics have moved away from in favor of
darker interpretations of Karl's fate. Schlant's (1970) pioneering and
groundbreaking essay redescribes the novel as Kafka's secret court, one that
critiques the formal nature of The Trial but never calls itself by that name; it is a
process of judgment that Kafka suffers throughout the book, at the hands of his
uncle, his employers, and Brunelda. The reading made a habit of the critical,
which is to regard Karl and the various episodes of his expulsion as not just a
succession of bad breaks, but as parts of a single, continuous sentence,
something that migration theory can helpfully re-describe as a cycle of
conditional inclusion/exclusion.

In his Franz Kafka: Parable and Paradox (1962), Politzer puts Amerika
into Kafka's broader parabolic framework: Karl's misadventures defy simple
moral and social readings, rather, they serve as parables of an existential state
that is more than the sum of any particular migrant's life. In contrast, Anderson's
(1992) Kafka's Clothes makes the uniforms, the costumes, and the comportment
of the novel's various characters — the uniform of the stoker, the livery of the
hotel, Karl's own careful dress — reflective of Kafka's preoccupations with the
anxieties of the Hapsburg world at the end of the 19th century, anxieties that are

very similar to those of migrants seeking to be visibly accepted by the host
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society. Boa's (2005) essay on Karl as "the boy who wouldn't grow up" reads
the novel thematically in terms of gender and maturation, which sees Karl's
repeated failures to claim independence as an adult, mature man in relation to
his repeated failures to establish a secure footing in the United States, and the
two kinds of failure interwoven and mutually reinforcing, as a parallel set of
developmental tasks that Karl is denied.

New scholarship has increasingly turned to the issues of displacement and
identity. In "A Soldier and His Suitcase" (2012), the themes of the suitcase and
the soldier are seen as paternal inheritance and idealized manhood that Karl can
neither receive nor deliver, and his narrative is described as an "account of loss
and displacement in familial structures" that takes place long before Karl ever
departs by ship. Similarly, doctoral research about the material of migration and
refugee protagonists in modern German-language literature has started to look
at Karl no longer as a singular case but as an early example of a literary type
that is quite common: the young involuntary migrant as coming-of-age figure,
whose development is inextricably linked to his interaction with a hostile or
indifferent host society. The Jewish "subtext" of the novel is another strand of
criticism, which sees Karl's situation as a reflection of Kafka's own ambivalent
identity between the "authentic" Yiddish-speaking Jewry of the East and the
assimilating German Jewry of the West, and which anticipates in miniature the
condition of the migrant, a person caught between two cultures.

In addition to this literary-critical tradition, there has also emerged a
vocabulary for the phenomena that these literary critics describe intuitively that
is largely separate from the rest of literary theory.In addition to this literary-
critical tradition, a migration theory's own vocabulary has grown for the
phenomena that these literary critics describe intuitively. The framework that is

most commonly used is Berry's (1997) acculturation model proposing that
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migrants choose one of four patterns in negotiating heritage and host cultures:
assimilation, separation, integration, or marginalization, depending on the
amount of retention or relinquishment of each culture. This taxonomy is
complicated by Bhabha's The Location of Culture (1994), in which the migrant
identity isn't a matter of picking and choosing from a set menu of strategies but
is a negotiated and unstable "Third Space" that is equally at home in both
cultures. This instability is further underscored in Hall's (1990) "Cultural
Identity and Diaspora" which states that diasporic identity is a constant process
of production and is always in the process of change and transformation. Bhatia
and Ram's criticism of acculturation psychology of 2001 and 2009 also
maintains that these processes are not purely personal or psychological, but that
they are historical processes of colonialism, race and economic power that
preordain, in advance, what space migrants have for the four strategies of Berry.
Also in the migration literature, and in what might be called America's
literary history, Turner's (1969) anthropological description of "liminality," that
"betwixt and between" condition of a person who has departed from a known
place but has not yet arrived at another, provides another conceptual bridge.
Throughout the novel, Karl Rossmann is not quite a nephew of his parents' in
Prague, he's not yet a citizen, an employee or a resident of any settled American
position, and each of his provisional attachments — nephew, lift-boy, travelling
companion, kept man, applicant — falls short of settling into a stable position.
In Karl's arc, the moment of fall is not the decisive moment, but rather a
prolonged process of liminality, which is not finally achieved, but only
temporarily, through ritual reintegration in a new social order, of which Kafka's
fragment denies entry.
When these two bodies of scholarship are juxtaposed, it becomes evident that

there is a gap in research. While the theme of exile, displacement, patronage,
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and self-loss has been persuasively constructed by literary critics of Amerika,
the thematic material has not, in general, been organized by the analytic
categories that migration theory has devised for just this purpose, namely
acculturation strategy, hybridity, and diasporic self-production. Early Modernist
Central European literature, however, has been little-used as a case study by
migration theorists, and the text here, which is formally as deeply fractured as
Amerika, even less. There has been no sustained study that has followed Karl
Rossmann's "episodic" journey, from dependent, imposed assimilation to
marginalisation to a self-named, hybrid identity, an identity that lies beyond any
of the available categories. This gap is the one that the present study aims to fill.
3.  Research Methodology

The research design used in this study was qualitative, interpretive research
using close reading approach and analytic categories of migration theory. Both
methods are used concurrently during the analysis and neither alone is
considered to be adequate.

In this sense, the first approach I am interested in is close reading: an
extended, careful reading of individual passages, images and turns of phrase in
Kafka's text so as to recover the meanings that are lost in summary and
paraphrase. Close reading is applied selectively to five episodes that make up
the novel, which are the most significant ones with respect to the novel's goals:
Karl's welcome and dismissal from his uncle; his job at the Hotel Occidental,
his job being let go; his travels with Robinson and Delamarche; his
imprisonment in Brunelda's apartment; and his interview with the Nature
Theatre of Oklahoma and his autohallucination as Nature. The diction, the
recurring motifs (uniforms, doors, papers, names, food and confined spaces), the
logic of the narration, in which Karl moves from provisional acceptance to

sudden expulsion — these are all examined in each episode. Translation from
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Kafka's German in quotes is limited to a few times and only when the exact
words are needed to support the interpretive claim; the rest of the analysis is
based on paraphrasing and summarizing the surrounding context of the
narrative.

The second approach, using migration theory as an interpretive lens, not a
predictive or empirical model, is also used. This research does not make the
claim that Kafka's novel was supposed to be a treatise on migration, nor does it
make the case that Karl Rossmann is a real-life case similar to the case of a real
migrant subject interviewed by a social scientist. Migration theory, however, is
not used here as a set of concepts in and of itself; rather, it serves as a set of
conceptual tools, such as Berry's fourfold acculturation typology (assimilation,
separation, integration, marginalization), Bhabha's conception of a "Third
Space" of hybrid identity, Hall's discussion of diasporic identity as a perpetual
process, and Bhatia and Ram's insistence on the historical and power-laden
dimensions of acculturation, which gives the recurring patterns already apparent
in the novel's episodic structure names and precision that literary vocabulary,
alone, cannot provide. The five episodes analyzed are then read twice, once as
literary text, in close reading, and once as acculturating process, by employing
the categories borrowed from migration theory.

These two methods complement each other and the study overcomes two
restrictions that would occur with either of these methods alone. A close reading
without any consideration for the text's language can be misleading, causing one
to treat each episode of the novel as a separate literary set piece without taking
into account the larger pattern; a theory of migration, applied to a fictional and
historically distant text without a careful study of the text's language, can be
anachronistic or reductive, and fall short of capturing what is peculiar to Kafka's

prose. The combined method, on the other hand, makes the episodic sequence of
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the novel an argument, as Karl's status moves from dependent, provisionally
assimilated, through exploitation and marginalisation to the invented, unstable,
and ultimately self-erasing position he assumes in the final fragment of the
novel.

This design has known weaknesses. The main text is lost, except in parts,
the order of which was not Kafka's but Brod's; anything said about a
developmental "arc" is provisional in this case. Analysis is based on a standard
English translation of a German text, and this inevitably affects the connotations
available for close reading. Lastly, Amerika is not a documentary, it is an
imagined history of migration, and its author did not emigrate, so it is no claim
to empirical accuracy about the reality of migration in the early twentieth
century in the United States; its claims are limited to what it dramatizes, in the
categories offered by the theory of migration.

4.  Analysis

The arc of Karl Rossmann's transition from dependent newcomer to self-erasing
applicant is played out over five episodes corresponding to well defined stages
or strategies of the migration theory's acculturation narrative.

The conditional inclusion of the novel's pattern is set up by the uncle's
patronage and its rejection. When Karl arrives, his mother's brother, a wealthy
senator, takes him in and makes him feel like he has suddenly joined a life of
comfort, learning English, riding and playing the piano, as well as introducing
him into society that he never knew. This is assimilation bestowed upon him
from above, on Karl's own terms: Karl is not asked to keep anything of his old
life in Prague—they give him a new one, prefabricated. The frailty of the
arrangement becomes apparent almost as soon as it begins, through the uncle's
own words of warning, his judgment 'provisional', 'can be changed from one

day to the next' on reports he receives. The conditionality is realized when Karl,
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despite being invited by the uncle's friend Pollunder to go to the country, upon
his arrival discovers that he has been expelled by a note, without anyone being
present, for his supposed failure of obedience. Karl is given assimilation, but no
integration: he is asked to shed his origins completely, but no assurance of being
welcomed in the other identity bestowed upon him, and the absence of
patronage results in the loss of both identities. In a microcosm, the episode
depicts the migrant's encounter with the goodwill of a sponsor, which is not a
right but a gift that is subject to the discretion of the sponsor.

The Hotel Occidental episode is an inversion of this structural precarity in
the register of labour. Karl gets a job as a lift-boy because he works hard, and he
has a natural knack for the minute, exhausting procedures of the host society —
he, in short, is the image of the "well-adjusted" newcomer who has learned the
rules of the host society. But Karl's fate is brought about by no deed he can see
written on his skin: when a night shift at Karl's "hotel" is so full of chaos that
Karl must leave the premises, the Head Porter and the Head Waiter accuse him
of being "unable to complete the duties" of his job; the text handles this
intensification of accusation like it handles The Trial, an escalation of
unaccountable, cascading blame. Its huge and labyrinthine structure, its
headwaiters, porters and managers, its different layers of professional
qualifications and training, its provisionality, its willingness to welcome the
migrant for as long as their labour is readable and serviceable, its readiness to
revoke their welcome as soon as their readability becomes problematic, its
refusal to acknowledge the migrant's guilt—stage the host institution as a
bureaucratic instrument that extends only temporary welcome, depending on the
migrant's labour being readable and useful, and withdraws it if their readability
is compromised, irrespective of their guilt. In this case, the stresses that Berry

discusses in terms of acculturation, or the demands of integration, are further
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complicated by the lack of any "stable ground" for the migrant to call upon in
case of institutional injustice.

Karl's next adventure with Robinson and Delamarche is the beginning of
his true marginalisation. Karl is abandoned his respectable job, joins two shady
companions and uses the nooks and crannies of his life for their work, their
money and then their loyalty, taking him from odd job to odd job and finally to
a degrading state of dependency on Delamarche's mistress Brunelda. This is
downward social mobility, the kind that migration scholars suggest
accompanies both assimilation and separation strategies: Karl has no connection
to his origins, and each and every effort to integrate into respectable American
life has been thwarted, leaving Karl peripheral—cut off from both worlds and
reliant on the economy of the margins.

Their marginalisation becomes even more servile when they fall into the
clutches of Brunelda. He is trapped in his crowded, filthy apartment, compelled
to carry his immense weight, to fetch and clean and deal with his huge temper
tantrums and, structurally speaking, Karl is an unwelcome sexual intruder
whose physical independence is completely controlled by his "employer"—a
reechoing of the earlier entanglement with the servant Johanna Brummer, which
forced Karl to abandon his home in the first place, so that the central
relationship between migration is complete: Karla is an unwanted sexual
intruder who was expelled out of his home, and his physical autonomy is
completely subject to the whims of his employer, who is a quasi-sexual and
coerced servitude. Bhatia and Ram's claim that acculturation is not “neutral”
process of “individual adjustment,” but a process of power and exploitation, has
a perfect fictional match here: Karl has no option as to assimilation, integration

or separation, but is entirely determined by the power of others over him.
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The final section of the novel, an interview with the "Nature Theatre of
Oklahoma," which promises employment for "everyone" and an elaborate
recruitment process, almost a carnival, of the arrival of angels, devils and
endless registration desks, gives, at the surface of things, the first unconditional
welcome Karl receives in America. But the promise is undermined by its own
excess and arbitrary nature: applicants are selected based on their asserted past
employment, with no obvious rigor or scrutiny; and this level of inclusiveness is
almost too much to be trusted, a caricature of the assimilationist ideal that a host
culture will accept everyone for whatever reason. There Karl meets with the
man who is looking for a driver, and when asked for his name and profession he
invents his names and his profession: his name: Negro, his profession: Engineer,
and he gives up his names and his history he has carried from Prague. An
identity invented not in Karl's Prague but in the space between Karl's Prague
and the imagined spaces available in America, is not (in Berry's terms)
assimilation, integration, separation, or even marginalization, but the very
possibility of creation at Bhabha's Third Space, at the limit of a fictional
institution. The most racially subordinated name of the era is the one Karl picks
for this self-made name, and the novel's saddest irony is that it is the very one
he seeks to earn, whether or not Kafka intended it—in fact, whether or not he
even knew it—the one that aligns him, unintentionally, with the most structural
exclusion available in early 20th century America, confirming Bhatia and Ram's
thesis that history imposes itself upon the migrant's identity and that no amount
of individual adaptability can simply bypass.

Before the beginning of the fifth central episode, confusion and anxiety
are already the basic tone of Karl's migration, his first hours in America. Karl,
standing on the ship's deck, gazes out towards the shore, and Kafka's famous

image of the arm with the sword stretches up as if freshly raised to heaven, and
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around Karl's figure whirl the free winds of the heavens — a Statue of Liberty,
but not with a torch, and a sword, before Karl has even landed on the shore.
This initial twist sets up the rest of the text: The freedom and the fear are from
the start indistinguishable. The last visible connections to Prague are Karl's
suitcase and his parents' photograph, he searches desperately for his lost
umbrella first below deck, later for his own possessions that are taken,
borrowed, or lost by his company; the slow process of his losing his hold on
these things are the focus of Karl's anxiety in these early pages. Adaptability is
more easily observable in Karl's linguistic and procedural rapidity: his learning
the hotel's set-up, its rotation of shifts, and its unspoken orderings, all within
days, and his ingratiating and fluent English repeatedly earns him provisional
trust from strangers with no other cause for it. But the novel remains consistent
as closely as a structural blueprint, wanting to communique that adaptability
will by no means grow into safety: every one of Karl's triumphs is immediately
preceded by a reversal he may have not imagined and can, after it turns down,
never argue.

In all five episodes, the emotional register migration theory names as
acculturative stress recurs in specific, concrete forms: acceptance is always
provisional, as the uncle’s and the Theatre's recruiters’ expressions of welcome
are so fleeting that Karl can never fully trust them, and adaptability is Karl's
most consistent trait: he quickly masters the duties of the lift-boy and his fluent
and ingratiating English, but it never guarantees lasting security; perplexity
attends every sudden change of fortune: he is repeatedly judged by standards
and reports he is never given a chance to see or contest; and anxiety culminates
in his anguished, repeated attempts to hold on to his suitcase and his parents'
photograph—the last remaining traces of his past life in Prague—which he loses

to the lift-boy and to his own growing indifference as he goes deeper into the
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novel. These periodic conditions follow a common path: a migrant comes with a
set of capacities, adaptability, and wanting to belong, and is systematically
denied by institutions and individuals all the stable bases on which he might
establish a sense of belonging, until the only identity that is left is the one that
he must create himself.

5.  Conclusion

This study has not treated Karl Rossmann's passage through Amerika as a series
of misfortunes, but rather as a carefully orchestrated series of acculturative
encounters, the kinds of which were mapped out by the Hotel Occidental,
Robinson and Delamarche, Brunelda, and finally by the Nature Theatre of
Oklahoma. Karl's arc is intertwined with Berry's model of acculturation, Hall's
theory of diasporic identity as a continual process and Bhatia and Ram's
celebration of the historical and power-laden aspects of migration to form an
imagined, hybrid identity that is antithetical to every category migration theory
has to offer. That Katka was never an emigrant; that he never lived to see the
completion of the manuscript; that he never suffered from any actual migration,
only enhances the novel's claim to migration studies: Amerika does not describe
the empirical experience of a real migrant; it anatomizes, with unusual
precision, the psychological and structural conditions that repeat themselves
everywhere migration happens: conditional acceptance, forced adaptability,
confusion, perplexity, anxiety. The fragmentary, unfinished end to the novel, in
this context, is not a failing, but a formal counterpart to its theme, the search for
a stable identity of the migrant, which is likewise never completed. Future
studies might broaden this reading to a comparative study of the self-naming
fiction of Karl Rossmann with the protagonists of migrants in later twentieth

and twenty-first century literature, to see how far Kafka's imagined, secondhand
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vision of America anticipated the literary and theoretical vocabulary migration

studies would be a product of decades later.
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