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“Get up and free yourself from yourself.” 


-Maynard James Keenan





	Clearly Kafka’s parable Before the Law holds volumes of meaning and opportunity for interpretation.  The first six words which comprise the first sentence are in themselves fodder for paper of this size, but, alas, the law has determined that more than six words shall be analyzed and thus begins our “down-going…”


	Traditional jurisprudence claims that the law is out there to be discovered and conquered.  We see this painfully manifested through Kafka’s man from the country.  The man has obviously bought into the traditional view of law and nature.  Indeed, he spends his entire life trying to gain admittance - he sits before the doorkeeper his entire life, he sacrifices everything he has gathered, he begs all in an attempt to be admitted to someplace he believes he needs to go.  Like any right minded liberal the man from the country thinks that the law “should surely be accessible at all times and to everyone.”  And thus we see the torture of the man’s situation - he believes that the law is there to be accessed, that it is available to all who do what is necessary, and that entry will be granted once he jumps through the right hoops.  Yet he is never able to reach the law and dies tortured by its unobtainable allure.


	Nietzsche and other postmoderns cite this very situation as the swindle that is life.  Whereas the moderns would claim that nature/law is out there to be discovered and conquered, Nietzsche claims that nature and the law are made - not found.  In the last line the man discovers a) that the gate was made only for him and b) that now that he knows that and is about to die, it will be shut.  Kafka’s treatment of this revelation is perfectly appropriate considering the real weight it carries in life.  The knowledge that the things we’ve been trained to trust in as constants (from language to the law) are all just constructions of those in power is truly leveling.


	What makes a revelation like this even more brutal is how insidious it really is.  Not only are our conceptions proven to be false - the law isn’t really there for us to discover/conquer/seek� justice in - but those misconceptions of reality (?) are the effects of power structures.  Nietzsche refers to “the right of giving names” as a primary way in which those in power are able to define reality.  Of course defining reality isn’t so straightforward, rather it is much more subversive - those in power create language, language defines truth, and truth propped up by knowledge which is shaped by those in power.  This is the kind of circle of power Foucault describes.


	Kafka illustrates the role of power in a way Derrida might appreciate - necessary presence through absence.  Simply put - we never see the man behind the man - we never see who holds the real power.  This speaks to two ideas simultaneously - no one person or group holds all the power and power is invisible.  Visibility has shifted from those in power (the kings and aristocracy) to the masses with little or no power.  Foucault calls attention to this when outlining his theories on surveillance.  No longer are the elite in the spotlight; to use Kafka’s symbols - today the man from the country is the one on the stool being examined by the doorkeeper.  


	In regards to the absence of a true power - the man behind the man, as it were - we never see the law.  We are told about the other doorkeepers who scare even the first doorkeeper, but no mention is made of the man behind the curtain - pay no attention to him seems to be the prevailing attitude today.  Kafka points out the relative power of the doorkeeper in the loaded first line: “before the law stands a doorkeeper.”  This double meaning speaks volumes about structures of power, the relativity of power, etc.  The first meaning is the more literal of the two - the gatekeeper stands literally in front of the gate of the law allowing only those who have earned admittance in.  This is the sense of the phrase most will pick up on - the doorkeeper as the law’s bouncer.  The second meaning tells a far more interesting story.  “Before the law” in this reading can mean at the foot of the law.  Just as a servant stands before his master awaiting his next order, the doorkeeper stands before the law.  Furthermore, Foucault would add that the language of this first line speaks to the same idea as the stool the man from the country is given: the functional arrangement referring to the complete routinization of space.


	Foucault’s notion of disciplinary power can be seen throughout Kafka’s parable.  The overwhelming result of his notion on disciplinary power is that people believe they are free, yet are the objects of almost complete subjugation.  As Nietzsche points out, we have become so socialized and trained that we are self-policing.  Furthermore, this disciplinary power serves to reverse the flow of visibility from those who exercise power to those who are the objects of it - all in an attempt to maximize economic success (as we can see in the man constantly giving the doorkeeper goods in return for possible admittance). Kafka clearly shows how ridiculous our notions of freedom are when we are constantly sitting at the foot of a doorkeeper who stands before the law which doesn’t really exist anyway!  But to return to Foucault…


	Routinization of space is not only apparent in the man’s confinement to the stool, it is also more clearly stated in that there is a door physically keeping the man outside the confines of the law.  As seems to be the sick truth of the law, though, the man is able to see the interior, but obviously never reaches it.  No one is exempt from these processes - we see the doorkeeper as subject to this, just as the man is.  The doorkeeper is subject to rank - he is the first, but their are ones further and, as stated, higher than him.  He, too, has his own place - in front of the gate.  


	Just as the doorkeeper is ranked, the man, too, must be ranked.  The doorkeeper, who dons a fur coat, is obviously subject to examination like everyone else and has been rewarded for whatever reason.  In order to continue this examination the doorkeeper interviews the man extensively and just as one’s space becomes a marker of rank and degree of reward, the examination is the precursor to full surveillance.  Just as the doorkeeper gathers information to rank and reward the man, we are constantly being “interviewed” - whether it be standardized testing, college applications, or any other method for moving up the corporate ladder.


	What is maybe most ironic about the system of power represented in the parable and presented by Foucault is that it is so lacking in command type power.  Austin argued for a command theory of law, much like a Machiavellian sense of law, but without the courage that Machiavelli’s Prince.  Foucault changes our conception of power to include a positive idea of power - not just a negative (power to force others to do something they wouldn’t otherwise do) one as presented by Locke et al.  Foucault, and this is shown in the parable, argues for a more insidious form of power which isn’t overt.  The doorkeeper only tells the man to “take note: I am powerful.”  Foucault “argues that the premodern system of punishment involved an excessive display of sovereign power, whereas the modern system involves isolation, normalization, regimentation, confession, and moral reeducation” (Litowitz, p. 81).


	Most importantly we see a) how the man from the country represents our willingness (desire?) to believe in a metaphysical Truth and b) that we are left feeling free while we are really in shackles to normative beliefs disguised as fact or utility.  Law, language, and nature are cultural constructions and to think otherwise has led to our being like the man from the country - searching for something which is not there and dying having never achieved our life’s goal.  Nietzsche, Foucault, and the postmoderns point to the circle of power involved with the cultural co
