
		

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MANAGING PARADOX MINI-CASE SERIES 

“Poseidon” 
by Franz Kafka 
Miguel Pina e Cunha1, Arménio Rego2, Stewart Clegg3, Marco Berti3 
1Nova School of Business and Economics 
2 Católica Porto Business School, Universidade Católica Portuguesa 
3 University of Technology Sydney Business School 
 

October 2020 

 



	

THE CASE 

Franz Kafka is a writer from Bohemia, in the present Czech Republic, who has 

been frequently cited in Management and Organization Studies (MOS), where the 

adjective “Kafkaesque” is well known. Kafkaesque refers to organizations that are 

labyrinthine and formally irrational in their organization. Kafka’s works, namely The Trial 

and The Castle, have often been used by MOS scholars. The less well-known Poseidon 

is one of Franz Kafka’s short stories, that has only a couple of paragraphs. In ancient 

Greek religion, Poseidon (meaning “husband of the earth” or “lord of the earth”) is the 

god of the sea (and of water generally), of earthquakes and horses (see 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Poseidon). 

 

Poseidon, by Franz Kafka 

1Poseidon sat at his desk, doing figures. The 

administration of all the waters gave him endless 

work. He could have had assistants, as many as he 

wanted — and he did have very many — but since he 

took his job very seriously, he would in the end go 

over all the figures and calculations himself, and thus 

his assistants were of little help to him. It cannot be 

said that he enjoyed his work; he did it only because 

it had been assigned to him; in fact, he had already 

filed many petitions for — as he put it — more 

cheerful work, but every time the offer of something 

	
1	 Image: Poseidon. National Archaeological Museum of Athens. Author: Ricardo André Frantz. Source: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:0036MAN_Poseidon.jpg. This file is licensed under the Creative 
Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license. 
	



	

different was made to him it would turn out that nothing suited him quite as well as his 

present position. And anyhow it was quite difficult to find something different for him. 

After all, it was impossible to assign him to a particular sea; aside from the fact that even 

then the work with figures would not become less but only pettier, the great Poseidon 

could in any case occupy only an executive position. And when a job away from the 

water was offered to him, he would get sick at the very prospect, his divine breathing 

would become troubled and his brazen chest began to tremble. Besides, his complaints 

were not really taken seriously; when one of the mighty is vexatious the appearance of 

an effort must be made to placate him, even when the case is most hopeless. In actuality 

a shift of posts was unthinkable for Poseidon — he had been appointed God of the Sea 

in the beginning, and that he had to remain. 

What irritated him most — and it was this that was chiefly responsible for his 

dissatisfaction with his job — was to hear of the conceptions formed about him: how he 

was always riding about through the tides with his trident. When all the while he sat here 

in the depths of the world-ocean, doing figures uninterruptedly, with now and then a trip 

to Jupiter as the only break in the monotony — a trip, moreover, from which he usually 

returned in a rage. Thus, he had hardly seen the sea — had seen it but fleetingly in the 

course of hurried ascents to Olympus, and he had never actually traveled around it. He 

was in the habit of saying that what he was waiting for was the fall of the world; then, 

probably, a quiet moment would be granted in which, just before the end and having 

checked the last row of figures, he would be able to make a quick little tour. 

Poseidon became bored with the sea. He let fall his trident. Silently he sat on the 

rocky coast and a gull, dazed by his presence, described wavering circles around his 

head. 

 

 

 

 



	

This case raises a number of questions to debate: 
 

• The Poseidon metaphor is obviously about organizations and management. 

What does this short story tell managers?  

• What, if anything, is Kafkaesque about Poseidon?   

• Why do managers become metaphorically “bored with the sea”? 

• If you were Poseidon’s coach, what would you recommend him to do? 

• Is it possible to coach Poseidon without making him other than he is?  
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TEACHING NOTE 
 

Kafka’s oeuvre is a treasure trove of ideas on work, power and bureaucracy. Poseidon 

is an exemplary case. It can be used to discuss: 

• How leaders self-defeat 

• How people lose motivation 

• Why empowerment is difficult 

• How hubris unfolds 

• How leaders develop God-like mentalities.    

Like Poseidon, paradoxically, leaders often create the conditions that make their own 

lives more complicated. The case can be used to explore the dynamics of leadership 

that becomes intoxicating.   
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