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Abstract

Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis (1915) offers a profound representation of psychological and social
alienation in the modern world. Gregor Samsa’s sudden transformation into an insect reveals how
identity, familial bonds, and social belonging are vulnerable to collapse when defined solely by
economic usefulness. This paper examines how alienation operates at the levels of labor, the family

structure, bodily identity, and communication.

Through existential and socio-historical analysis, the study demonstrates that Kafka does not create
absurdity through chaos, but through the numbing familiarity of everyday life, where individuals are
trapped in roles that deny their humanity. Gregor’s metamorphosis exposes a world where value is
determined by productivity, emotional intimacy erodes under financial dependency, and personal
identity dissolves when stripped of social function. Ultimately, The Metamorphosis reveals how modern
existence generates a quiet but profound form of absurdity rooted in isolation.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Kafka, Modernity, and the Human Condition

Franz Kafka’s literature is widely regarded as one of the most unsettling and insightful engagements
with the anxieties of modern life. In The Metamorphosis, Kafka presents Gregor Samsa’s overnight
transformation into a monstrous insect, an event described with unsettling simplicity and emotional
understatement[1]. Rather than portraying the transformation as supernatural or horrifying, the novella
treats it as an extension of Gregor’s already alienated life. This narrative strategy reflects Kafka’s
conviction that the deepest horrors of modernity do not arise from extraordinary circumstances, but

from the monotonous, silent pressures of ordinary existence.

The historical context surrounding Kafka’s work shapes this theme profoundly. The late 19th and early

20th centuries saw rapid industrialization, bureaucratic expansion, and the growth of impersonal labor
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systems across Europe. Cities grew crowded, work became mechanized, and individuals increasingly

found themselves defined not by personal character but by their economic function.

Ritchie Robertson observes that Katka’s fiction maps the psychological burden of “living in an age of
systems,” where individuals are trapped in structures beyond comprehension or control[2]. Gregor’s
transformation thus dramatizes his psychological condition: he has long felt subhuman due to his

exploitative job and oppressive obligations; the metamorphosis simply reveals this truth.

1.2 Alienation as Emotional, Social, and Existential Condition

The concept of alienation has long been tied to modernity. Karl Marx argued that industrial labor
transforms the worker into an object, disconnecting the individual from creativity, selfhood, and
humanity[3]. Kafka’s novella echoes this critique. Gregor’s life before his transformation is defined
entirely through labor—Ilong hours of travel, obedience to authority, and a life scheduled around work
obligations. Even his relationships exist primarily in economic terms: he works to pay his father’s debts
and support his family. Stanley Corngold notes that Gregor’s identity is structured around usefulness,

making it deeply fragile and conditional[4].

After the transformation, Gregor is unable to work. His family no longer views him as a source of
security, and gradually they stop viewing him as a person. Thus, Kafka links personal identity to
economic productivity, revealing how alienation derives not only from work itself but from the social

dependence built around it.

1.3 Purpose and Structure of This Study

This paper investigates The Metamorphosis as a narrative of profound emotional and existential
isolation produced by modern social structures. Section 2 examines how modern labor and domestic
economics contribute to Gregor’s alienation. Section 3 analyzes how bodily transformation exposes
identity as socially constructed and precarious. Section 4 considers the breakdown of communication
and the emergence of absurdity as Gregor becomes increasingly excluded from language and meaning.

The conclusion highlights the continuing relevance of Kafka’s critique in contemporary life.

2. Modern Work, Social Obligation, and Alienation

2.1 Work as Dehumanization

Before his transformation, Gregor’s life revolves around his job as a traveling salesman. His labor is
monotonous, exhausting, and isolating. Gregor does not work for personal fulfillment but to pay off his

father’s debts, suggesting a life defined by obligation rather than desire. As Marx argues, modern labor
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estranges the worker from selfhood and human identity[3]. Gregor becomes a tool of economic survival

rather than a subject with agency.

Even Gregor’s manager responds to his absence from work with suspicion rather than concern. This
response illustrates how labor systems treat individuals not as humans capable of distress but as

replaceable units of productivity.

2.2 The Family Based on Economic Dependence

Gregor’s relationship with his family is shaped primarily by financial dependence. He is valued only so
long as he provides income. After his transformation, the family shifts rapidly from concern to
resentment. Corngold explains that Gregor’s identity has been collapsed into the role of “provider,” and

when that function disappears, so too does Gregor’s value in the eyes of his family[4].

2.3 Living Space as Psychological Entrapment

Gregor’s confined bedroom reflects his mental and emotional enclosure. Over time, his room transforms
from a recognizable personal space into a bare storage area. The physical environment mirrors his
diminishing identity, supporting Robertson’s argument that Kafka’s narrative landscapes externalize

internal psychological conditions[2].

3. Body, ldentity, and the Self

3.1 The Betrayal of the Body

Gregor’s metamorphosis symbolizes the fragility of identity. His human consciousness remains intact,
but his body becomes grotesquely insect-like. The disconnect between mind and body reflects
existential anxieties about the instability of self. Ronald Gray argues that Kafka uses bodily distortion
to expose the vulnerability of identity to external forces[5].

3.2 Social Identity as Perception

Gregor’s identity is shaped by how others see him. Once his appearance no longer aligns with social
expectations, he ceases to be recognized as human. Sartre’s notion of “being-for-others” explains this

dynamic: the self is partly constructed by the gaze of others[6].

3.3 Loss of Desire and Personal Will

As Gregor becomes more insect-like, his personal ambitions fade. His desires shrink to the most basic
forms of sensory comfort. This regression represents the collapse of individuality under the force of

social alienation.
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4. Language, Silence, and the Absurd

4.1 Language as Failed Communication

When Gregor attempts to speak, his voice becomes unintelligible. Language fails not because Gregor
lacks meaning but because others refuse to hear him. Walter Sokel suggests that Kafka portrays

communication as impossible when emotional connection has already deteriorated[7].

4.2 The Absurd as Emotional Numbness

Albert Camus describes the absurd as the confrontation between human longing and silent
indifference[8]. Gregor seeks recognition and affection, but the world offers none. The absurd emerges

not as chaos, but as emotional emptiness.

4.3 Death as the End of Alienation

Gregor dies quietly, alone, and unnoticed. The family responds with relief and resumes life. The
swiftness of this transition demonstrates the complete collapse of emotional bonds. His death resolves

nothing—except the inconvenience he posed.

5. Conclusion

Kafka’s The Metamorphosis reveals the profound emotional and existential alienation embedded in
modern life. Gregor’s transformation, far from being a surreal rupture, exposes the truth that his
humanity has long been diminished by labor, obligation, and social expectations. His identity collapses
when his ability to work disappears, demonstrating how selfhood is externally constructed and
economically conditioned. Kafka’s critique remains strikingly relevant today, in a world where human
value is often tied to productivity and efficiency. The novella forces readers to confront the quiet
violence embedded in routines, roles, and expectations, showing that ordinary life can be deeply absurd
and profoundly isolating. Gregor’s tragedy is not that he becomes an insect—but that he was only

human so long as he was useful.
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