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Abstract 

This topic explores how Franz Kafka brilliantly shows the constant clash—between beliefs, expectations, 

and reality that leaves Joseph K.his character in the novel ‘’THE TRIAL’’ feeling lost and disconnected. 

Kafkas story is not just about one man’s trial; it’s about the universal human struggle to make sense of a 

world that doesn’t always fit together. By exploring Joseph K.’s dissonance, Kafka challenges us to think 

about the tensions in our own lives and how we handle the conflicts between who we are and what the 

world demands of us. 

Cognitive dissonance, a concept pioneered by Leon Festinger in 1957, is a psychological state of 

discomfort that arises when there is a conflict between an individual’s beliefs, attitudes, or values and their 

actions or decisions.This internal inconsistency generates a tension that individuals are motivated to 

resolve, as the human psyche inherently seeks congruence between thought and behaviour. For instance, 

imagine someone who values healthy living but finds himself indulging in fast food. The conflict between 

his belief in health and his action of eating unhealthily creates tension—a tension he is  driven to resolve. 

At its core, cognitive dissonance reflects the friction between how we perceive ourselves and how our 

actions might contradict that self-image. 

People deal with cognitive dissonance in different ways, depending on the situation. To reduce the 

discomfort, they might change their behaviour, adjust their beliefs, or add new ideas to justify the conflict. 

For instance, a person who views himself as environmentally conscious might feel dissonance if he drive 

a gas-guzzling car. This psychological discomfort compels individual to reconcile the inconsistency, either 

by changing his behaviour (e.g., switching to an electric vehicle), reinterpreting his beliefs (e.g., 

rationalizing that his car is necessary for work), or trivializing the dissonance (e.g., downplaying the 

significance of individual contributions to environmental harm). This shows how adaptable human 

thinking can be and how social pressures influence our actions. For instance, in cultures where public 

image is important, people may focus on appearing consistent to protect their reputation, even if it goes 

against their true beliefs. On the other hand, in more individualistic societies, people might prioritize 

staying true to themselves and make internal changes to resolve the conflict. 

Cognitive dissonance also has significant implications for understanding societal phenomena. On a macro 

scale, it explains why individuals and groups often resist evidence that challenges deeply held beliefs. 

Political polarization, for example, can be partially attributed to the discomfort of confronting information 

that contradicts one’s ideological stance. Admitting to flawed reasoning or accepting new evidence often 

threatens a person's sense of identity, leading to defensive rationalizations or even further entrenchment in 

their original beliefs. 
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Cognitive Dissonance in Kafka’s The Trial: A Psychological Mirror for Joseph K.’s Experience 

Joseph K., the protagonist of Franz Kafka’s The Trial, exists in a psychological state riddled with cognitive 

dissonance, as he grapples with conflicting beliefs, actions, and external pressures. His journey through 

the labyrinth of an absurd legal system reveals the profound tension between his self-perception, societal 

expectations, and his inability to reconcile these elements. The layers of dissonance in Joseph K.’s 

experience can be explored in given ways: 

1. Conflict Between Self-Perception and External Reality 

Joseph K. sees himself as an upright, rational individual, yet he is accused of a crime he cannot understand 

or acknowledge. His position as a senior bank official reinforces his belief in his autonomy, morality, and 

status in society. However, the sudden and unexplainable accusation disrupts this image. He is thrust into 

a position of defencelessness, where his own understanding of himself is called into question. The 

accusation undermines his sense of identity, creating a rift between how he views himself and how the 

shadowy legal system defines him. 

Cognitive Dissonance Insight: This reflects the dissonance between his internal belief ("I am innocent 

and logical") and the external reality imposed upon him ("I am accused and judged by an irrational 

system"). 

Resolution : Joseph K.’s initial denial and later obsessive engagement with the trial highlight his struggle 

to align these conflicting realities, though he never succeeds. 

2. The Illusion of Control vs. Helplessness 

Joseph K. believes he has control over his life and decisions, a cornerstone of his rational worldview. 

However, his trial exposes his helplessness in the face of an opaque and arbitrary system. 

Cognitive Dissonance Insight: This clash—between his belief in personal agency and the undeniable 

evidence of his powerlessness—creates deep psychological discomfort. 

Resolution : Joseph K. oscillates between resistance and compliance, trying to assert control (e.g., 

consulting lawyers and seeking allies) while ultimately submitting to the system’s dominance. 

3. Societal Expectations and Internal Morality 

As a respected bank official, Joseph  K. is expected to embody professionalism and morality. The trial, 

with its enigmatic charges, isolates him socially and professionally, creating dissonance between societal 

expectations and his tarnished reputation. Kafka seems to suggest that our self-perception is fragile, often 

upheld by societal validation. When society undermines that validation, individuals are forced into an 

existential crisis, questioning not only their actions but their very identity. 

Cognitive Dissonance Insight: The gap between who Joseph K. is supposed to be (a successful, respected 

figure) and who he is perceived as (a defendant in an unknowable crime) fractures his sense of self. Joseph 

K. cannot reconcile his role as a dignified individual with his forced role as a criminal. 

Resolution : Joseph K.’s attempts to preserve his dignity and position in society—such as hiding his trial 

from colleagues—show his desperate need to reconcile these conflicting identities. 

4. Absurdity of the Trial vs. Desire for Meaning 

Joseph K. continually seeks logic and meaning in an inherently absurd and illogical legal system. This 

pursuit highlights his human need for order and rationality. Kafka presents reconciliation as an illusion in 

a universe governed by absurdity. The human desire for coherence and fairness is contrasted with a reality 

that is arbitrary and indifferent, leaving individuals like K. caught in an unresolvable psychological 

conflict. 
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Cognitive Dissonance Insight: The dissonance arises from his belief that life should follow rational 

principles and the chaotic, nonsensical reality he encounters. 

Resolution Attempt: His persistence in understanding the trial, despite its absurdity, reflects his inability 

to accept the irrational, further deepening his psychological turmoil. 

5. Existential Reflection on Guilt 

K. denies guilt yet feels an underlying sense of shame and responsibility, even in the absence of clear 

charges. This duality reflects a deeper existential conflict. 

Cognitive Dissonance Insight: This mirrors the universal human experience of guilt and accountability, 

where individuals often feel judged by unseen forces, even without explicit wrongdoing. 

Resolution Attempt: Joseph  K.’s eventual submission to his sentence can be seen as a surrender to this 

existential guilt, a tragic resolution to his dissonance. 

Kafka’s The Trial masterfully encapsulates the human struggle with cognitive dissonance, weaving it into 

a broader existential commentary on the fragility of identity and the absurdity of societal systems. Joseph 

K.’s psychological alienation is not merely a personal tragedy; it serves as a mirror reflecting the universal 

tension between self-perception and external judgment. The tension between self-perception and societal 

judgment alienates Joseph K. from others and ultimately, from himself. His increasing paranoia and 

isolation reflect the psychological toll of living in a state of unresolved dissonance. Kafka’s brilliance lies 

in his ability to capture the futility of this reconciliation. Joseph K.’s journey reflects a universal truth: the 

human psyche craves alignment between belief and reality, but the chaos and absurdity of existence often 

deny this harmony. Kafka invites us to confront this tension, not with the promise of resolution, but with 

the acknowledgment of its inevitability. Kafka’s innovation lies in his portrayal of the impossibility of true 

reconciliation.Joseph K.’s journey is not one of triumph or resolution but of profound disillusionment, 

revealing the tragic beauty of a mind perpetually at odds with the forces shaping its reality. This dissonance 

extends beyond the individual, symbolizing the broader human condition in an era where societal 

expectations are both opaque and unforgiving. Through his character Joseph K., Kafka presents a figure 

who embodies the futility of striving for clarity in a system designed to obscure it. 

What makes Kafka’s exploration truly remarkable is his unflinching acknowledgment of dissonance as an 

inevitable aspect of existence. Rather than offering a path to resolution, Kafka compels us to confront the 

discomfort of unresolved tension. This perspective introduces a radical idea: perhaps the resolution of 

cognitive dissonance is not the ultimate goal. Instead, Kafka suggests that grappling with dissonance—

sitting with the discomfort of contradictory realities—can itself be a form of meaning-making. It is in this 

confrontation with absurdity, not in its reconciliation, that the human spirit finds its most authentic 

expression. 

In The Trial, the brilliance of Kafka’s narrative lies in its paradoxical clarity about the incoherence of 

existence. Joseph K.’s plight is a poignant reminder that the human struggle for harmony, while often 

thwarted, is a defining feature of our condition. Through K.’s tragic journey, Kafka leaves us with an 

unsettling but profound insight: the quest for coherence is not futile because it fails; it is meaningful 

because it reflects our deepest yearning to make sense of a senseless world. This tension, unresolved yet 

persistent, is the essence of what it means to be human. 
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