Introduction
Franz Kafka (1883-1924) is an astonishingly resonant writer—some would say prophet—of life under the technocratic bureaucracy of modern Western society. Anyone who has come up against a tax office, a motor vehicle branch, a credit card company, a customs agent, will understand perfectly what the concept “Kafkaesque” means. 
Kafka was a Jew living in a pre-Third Reich Austria-Hungary (his three sisters would die in Nazi extermination camps—Kafka himself died earlier from tuberculosis.) Scholar C.S. Lewis wrote admiringly in the mid-20th century of Kafka’s extremely rare gift of writing stories that actually create myth (‘mythopoeia’). In other words, Kafka’s stories capture with symbolism, character, theme and narrative the underlying truth of technocratic bureaucracy. (A film that you may be familiar with which is explicitly Kafkaesque is ex-Monty Python Terry Gilliam’s “Brazil”.)
In Kafka’s myth, delivered through his short stories and novels, a powerless individual comes in contact with a bureaucracy. Often, the contact is initiated by the bureaucracy; the individual is almost a mere random choice by which the bureaucracy can arbitrarily exercise its power. From then on, the individual has no hope: the bureaucracy has its own rules which are arbitrary, absurd, abusive, and absolute. Indeed, commonly the individual is not allowed to know what the rules are or even be certain that a specific set of written rules exist. 
Thus, Kafka’s myth is of a helpless and solitary individual utterly alienated from an all-powerful bureaucracy that has developed from the rational and mechanical principles of technology (the application of technical and rational principles to organisations and governments is termed ‘technocracy’), yet paradoxically behaves with total irrationality—even open arbitrariness—in destroying the innocent individual.
“In the Penal Colony” is a Kafka short story of an absurd judicial bureaucracy, focused on a torture device which represents the application of punishment to an individual who has been declared guilty—even though (a.) the commission of any actual crime is merely notional, and (b.) the connection between the ‘crime’ and the punishment is connected to justice in no appreciable way. 
Welcome, then, to modern life in a technological world. And how do you like it so far?
