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petuous in pushing his cause well before
Luther thought of having one. Erasmus
was the greater scholar,had more wit, and
a different kind of literary genius. From
his earliest days, he denounced the
monks, discredited the saints, and de-
clared, “almost all Christians wretchedly
enslaved by blindness and ignorance.”
Erasmus observed all the common re-
ligious usages that were not repugnant to
the Holy Scriptures, but he complained
when relics were presented not as inno-
cent aids toreligion, but as the substance
of religion itself. He “was the first human-
isttoearnhisliving by his writing” and he
saw that “his power lay in his pen, not in
titles or partisanactivities.” Hewas alsoa
humorist “which to the earnest means
one who trifles with serious things.” He

was serious, however, “when he refuted
Luther’s doctrine that most of mankind
was damned from all eternity and would
not accept Luther’s denial of Free Will.”
As Albert Jay Nock has observed, he was
“incapable of taking up with any but a
sound cause.” Martin Luther’s “proposal
to substitute the authority of a book for
the authority of a Pope was merely a
proposaltochange masters.” Ontheother
hand, Erasmus was “for great reforms,
fundamental reforms,” but these were not
tobehad, and “so there was no place for
himinthefighting front of either army....”
Indeed, Nock contended that Desiderius
Erasmus was no game for professors or
run-of-the-mill parsons and bishops and
that “the less one reads about Erasmus,
the better.”

Stefan Zweig and Franz Kafka:
A Study in Contrast
Mordecai Roshwald

SteFAN ZWEIG (1881-1942) and Franz Kafka
(1883-1924) could have been expected to
have much in common and to belong to
the same category in modern literature.
Bornonlytwo years apart, theybelongto
thesameepoch. Although Zweigwas born
inVienna and Kafkain Prague, both wrote
in German, and Prague, though the cen-
ter of the Czechregion, wastill 1918 a city
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Both
authors happened to be Jewish and re-
tained a positive attitude to Judaism,
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which may have influenced their writing,
even if it did not dominate it.

Yet, anybody examining any of the
writings of the two authors, let alone
anybody familiar with their respective
works, cannot but be struck by the pro-
found difference between the two. They
appear to have lived not merely in differ-
ent centuries, but in divergent worlds.
They seem to belong not merely to differ-
ent ages, but to epochs disjointed by
apocalyptic events.

Zweig, as he admirably explains in his
autobiographical work, The World of Yes-
terday (1944), grew up in asocial environ-
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ment which believed in stability and
progress. He was deeply attached to the
cultural life of Vienna and, at the same
time, regarded himself as a European, and
maintained strong connections with
French literary circles. Life in Vienna at
the turn of the nineteenth century was
solid, cosy, and stimulating. Although
Zweig was privileged by economic and
social conditions, and aware that not
everybody shared in his economic cir-
cumstances, he believed that the entire
society benefited from constantly improv-
ing conditions, and that the progress to-
wards a better Europe—and eventually a
better world—was virtually assured. This
optimistic view, whichmaywellhave been
strengthened by his personal well-being,
had aprofound impact on Zweig’s writing
and colored his works, especially his early
writings.

This does not mean that Zweig the
writer presented to his readers diverse
episodes in an idyllic setting, or told sto-
ries evolving along the way of progress
towards a perfect world. For though he
essentially believed in the march toward
a better, fairer, more peaceful world, he
was aware of human tragedies, of flaws in
human character, of tragical conflicts.
Indeed, he often seems to have been
motivated by an urge to unravel human
failures with the implicit intent of making
a contribution to setting right the moral
flaws of humanity. In various novellas,
which made him a popular writer, he
points to the moral failings of essentially
decent people. The motto of his only big
novel, Beware of Pity (1938), conveys a
refined distinction between the common
compassion and the true one:

Fortherearetwokinds of compassion. One,
theweak-spirited and sentimental, whichis
really onlyimpatience of the heart to get rid
as fast as possible of the painful involve-
ment in an alien calamity, a compassion
which is not compassion at all, but an in-
stinctive defence of one’sown soul fromthe
alien suffering. And the other one, the only
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one that counts—the unsentimental, but
creative compassion, that knows what it
wants, and is determined patiently and com-
passionately to endureit all to the limits of
one’s capacity, and even beyond it.

Clearly, the world is far from being
Paradise Regained. Still, it is basically
civilized, often humane, and appears to
be moving in the right direction. The
writer, endowed with insight, interprets
the condition of humanity, and makes his
own contribution towards its advance-
ment. Zweig did not proclaim his own
commitmentinthisrespect, butacritical
view of his work justifies this conclusion.

The history of Europe, which engulfed
Zweig along with his contemporaries,
awakened him from this illusory reality.
As Europe plunged into the Great War in
1914, the belief in European civilization
and progress was shattered. The most
advanced nations in the world embarked
onamutual slaughter of cataclysmic pro-
portions. Carnage, destruction, poverty—
some of which Zweig witnessed in the
regions of conflict between Austria and
Russia—couldinnowayberelated tothe
rosy picture of Zweig’s earlier years. Natu-
rally, hiswork started to display the shady
side of the human condition.

Thus, in a story entitled Buchmendel
(1929), apassionate bibliophile eking out
his livelihood as a book dealer, who hap-
pens to be technically an enemy alien
livingin Viennaduring the war, is crushed
by the bureaucratic apparatus of the
state. The government is not wicked or
cruel towards Mendel: it merely acts in a
way which is procedural, mechanical, in-
different. The result is the destruction of
ahuman individual. Here Zweig discerns
the new danger to human progress: the
threat of the state, the Leviathan of Hobbes
in its twentieth-century manifestation.

And yet, with all the acute realization
ofthe changing world, and of the strained
or even shattered belief in a better future
for Austria and for Europe, Zweig does
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not give up his fundamental faith and his
commitment to moral progress. In
Jeremiah (Jeremias)(1917),adrama writ-
ten during the war and aiming at spread-
ingthe message of peace, he putsintothe
mouth of the ancient Hebrew prophet
the promise of hope—hope for the Jews,
which may well symbolize also the hope
of civilized humanity:

Stones crumble, walls collapse...

Cities vanish in the stream of time,

Yet what the souls shape in suffering
Lastsindivine eternity...

Who can rob us

Of the blissful faith,

Who destroy the Jerusalem in our heart?

Alas, even this glimmer of hope be-
camesubjecttoaseveretest withtherise
of the Nazis to power in Germany, which
hit Zweig personally, both as a Jew and as
a European. First he experienced the
public burning of the “forbidden” books,
which included the German publications
of Jewish writers. All of a sudden he felt
cut off from his German readers. Then
came the annexation of Austria, accom-
panied by acts of public humiliation of
Jews in Vienna, which he describes in
painful detail in The World of Yesterday.
While Zweig could make his escape to
England, and while hisresources secured
him a comfortable material existence (his
books continued to be popular in many
translations), he would witness in horror
the plight of the Jewish refugees desper-
ately looking for a country which would
admit them. The human degradation was
insufferable.

Eventually he and his wife reached
Brazil, where he was accepted with honor,
and where he continued to write. Yet, his
world had collapsed, and with the appar-
ently unstoppable advance of the Ger-
manarmy, as World War Il progressed, he
seemed to have despaired of the future,
and put an end to his life, along with that
of his wife. He was spared the ultimate
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degradation of the European civilization
as manifested by genocide. He did not
live to see the reversal of the fortunes of
war either.

While one can view the life of Zweig as
a witness to the collapse of civilization,
and as apersonal tragedy of aman doomed
to the destruction of his hope and belief,
it is noteworthy that his writings do not
faithfully reflect these horrible predica-
ments. To be sure, he writes about the
decline and about the shattering histori-
cal events, and he also expresses his per-
sonaldespair. Yet the tenor of his writing
is dominated by a civilized and polished
manner of expression and, with some
exceptions, by hope and belief in spite of
the harsh experience.

Zweig seems virtually incapable of
assimilating the tone of resignation and
despair. Even the worst is conveyed in
style. Even misery is painted in clear col-
ors. Even his suicide letter is that of a
civilized personinfull control of his intel-
lectual powers and his emotions. In a
way, he remained faithful to his vocation
and avocation despite the vicissitudes of
time and history.

It is his passionate and compassion-
ate personality, and his clear, polished,
and explicit literary style, that endeared
him to his readers—both in German-
speaking countries and in Europe at large.
He was an extremely popular writer, and
even had some of his stories produced in
film. He was self-confident as a writer
from an early age and prolific in output.
He was a success story; it was the world
that failed.

Curiously, today heislargely unknown.
Few in the United States—including the
literary and academic circles—are famil-
iar with Stefan Zweig’s writings.

The life and work of Franz Kafka ap-
pear in stark contrast with his contempo-
rary. Kafka was not self-confident, and
eveninstructed his literary executor and
personal friend, MaxBrod, to destroy his
manuscripts—which fortunately the lat-
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ter refused to do. While Zweig impresses
thereader as an easy writer, Kafka’s texts
appear to be the product of a laborious
and even painful effort. Zweig’s works are
pleasant to read, as well as interesting
and engaging. Kafka’s stories, and nota-
bly his major novel The Castle (Das Schloss)
(1926) can hardly be described as in any
way pleasant. Indeed, they introduce the
reader into an imaginary world that is
repelling—not only because of its iniqui-
ties, but also because of its drudgery and
boredom. Kafka’s hero in The Castle,
named merely K, is neither an engaging
nor an interesting person, neither noble
nor ignoble, neither a hero nor an anti—
hero. In fact he is fairly mediocre and
caught up in a situation which cannot be
described as either epic or dramatic. Heis
agreyman, deposited in agrey place,and
encountered by mediocre people. He and
his environment are not the stuff out of
which great novels are made.

Andyet,itis the grey, uneventful story
of The Castle, as well as some other works
of Kafka, that have enjoyed critical ac-
claim and that are regarded as modern
classics and taught and studied at univer-
sities. Why does Kafkareceive such atten-
tion and appreciation, while Zweig is
largely—and rather unfairly—unrecog-
nized?

The fundamental reason for this dis-
crepancy has to be sought in the elusive
sphere of the relationship between the
works of literature and reality. Zweig’s
writings, with all their charm and polish,
were becoming, in the context of a col-
lapsing Europe, stories of the world of
yesterday. Kafka’s writing, on the other
hand, predicted the world of tomorrow.
Today, asweread Kafka, werealizethat he
hadsensedthe grimreality which eventu-
ally cameto pass, and this makes his work
prophetic. Zweig’s works evoke the past,
with its false hopes of a blissful future
amounting to no more than an illusion,
however beautiful it may have been.
Whether Kafka’s vision was fully con-
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scious or the product of mysterious in-
spiration is immaterial. It proved to have
revealed the impending truth, and this
makes it painfully relevant.

Zweig’s prose, as wellas poetry,isnoble
and charming—in accordance with his
illusory vision. Even in his last novella,
The Royal Game (Die Schachnovelle)
(1941), which records events in Vienna
under the new Nazi rule, with the pro-
tagonist finding himself in a situation
which is hopelessly Kafkaesque, Zweig’s
description remains clear and rational.
The author discerns and rationally ex-
plains the revolting reality.

Kafka, on the other hand, represses
any attempt to explain the evil and the
absurd. His hero, K., is caught up in a
system which he does not understand
and, for all we know, the author does not
comprehend either. K. is the casual vic-
tim of a mystifying social-political sys-
tem, and all his efforts to attain access to
theruling authority fail. The Castle repre-
sents a social system, an establishment,
to which individuals submit and against
which they do not dare to fight. The sys-
tem prevails and the individual does not
count. The system need not be cruel, but
it is incomprehensible. People do not
even try to figure out its nature. They
passively accept it. Such a situation pre-
cludes depiction in a rational, let alone
attractive, manner. It can only be de-
scribedinadreary and monotonous tone.
The system weighs heavily on the pro-
tagonist, on thewriter, and eventually on
thereader.

There have been many attempts to
interpret Kafka’s work. Some would point
to the impotence of the individual in the
encounter with the Austro-Hungarian
bureaucracy, which may not have been
as considerate and benevolent as the
admirers of the Hapsburg rule have cho-
sen to see it. Others may regard K. as
symbolizing the Jew in an alien social
setting—a striving stranger doomed to
failure.K. mayevenrepresent the human
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being in a futile attempt for contact with
aremote deity, the human remaining es-
sentially alien in the cosmic existence.
The overwhelming impression remains
that we face the individual in modern
times—in future time fromKafka’s perspec-
tive—who is powerless in the face of the
regime and the social situation in which he
finds himself. Such concernwas expressed
in futuristic novels of the twentieth cen-
tury, represented by Yevgeny Zamiatin’s
We (1924), George Orwell’s 19584 (1949),
Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, (1932).
The systems depicted may have been vi-
cious, asinthefirst two examples, or osten-
sibly well-meaning, as in Huxley’s novel.
However,ineach casethesystemrulesthe
individual, and does not allow him au-
tonomous development and freedom of
judgment. Kafka sensed this danger and
therefore critics look for Kafkaesque mo-
tifs in modern fiction. Zweig, mercifully,
was spared the nightmarish prospect.

How does one explain the divergence
of views and style of these two contempo-
raries and compatriots? Conceivably,
their different backgrounds account for
the contrast. Zweig was born into an af-
fluent family, while Kafka had to worry
about his livelihood. Zweig was given
freedomto choosehis career, while Kafka
was constrained by his father to choose
a “sensible” profession that did not suit
his temper and his genius. Zweig lived in
Vienna, while Kafka lived in a Czech set-
ting where the benefits of the Austrian
rule were doubted.

All such explorations may have a de-
gree of plausibility. Yet, in the end, the
way of a writer, a gifted and inspired
writer, cannot be adequately explained
by accidental circumstances. The essen-
tial genius of a writer remains an enigma
and a revelation, which shows that he is
not a product of a system.

In the Agrarian Conservative Tradition
George A. Panichas

ARTHUR VERsLUIS’S Island Farm (2000) is an
exemplary piece of writing, a personal
memoir of his life on a generational family
farmnear Grand Rapids, Michigan. It also
tenders probing reflections on the agrar-
ian conservative tradition as it, too, dis-
appears into “the sterile new American
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landscape, devoid of farms and of lived
history on the land.” No less poignant in
this bookisits evocation of spirit of place
struggling to survive in an environment
of mega-machines and mega-technology
that annul the human factor and merci-
lessly regulate the rhythms and the sea-
sons of our works and days. In short, it is
a synecdochic work about the conse-
quences of loss of human connections
and continuity, and about a land and
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