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Abstract: Robert Musil’s modernist epic The 
Man Without Qualities is a novel written against 
a background of fascist uprisings in Europe, as 
well as a quintessentially Viennese text written 
in the wake of the emergence of the Wiener 
Kreis and their logical positivism. These two 
factors make it a suitable novel for analyzing the 
intersection between rationality and fascism, in 
a way that sheds new light on how rationality 
is aestheticized, naturalized, and romanticized. 
These processes support and reinforce each 
other. By exploring the functioning of rationality 
and highlighting the novel’s implicit affectivity, 
this paper sheds light on the importance of 
extra-rational ways of knowledge-making, making 
it possible to consider fascist practices of self-
fashioning and aestheticizing rationality through a 
critical affective lens.  
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“I admit that these days, rationality – 
it’s something I struggle with,

 both as a [woman] and as a Pisces 
Moon.”1

Fascist Specters and Aesthetic Façades

A specter is haunting Europe2. Unfor-
tunately, this time, as has been the 

case many times before, it is the specter of 
the far-right. And, even more disappoint-
ingly, our contemporary occurrence shares 
its moment with, and is largely indebted 
to, recent alter(c)ations in the mediated 
area of knowledge distribution. Whether 
through straightforward social media plat-
forms or through websites masquerading 
as “alternative news” sources but implicit-
ly maintaining a socio-epistemic division, 
contemporary subjects enter their social 
environments through a highly segregated 
cyberspace. And once a subject has started 
on its path, this spatial arrangement be-
comes a self-perpetuating machine. While 
this experience is one frequently marked 
by the isolation of marred connections 
between loved ones and groups of people 
standing radically at odds with each other, 
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understanding this phenomenon does not 
itself have to be an isolating experience; 
the epistemological impact of ideological 
conflict has been felt before, after all.

An author who bore witness to our 
ideological specter’s previous apparition 
is the Viennese novelist, philosopher, and 
fervent diarist Robert Musil, whose writing 
of the encyclopedic novel The Man Without 
Qualities accompanied him through the 
first half of the twentieth century. The con-
text of fascism against the background of 
which this novel was written is one as prev-
alent on the page as off it. Most straight-
forward are various passages following 
what sociologist Peter L. Berger describes 
as “a proto-Nazi romantic nationalism”3: 
the relationship between the Jewish girl 
Gerda and her boyfriend Hans Sepp with 
strong national-socialist leanings – a rela-
tionship of which Gerda’s father, unsur-
prisingly, does not approve. However, the 
primary goings-on – calling it a plot would 
be too optimistic – of this novel, which 
spans over 1100 pages, are concerned with 
“The Parallel Campaign”: a project that 
seeks to organize celebrations for the 70-
year anniversary of the reign of Austrian 
Emperor Franz Joseph in 1918. Seeking to 
grasp the true essence of the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire in one event, the project’s 
futility is immanent (not to speak of the 
impending fall of this realm that only the 
reader knows, attributing the tale with a 
prophetic quality). This project gives direc-
tion to the general attitude emerging from 
the novel: Stefan Jonsson points out that 
while this concept clearly calls forth a so-
called “community of destiny,” a concept 
coined by leftist thinker and contemporary 
to Musil Otto Bauer to describe the central 
nationalist impulse, Kakania (the novel’s 

name for the Empire) was discussed as “a 
country having lost interest in its destiny. 
Its nationalities no longer agreed on which 
future they were supposed to share, and 
many of them foresaw destinies of their 
own”4. For Jonsson, this particular attitude 
points towards a rejection of realist and na-
tionalist convention. I would like to add to 
that, that it gestures towards Musil’s novel 
as, among many other things, an anti-fas-
cist project; after all, the eponymous lack 
of qualities of the narrator central to the 
novel is one inextricably tied to his search 
for and inability to find meaning in the 
context of the Parallel Campaign, the dif-
ficulties with which are, in its turn, a result 
of modernity’s multiplicity of individual 
interests and envisioned destinies. And it 
is such crisis of destiny, exemplified by the 
failure of the Parallel Campaign, that can 
often pull someone towards adopting fas-
cist predilections5.

While much can be said about the 
historical contexts of The Man Without 
Qualities’s treatment of fascism, this has 
indeed been done by literary historians 
aplenty. Its anti-fascist inclinations, how-
ever, can also be fruitful to consider in the 
context of its aesthetics as an experimental 
modernist novel. After all, as Walter Ben-
jamin has taught us, aesthetic subversion 
is the traditionally administered antidote 
against fascism’s self-aestheticization, and 
here manage to lay bare a similarly-ori-
ented project of intellectualist taste6. The 
way in which Musil’s novel’s subversive 
aesthetics – an ironization of the rational-
ist post-Enlightenment novels of the real-
ist period – rely on an affective doubling 
can provide a helpful new perspective for 
approaching contemporary alt-right and 
even neo-fascist rhetoric. This angle is one 
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supported by Musil’s explicit interests in 
reason and affect, both individually and 
in relation to each other, and often in re-
sponse to fascist circumstances7. Follow-
ing his focus on these concepts can prove 
useful for considering contemporary issues 
in addition to historical ones; the speech 
of current far-right ideology often relies 
heavily on an appeal to rationality, a senti-
ment characteristically and, frankly, carica-
turistically captured by the far-right figure 
Ben Shapiro’s catchphrase: “facts don’t care 
about your feelings”8. 

An aesthetic of rationality, comple-
mented by a distaste for feelings, is then 
central to much far-right thought, and un-
surprisingly so. Against the background of 
a destabilized universe, they reinvoke En-
lightenment values as a return to structure 
and to a stably circumscribed notion of the 
individual, one who could plan an event like 
the Parallel Campaign. This return presents 
a self-fashioning of the subject through ra-
tionality in an attempted reclamation of 
modernity, and causes the value and aes-
thetic of rationality to be naturalized. Ex-
posing this naturalization highlights how 
rationality can easily enter into the role of 
an aesthetic choice, echoing Susan Son-
tag’s claim that “[i]ntelligence … is really 
a kind of taste: a taste in ideas”9. Ideas be-
come aesthetic flavors, laid out like deco-
rative flowers masking decaying ideologies.

This process is especially on the sur-
face of the modernist novel of ideas, which 
prioritizes intelligence as essential to its 
genre. Ideas are central to the function-
ing of such a text: the novel of ideas does 
not “incidentally [illustrate] ideas but … 
uses them in default of characterization 
and other qualities of the traditional nar-
rative”10. The primary focus lies on ideas, 

rather than plot or characterization, and 
these latter two exist, if they are even re-
ally present, in favor of the ideas the novel 
wishes to put forward. Consequently, it is 
a useful medium through which to consid-
er the status of ideas and rationality: is a 
rational way the only correct way, the one 
infallible way, of representing reality? 

By offering a trans-historical lens, I 
hope to highlight how speech like Shap-
iro’s, symptomatic of a search for stability, 
is precisely what Musil’s novel ridicules; its 
appeal to Enlightenment authority acts as 
an aesthetic façade that strangely paral-
lels realist novel aesthetics. Ultimately, my 
analysis will suggest how the subversive 
novel that is characteristic of the modernist 
moment provides a central role to the in-
teraction between epistemology and affect, 
which can be seen as a direct consequence 
of its anti-humanist decentering of 17th 
and 18th-century values of the supposed 
universality of knowledge. By presenting 
knowledge as affectively mediated, The 
Man Without Qualities rejects its universal-
ity. And it is this that underpins the text’s 
striking critique of fascist rhetoric.

Commencing the Tasting

A characteristic aspect of The Man 
Without Qualities is the essayis-

tic style which it invented. As the name 
suggests, this style allows the novel to try 
out many different ideas, positing them in 
variously playful manners and contexts. 
Where at some points Nietzschean phi-
losophy is taken to a humorous extreme, 
other parts reflect on politics, self-reali-
zation, the nature of emotion, mathemat-
ics and similar scientific matters, as well 
as a plethora of other themes. Testing, 
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naturally, is a central part to the scientific 
method and its practice. The playful un-
dercurrent to its essayistic practice, how-
ever, arguably embodies a turn away from 
a classical scientific approach. After all, 
it invokes a sense of pluralism (though 
one ultimately ascending to philosophi-
cal thought as an essential guide, at least 
when following Musil’s novel), suggesting 
that the discussion of whether to relate to 
the world scientifically is not scientific in 
itself, but rather philosophical in nature. 
Exemplifying this is one of the threads 
of thought making up The Man Without 
Qualities that concerns the concept of es-
sayism itself – a concept that transcended 
the boundaries of the novel into general 
literary discourse – which it introduces in 
relation to the eponymous Ulrich’s way of 
thinking about the world:

when he sometimes thinks he has 
found the right idea, he perceives 
that a drop of indescribable incandes-
cence has fallen into the world, with a 
glow that makes the whole earth look 
different.
Later, when Ulrich’s intellectual ca-
pacity was more highly developed, this 
became an idea no longer connected 
with the vague word “hypothesis” but 
with a concept he oddly termed, for 
certain reasons, “essay.” It was more 
or less in the way an essay, in the se-
quence of its paragraphs, explores a 
thing from many sides without wholly 
encompassing it – for a thing wholly 
encompassed suddenly loses its scope 
and melts down to a concept – that 
he believed he could most rightly sur-
vey and handle the world and his own 
life.11

By substituting the scientific hypoth-
esis with the essay form, Ulrich’s orienta-
tion towards the world becomes playful, 
less structured, and less straightforwardly 
rational, critiquing a singularly scientific 
worldview and still, but more overtly, us-
ing the human as its point of departure: “all 
this happens in succession instead of as a 
single, homogeneous experience, and the 
chain of mankind’s experiments shows no 
upward trend. By contrast, a conscious hu-
man essayism would face the task of trans-
forming the world’s haphazard awareness 
into a will”12. Essayism, therefore, propos-
es a pluralistic epistemological attitude 
towards the world, ironizing the singular 
pretense of the views it presents; after all, 
there are many possible sequences of rea-
soning, many molds for the world respec-
tive of subjective wills. There are as many 
sequences as there are people, and no one 
perspective ought to be seen as final, essen-
tial and providing its subject with an iden-
tity – hence, the man without qualities.

Crucial to this understanding of 
thought, then, is that it is not just Ul-
rich who relates to the world in this way. 
Rather, the novel as a whole is written 
to prioritize a phenomenological idea of 
knowledge, a subject-world relationality, 
and consequently allows its reader free-
dom in shaping this relationality, engaging 
with it in a way that is primarily playful, 
tentative, and unstructured. Its potential 
usefulness for breaking reified patterns of 
thinking then follows; experimenting with 
threads of thought and ideologies by tak-
ing them to the extreme, juxtaposing them 
with other ideas, or slightly adapting their 
contexts makes it possible to recontextu-
alize ideas. Such disruption becomes very 
useful when considering rationality. There 
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is an anti-rationality inherent to the novel’s 
essayistic approach, and so to its engage-
ment with rationality itself; after all, trying 
out various ways to give expression to what 
it means to be human is not a process that 
itself prioritizes rationality. It is also not 
without its dangers, as the novel explains:

Nothing is more revealing, by the way, 
than one’s involuntary experience of 
learned and sensible efforts to inter-
pret such essayists, to turn their living 
wisdom into knowledge to live by and 
thus extract some “content” from the 
motion of those who were moved: but 
about as much remains of this as of 
the delicately opalescent body of a jel-
lyfish when one lifts it out of the wa-
ter and lays it on the sand. The ratio-
nality of the uninspired will make the 
teachings of the inspired crumble into 
dust, contradiction, and nonsense, and 
yet one has no right to call them frail 
and unviable unless one would also 
call an elephant too frail to survive in 
an airless environment unsuited to its 
needs.13

Rationalist attitudes will make sure 
that the value of “the teachings of the in-
spired,” irrational attitudes engaged with 
within essayism, but, significantly, also the 
anti-rationalism of the framework itself, is 
diminished and remains unacknowledged. 
By viewing the novel as an essayistic en-
deavor, it becomes obvious how it embod-
ies the methodological tension between 
rationality and anti-rationality; specifically, 
it camouflages its anti-rationality with an 
over-intellectualism that on first glance 
seems mostly genuine, and only through 
extensive engagement with the text starts 

to acquire its full ironic status – simulta-
neously endowing the novel with the hu-
morous tone for which it is frequently ap-
plauded. It relies on an almost grotesque 
excessiveness of its ideas, overdoing ratio-
nality to the point of achieving a comedic 
point of unsettling the normative.

This grotesque comedy is effectively 
affective: it influences the reader in their 
subjectivity, and makes them experience the 
ridiculous character of the novel’s intellec-
tualism. The nature of experience, and how 
it stands at odds with rationality, is con-
stantly on the novel’s mind. As previously 
nodded towards, Stefan Jonsson under-
stood their relation as Musil’s response to 
fascism. He notes that

The novel should instead be situated 
among a series of other projects of the 
same period that sought to explain 
the political role of affections and the 
suggestive power of nationalism and 
fascism. […] – they all examined the 
subject’s affective bindings to mass 
movements, the profound appeal of 
collective ideologies, and the origins 
of political passions. After the burn-
ing of the German parliament in 
1933, Musil notes that he wants to 
write an essay on reason and affection 
(Vernunft und Affekt) in politics. In the 
same period, he writes the chapters 
where Ulrich analyzes the world of 
emotions.14

Crucially, Musil’s chapter on essayism 
also makes sure to incorporate discussion 
of emotion into this almost formalist con-
text. “[B]oundless emotion” becomes asso-
ciated with the conviction one gains from 
the essayistic condition, though, crucially, 
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it did not activate Ulrich, “[contradicting] 
his urge to act, which insisted on limits 
and forms”15. An incapacity to act is fa-
mously quite central to the novel of ideas, 
evidenced by similar novels like The Magic 
Mountain, infamous for its seven-year in-
activity, as well as by our aforementioned 
Parallel Campaign. It is the affective el-
ement that facilitates the essayistic, an-
ti-rational turn inward, but it is rational-
ity that, in this theoretical context, spurs 
on action. And in practice, it can be seen 
that rationality is made for this: for caus-
ing and influencing. It is then unsurprising 
that it becomes a favored dress for those 
who hope to do exactly that. This brings 
us to the question of how the ideological 
dressing-up, that the novel engages with 
and tries to caricature and ironize, actually 
works.

Modernity’s Ideological Shambles

The way in which The Man Without 
Qualities presents its ideas creates an 

impression of them as confused and mis-
directed: there seems to be an unending 
number of ideas included in the novel, 
scrambling for the reader’s attention, but 
none of them really appear to be of much 
help when trying to understand the world 
in light of modernism’s cultural crisis, 
which underlies the novel entirely:

Confronted by a world in which rapid 
modernisation had brought with it a 
profusion of conflicting belief-sys-
tems and ideologies, in which the pos-
itivistic “rationality” of mathematics 
and the physical sciences was increas-
ingly divorced from the “irrationality” 
not only of the human emotions but 

of any kind of metaphysical thought, 
[Musil and Broch] each set them-
selves the goal of achieving an under-
standing of their fragmented culture 
that would point a way beyond such 
sterile dichotomies.16

Bartram and Payne, then, too point 
towards the synthetic nature of the under-
standing The Man Without Qualities seeks 
to provide, highlighting that this project 
emerged against a background of mod-
ernization. Particularly crucial for close 
consideration, here, is its mention of “the 
positivistic ‘rationality’ of mathematics and 
the physical sciences,” because of the back-
ground out of which the novel arose: Vien-
na in the early twentieth century – the do-
main of the Wiener Kreis. While no unified 
theory emerged from their endeavors into 
logical empiricism and logical explorations 
of mathematics17, the philosophers of the 
Wiener Kreis remained crucial in paving 
the way for contemporary analytic philos-
ophy, and thus played a large role in the 
philosophical tradition that kept rational-
ity and logic in high regard. Consequently, 
the novel’s questioning of this value is quite 
striking, though not entirely unsurprising 
in light of Gödel’s incompleteness theo-
rems, which formally proved the impossi-
bility of a formal system being both consis-
tent and complete18, and had been a subject 
of discussion from 1928 onwards19 – two 
years before Musil published the first part 
of his novel. It should be noted, though, 
that Musil already remarked in a 1913 es-
say on mathematics that “the mathemati-
cians […] came upon something wrong in 
the fundamentals of the whole thing that 
absolutely could not be put right. They ac-
tually looked all the way to the bottom and 
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found that the whole building was stand-
ing in midair. But the machines worked!”20 
This passage presciently echoes the same 
problem for which Gödel would over a de-
cade later provide his mathematical proof, 
and also highlights something further: the 
industrial character of rational thought. 

As I wrote in the opening of this 
essay, paths of thought mediated by sep-
arated online spheres function mechani-
cally, continually perpetuating their own 
processes. Rationality is especially suitable 
for this, as it transforms everything into 
either successes or failures under its own 
system. By doing so, it reinforces itself as 
epistemology’s final answer. One just has 
to imagine putting something else forward 
– for instance, an affective angle; rational-
ity reflexively tries to explain the scenario 
in its own terms, and refuses to accept 
anything else. Arguably, this is unique to 
rationality; affect does not, for instance, 
hold this universal principle itself. Includ-
ing rationality under the umbrella of “En-
lightenment thought,” Horkheimer and 
Adorno put this self-perpetuating impulse 
as follows: for Enlightenment thought, 
“[e]very spiritual resistance it encoun-
ters serves merely to increase its strength. 
Whatever myths the resistance may ap-
peal to, by virtue of the very fact that they 
become arguments in the process of op-
position, they acknowledge the principle 
of dissolvent rationality for which they 
reproach the Enlightenment. Enlight-
enment is totalitarian”21. Enlightenment 
thought, and rationality in particular, has 
therefore been construed in a way that 
makes it perpetually self-affirming, and, as 
a consequence, incredibly difficult to cri-
tique. Or rather, impossible to effectively 
reject without stepping completely outside 

the grasp of the Enlightenment. However, 
Musil’s irony-laden essayism provides an 
arguably successful nudge in this direction. 
After all, he turns rationality into only one 
among many ideas. But because of how 
rationality functions, the many views in 
the novel that appeal to rationality, do so 
by appearing in contrast with other views, 
deemed irrational by implication. It is in 
this specific quality that the novel makes 
rationality visible as an aesthetic. 

As mentioned before, this aesthetici-
zation relies on the discrepancy between 
the dualist nature of the novel – the two 
levels on which its engagement with ratio-
nality works, and the irony resulting from 
the second-level distribution of first-level 
ideas throughout the novel. At this point,  
it becomes possible to contextualize this 
process in the context of modernity. Mark 
Freed argues that The Man without Qualities 
works in the space between two discours-
es of modernity: a discourse that belongs to 
modernity, and one that is about modernity. 
On the one hand, it is concerned with how 
“Enlightenment reason attempts to over-
come its own limitations” – the Dialectic 
of Enlightenment – but on the other hand 
it presents “the effort to come to terms 
with the thinking that organizes a pres-
ent no longer seeking to legitimate itself 
with reference to the past”22. The former 
presents the level of ideas themselves, and 
the latter the essayistic revision of think-
ing about thought: essayism as epistemo-
logical method. In engaging with both of 
these, The Man Without Qualities “makes 
theoretical contributions to the effort to 
grasp modernity in any kind of writing 
about modernity”23. With regard to ratio-
nality, it then can both be seen to engage 
with it directly, as well as to reflect on it. It 
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is precisely this dynamic that occurs here. 
However, it must be acknowledged that 
what Freed leaves undiscussed here is the 
affective dimension of epistemology, of this 
essayistic approach. It is this that makes it 
so effective, and that allows the reader to 
reconsider.

But not only readers can become af-
fected in such a manner. The intellectual 
superfluity and decadence is felt by some 
of the characters in the novel, too, as is 
probably most clear from Walter’s frustrat-
ed, though exaggerated, claim that “Today 
it’s all decadence! A bottomless pit of in-
telligence!”24 Comedy often has its root in a 
semblance of truth, and what Walter is ac-
tually complaining of is, arguably, the aes-
thetic behind which Ulrich hides: “[h]e is 
intelligent, I grant you that, but he knows 
nothing at all about the power of a soul 
in full possession of itself. What Goethe 
calls personality, what Goethe calls mobile 
order – those are things he doesn’t have 
a clue about!” Again, this borders on the 
ridiculous – if not passing into its realm 
altogether – but is simultaneously bound 
to hit a nerve with Ulrich, who strikingly 
echoes some of these sentiments in his lat-
er exposé of essayism.

Crucially, it is in this context that 
Walter first calls Ulrich “a man without 
qualities”: he “stood for nothing but this 
state of dissolution that all present-day 
phenomena have”25. Equating intelligence 
and a focus on ideas with a “state of disso-
lution” leads the underlying idea to emerge 
that intelligence, or, more specifically, ra-
tionality (after all, Ulrich is a mathemati-
cian), is, among other things, an aesthet-
ic choice, although it is one of the most 
invisible ones: “[a] mathematician looks 
like nothing at all – that is, he is likely to 

look intelligent in such a general way that 
there isn’t a single specific thing to pin him 
down!”26 A mathematician looks like noth-
ing, and that is exactly the issue: rationality 
is an invisible aesthetic. The novel’s exces-
sive presentation of ideas, however, works 
to make it visible.

A Reasonable Fashion

This invisible aesthetic of rationality 
stands in immediate relation to Ul-

rich’s lack of qualities. Such a lack is char-
acteristic of the present-day: because of 
the decentering of the universe that marks 
the modernist state of crisis, both episte-
mological certainty and a coherent sense 
of self become theoretical impossibilities – 
not meaning that they are possible in prac-
tice, but meaning that these impossibilities 
are theoretical in nature. There is, after all, 
no meta-narrative to structure aspirational 
units of epistemology and selfhood coher-
ently and absolutely. Epistemological and 
autonomous unified certainties are inex-
tricably connected to one another in the 
context of modernism’s post-Enlighten-
ment condition, something also described 
by Lukács in his essay “The Ideology of 
Modernism.” He proposes the view that 
modernist literature presents a human 
condition marked by an insurmountable 
solitariness. And it is this that highlights 
our previously-mentioned connection: 
central to this solitariness is the subject’s 
disconnected state from the world around 
them. To further explore this idea, Lukács 
draws on Heidegger’s phenomenological 
notion of Geworfenheit ins Dasein: “man 
is constitutionally unable to establish re-
lationships with things or persons outside 
himself [and] it is impossible to determine 
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theoretically the origin and goal of human 
existence”27. Concretely, this impossibility 
takes two forms, both of which can be rec-
ognized in Musil’s novel:

First, the hero is strictly confined 
within the limits of his own expe-
rience. There is not for him – and 
apparently not for his creator – any 
pre-existent reality beyond his own 
self, acting upon him or being acted 
upon by him. Secondly, the hero him-
self is without personal history. He is 
“thrown-into-the-world”: meaning-
lessly, unfathomably. He does not de-
velop through contact with the world; 
he neither forms nor is formed by it. 
The only “development” in this liter-
ature is the gradual revelation of the 
human condition. Man is now what 
he has always been and always will be. 
The narrator, the examining subject, 
is in motion; the examined reality is 
static.28

The first-mentioned philosophical 
idealism underlines the radical character 
of the phenomenology following it. And 
this phenomenological presentation of the 
subject as thrown-into-the-world clearly 
grasps the relation between epistemolog-
ical crisis and crisis of selfhood: the sub-
ject does not form in relation to the world, 
because of their inability to find meaning 
within it, and this, in turn, is the case be-
cause the subject is not formed in connec-
tion with the world. Both element, subject 
and world, make each other impossible, 
while also maintaining each other. In ways 
underpinned by Adorno and Horkheimer’s 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, this equilibri-
um of the inward turn, viewed as a turn 

away from an epistemologically changing 
reality, works to maintain rationality.

The lack of qualities that plays such 
a central part in The Man Without Quali-
ties may then be considered as directly re-
lated to the epistemological crisis at play, 
which is evident in light of the connection 
between the novel’s presented ideas about 
the world and everything in it on the one 
hand, and the ways the characters pres-
ent themselves on the other. The specific 
way in which this happens is elucidated 
by the philosopher Paul Ricoeur, who, in 
his proposition of the concept of narrative 
identity, wrote that “[w]ith Robert Mu-
sil, ‘the man without qualities,’ or rather 
without properties, becomes, at the limit, 
unidentifiable. The anchorage of a proper 
name becomes ridiculous to the point of 
becoming superfluous”29. His lack of a co-
herent narrative identity makes him epis-
temologically unidentifiable. These factors 
are reflected in the novel’s structure, which 
shows “the inadequacy of [the standard] 
‘straight-line’ narrative”.30 Instead, Musil’s 
narrative tries to disrupt the standard by 
creating a form allowing for excursus into 
various fields and topics, proposing a kind 
of knowledge that unifies many different 
domains. Such a unification of knowledge 
is, after all, the aim of essayism: the domain 
of the essayist “lies between religion and 
knowledge, between example and doctrine, 
between amor intellectualis and poetry; they 
are saints with and without religion, and 
sometimes they are also simply men on an 
adventure who have gone astray”31. In oth-
er words, the essayist presents the answer 
to the question: “[a] man who wants the 
truth becomes a scholar; a man who wants 
to give free play to his subjectivity may 
become a writer; but what should a man 
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do who wants something in between?”32 
As Jacques Kruithof points out, this es-
sayistic attitude towards life and thought 
that The Man Without Qualities presents 
highlights that there is never a clear-cut 
solution for man’s problems, because there 
is no universal measure by which to under-
stand the world. Consequently, the ques-
tion becomes: “waar houdt het zelfstan-
dige denken op en begint het achteloos 
achter een vaandel aan lopen?” [“Where 
does independent thought end and the 
careless following of others begin?”]33. This 
is ultimately an epistemological sentiment, 
though formulated through an image of 
political populism. Ulrich, then, is not the 
only “man without qualities” – rather, he 
is the only one whose condition is recog-
nized as such. He is the only one who truly 
realizes that there is “no bedrock of self-
hood, no moral tablets of stone to provide 
absolute guidance. There is, in this modern 
world, no consensus of what it means to 
be human, no common code to govern be-
haviour, no single substratum of belief ”34. 
One’s existence is there before any sort of 
essence manages to settle down.

On top of merely maintaining ratio-
nality, the inward turn central to this phe-
nomenon highlights a crucial aspect of ra-
tionality as an aesthetic: namely, as a form 
of self-fashioning. It is inevitable that some 
degree of self-fashioning will occur when a 
subject is so absolutely fixed on themselves; 
in The Man Without Qualities, some of the 
characters identify with specific beliefs – 
whether these be Nietzschean, Goethian, 
or anything else – while Ulrich attempts to 
circumvent this process. In attempting to 
achieve an authentic identity, he, paradox-
ically, fashions himself in accordance with 
qualitylessness. While Walter equates this 

to his status as a mathematician, natural-
izing rationality by equating it to a lack of 
qualities, Ulrich himself embraces the label 
precisely because he does not identify him-
self with any particular category, deeming 
it impossible to do so authentically. How-
ever, his lack of qualities is in itself a way 
of shaping oneself. And, of course, all this 
still has elaborate epistemological ramifi-
cations – after all, the way in which they 
try to shape his identity is through affilia-
tion with a set of beliefs or ideas.

Self-fashioning is an especially useful 
term through which to conceptualize this 
kind of epistemological identity-creation, 
because it necessarily indicates opposing 
values against which a subject fashions 
themselves: the literary historian Stephen 
Greenblatt defines it as a “self-conscious-
ness about the fashioning of human iden-
tity as a manipulable, artful process”35, that 
stands in service not primarily to autono-
my, but to “the perception […] that there 
is in the early modern period a change in 
the intellectual, social, psychological, and 
aesthetic structures that govern the gener-
ation of identities. This change is […] not 
only complex but resolutely dialectical”36. 
While he discusses the early modern pe-
riod specifically, his epistemological point 
holds up strikingly well – possibly even 
better – all those centuries later; while the 
early modern subject faced a radical tran-
sition of its intellectual culture, witnessing 
the emergence of a completely new system, 
the modernist subject is only faced with an 
old system’s decay. There is no new system, 
and so there also is no respite to be found 
from the looming voids of identity and 
episteme. The only source of comfort lies 
in the old system’s denial of any change. 
In other words, rationality. It is in contrast 
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to a modern world that does not have any 
universal values or truths any more, that 
cannot be univocally made sense of, that 
subjects fashion themselves with rationali-
ty: an especially effective form of self-fash-
ioning when trying to control the world, 
because of its self-affirming quality.

Greenblatt, and many with him, argue 
for self-fashioning as a way to give artis-
tic expression to one’s own identity. While 
definitely offering a partial explanation of 
the situation at hand, here it is accompa-
nied by another form of expression: ex-
pression of an ethical kind, or rather, a pur-
poseful restraint thereof. In her book The 
Void of Ethics, Patrizia McBride argues that 
central to The Man Without Qualities there 
is a presentation of ethical experience, 
“the ineffable promise of unconditional 
happiness and a fulfilled life glimpsed in 
fleeting moments of illumination”37, as a 
condition that is always an unachievable 
other. Consequently, “[t]he inner core of 
human existence, its very center and sub-
stance, becomes a void, an unpresentable 
idea”38, This is the irrational masked, but 
ultimately revealed, by the rational: it tries 
to hide this inner core, but such a core al-
ways keeps asserting itself. The particular 
form of rational self-fashioning encoun-
tered in The Man Without Qualities gains 
such a post-ethical status. We saw before 
that the novel is constantly haunted by the 
potential of affect, and, ultimately, it is this 
core that is the reason for this lurking per-
sistence. It perpetually serves as a reminder 
of the inadequacy of the rationalist system, 
one that is felt by the novel’s unconscious, 
but that it does not dare to admit to itself.

.On the surface, the self-fashioning at 
play becomes something that is done for 
its own sake: it is necessary to maintain 

stability in a collapsing world. This reflex-
ive character invites a fairly common crit-
icism put forward against self-fashioning: 
it exhibits a focus on the self that prevents 
a subject from considering their obliga-
tions to others39. Such views definitely risk 
sidelining the benefits self-fashioning can 
have for establishing a (group) identity in 
the face of a world that seems to invite ni-
hilism and individualism, but are import-
ant in themselves. Longford writes: “[a]
n aestheticist approach to ethics and the 
self, so the argument goes, encourages a 
deficit of care for others and threatens, by 
privileging the criterion of beauty above 
all other considerations, to underwrite vi-
olence and cruelty in the name of aesthet-
ic self-perfection”40. The relevancy of this 
“criterion of beauty” to the epistemological 
self-fashioning at hand becomes obvious 
when remembering Susan Sontag’s claim 
that intelligence is a taste of ideas, so that 
the notion of some ideas being more beau-
tiful than others becomes quite intuitive. 
And while self-fashioning is traditionally 
prone to the danger of self-absorption, the 
elitism, naturalization and self-assertion 
inherent to epistemological endeavors of-
ten cause us to forget such concerns en-
tirely, paving even smoother ways for “vi-
olence and cruelty in the name of aesthetic 
self-perfection,” particularly as it takes the 
shape of the totalitarianism of rationality.

However, this is only on the surface. 
Another level is at play – the so-called eth-
ical level, and it is this level that actually of-
fers the antidote in this doubled novel. The 
persistence of unrepresentable, extra-ratio-
nal ideas underlying a rational surface is 
precisely what the literary scholar Karen 
Zumhagen-Yekplé explores in her book A 
Different Order of Difficulty: Literature after 
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Wittgenstein. This text reads various promi-
nent anglophone modernist texts in the con-
text of her interpretation of Wittgenstein’s 
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, sometimes 
seen as the quintessential text of logical 
positivism. Wittgenstein’s short philosoph-
ical work is made up of seven main state-
ments, the first six of which are divided up 
in many smaller statements, many of which 
in their turn are divided up, too. Together, 
all these statements give the impression of 
a complete, closed philosophical system, 
built purely on a foundation of rationality. 
It is only upon the mystical and the ethi-
cal making their entrance in Wittgenstein’s 
system – even if it is as things that cannot 
be discussed in any kind of meaningful way 
– that the machine’s wheels start to creak. 
The problems quickly start asserting them-
selves in Wittgenstein’s final two proposi-
tions: 6.54 and 7. These are as follows:

6.54 Meine Sätze erläutern dadurch, 
daß sie der, welcher mich versteht, am 
Ende als unsinnig erkennt, wenn er 
durch sie – auf ihnen – über sie hi-
nausgestiegen ist. (Er muß sozusagen 
die Leiter wegwerfen, nachdem er auf 
ihr hinaufergestiegen ist.)
Er muß diese Sätze überwinden, dann 
sieht er die Welt richtig.
7. Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, 
darüber muß man schweigen.41

It is here that Wittgenstein’s rational 
system falls apart: it contradicts itself, and 
contradiction is the ultimate weakness of 
reason – the one thing it cannot overcome; 
a building standing in mid-air. But argu-
ably, this is also the text’s power.

Zumhagen-Yekplé uses a sentence 
Wittgenstein wrote to his friend Ludwig 

von Ficker as her starting point to discuss 
the second, unwritten part of his Tractatus. 
She argues that the text affectively plays 
on readers who expect a rational kind of 
difficulty, instead confronting them with 
an ineffable extrarational epistemological 
break that, through affecting the readers, 
transforms their epistemological identity. 
Arguably, The Man Without Qualities does 
precisely the same thing, engaging with the 
empty center McBride also pointed out. 
There are two paths when faced with ra-
tionality’s crisis in the antihumanist world 
of modernism: the path of embracing it 
through a constantly affirming self-fash-
ioning, creating an identity for yourself, 
and the path of letting yourself be affect-
ed by rationality’s failings, moving towards 
other ideas and possibilities and letting 
your own subjectivity be altered. It requires 
a degree of giving up the values modernity 
attaches so much value to – autonomy, in-
dividuality, and self-directedness – but in 
turn shows what can happen when truly 
giving up your autonomy in order to fully 
learn from the other.

The Rational and the Affective

What, then, has come of the far-
right? While this article is pri-

marily one dealing with modernism, I 
do hope to have made it evident how the 
underlying engagement with rationality 
in the novel speaks to that with which we 
are currently faced politically. Ultimately, 
the novel attunes its readers to Rational 
discussions in such an overtly serious way 
that it starts affecting its readers: on the 
surface through instilling a comedic ef-
fect, but in a more subtle way by making 
them feel rationality’s inadequacy. And 
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this allows for a transformative effect on 
readers, who start to see that rationali-
ty is not the one and only solution: it is 
one of many, and not always adequate. 
Furthermore, the rational  self-fashion-
ing so prevalent in both the novel and 
in our contemporary moment only em-
phasizes this point further, and suggests 
to not be an affectively-rooted means of 

self-expression, but rather a way of hold-
ing on to rationality in spite of affective 
knowledge trying to assert itself. Facts 
do care about our feelings, but more than 
that, facts are not everything there is – to 
know, and for knowing. Facts care. Sha-
piro may not have meant to hint at the 
affective character of rationality, but, un-
consciously, he might have done just that.
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