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In his Nobel Lecture of 1992 Derek Walcott evoked a city inhabited
by transcultural citizens. "It would be so racially various that the cultures of the world - the Asiatic, the Mediterranean, the European, the
African - would be represented in it, its human variety more exciting
than Joyce's Dublin. Its citizens would intermarry as they chose, from
instinct, not tradition, until their children find it increasingly futile to
trace their genealogy." Persons in such places will learn, Walcott continued, to cross cultural boundaries, to reassemble the broken pieces of
history and redefine the world.
Walcott's lecture epitomizes a notion of human subjectivity that has
emerged in late-twentieth-century art, literature, music, architecture,
cinema, and cultural theory. By and large, the concept of a transcultural subject is conditioned by contradictory global processes that have
produced mobile, transnational patterns of cultural affiliation, at the
same time reinforcing political and economic barriers between north
and south, rich and poor, white and colored. The effects are seen everywhere around the globe, especially along geopolitical faultlines such
as the Caribbean world, the scarred archipelago that Walcott remaps in
his work. In literature from such regions, nearly everything is political;
its political dimensions are typically made manifest as interrogations
of identity and community.
This book is a study of the works of the Austrian writer Robert Musil
(1880-1942), who lived in a historical situation similarly intersected
by cultural, social, and economic contradictions, and who also envi-
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sioned a human being who would trespass cultural limits. Musil's Austria was the first postimperial culture in modern Europe. Although the
Austro-Hungarian Empire had no overseas colonies, it ruled over a vast
array of nationalities, and in terms of cultural diversity and conflict it
is therefore comparable to the major colonial powers. The rapid modernization of the empire and its eventual collapse in 1918 triggered an
intense intellectual activity commonly discussed under rubrics such as
"fin-de-siecle Vienna" or modernite viennoise. Behind these labels, I
would like to suggest, we find a historical experience that is structurally akin to a phenomenon that was to affect other European states only
later, the experience of postcoloniality. Indeed, Austria's postimperial
culture was characterized not only by explosive conflicts between a residual feudal system and an emerging capitalist society, but also by
the struggle between a crumbling imperial regime and various movements of what we today would call identity politics: Zionism and antiSemitism; women's movements and antifeminism: nationalism, racism,
and fascism. These conflicts compelled Musil and other intellectuals
of his time, such as Sigmund Freud, Georg Lukacs, Hermann Broch,
Elias Canetti, Karl Kraus, Otto Bauer, Franz Kafka, and Joseph Roth,
to examine the force of collective identities of ethnicity, nationhood, or
masculine authority. Today's intellectuals address similar issues, mapping a world of postcolonial migration, globalization. and intercultural
conflicts.
Robert Musil's works projected a "new human being," one who
would resist assimilation into imperialist, nationalist, or fascist communities. I would like this study to honor that intention and to convey a
sense of its theoretical and political urgency. The parallels between our
time and Musil's are so striking that it is no longer possible not to read
his writings historically and politically. My aim in writing this book is
to explore these parallels. I will use Musil's work to shed light on our
current interrogations of identity, and I will use contemporary theory
to elucidate Musil's work, in an effort to grasp both as belonging to
one and the same historical process. Such a dialectical approach will
deepen the understanding of the postimperial situation in Austria and
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Germany between the two world wars; conversely, it will expose the
historical legacies resonating in contemporary discourses on nationalism, ethnicity, Eurocentrism, universalism, and multiculturalism.
My discussion of Musil's work is thus intertwined with an inquiry into
the history of human subjectivity and identity. Consequently, this book
is situated at the intersection of literary criticism, intellectual history,
and cultural theory.
First, as a study of early-twentieth-century Austrian and German literature and culture, it discusses Musil's monumental novel The Man
Without Qualities (Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften) and presents a new
interpretation of its theoretical content, aesthetic specificity, and historical significance.
Second, as a historical account of theories of human subjectivity, Subject Without Nation delineates a sequence of ideological paradigms,
from 1789 to the present, which have served to define "human nature";
this book may therefore be read as a history of modern identity.
Third, as an intervention into contemporary debates, my study provides a critical perspective on the disputes between universalists and
particularists, Eurocentrists and multiculturalists, protectors of universal human values and defenders of cultural rights.
What unites these objectives is the old Kantian question "What is
man?" Is there a universal human element? If so, how should it be described? Musil's intriguing answer is that the universal element consists
of "a big, vacuous, round 0," or "a vacuum through which all the feelings glow like blue neon tubes" (MWQ 432,444/ MoE 398,409). In
short, what human beings have in common is emptiness and lack. That
the human is distinguished by lack implies that it is characterized by
need. In Musil's view, however, human lack is irremediable; the subject's need for psychic unity and recognition cannot be satisfied. No
matter what role, group, profession, model, or ideal the subject may
identify with, it still will never be but "an emergency substitute for
something that [is] missing" (MWQ 416 / MoE 384).
Such a view of the human being directly contests the one prevailing in
Musil's culture, which held that a person possesses a particular essence
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that is expressed in-and hence determines-his or her race, culture,
gender, and social rank. It is also directly opposed to the liberal conception, according to which the human being has a universal essence
that makes the person independent of social identities, sex, and cultural
origin. Therefore it also challenges both of the major alternatives that
are regularly repeated in contemporary discussions about identity politics and universalism. These discussions are generally framed by the
assumption that we have to choose one of the alternatives above, either
the rooted order of the "tribe" or the disembodied liberty of the individual. The paradigm of human subjectivity articulated in Musil's work,
and later elaborated in poststructural, psychoanalytic, and postcolonial
theories, suggests a radical alternative. In this view, the human being is
at once particular, due to a constitutive need to assert an identity that
guarantees social recognition and communal belonging, and universal,
due to an ineffable capacity to exceed the identities that condition this
belonging.
Robert Musil lived and worked in a historical moment when cultural
identities had become so fixed that they appeared to predetermine the
destiny of every citizen and to reduce men and women to their status of
belonging. At the height of scientific racism, Musil responded to such
fascist tendencies by stating, scandalously, that there was no difference
between a German and an African. Even more important, he wrote a
novel, The Man Without Qualities, that depicts a person who, being without identity, was able to assume any identity and to disclose the illusory nature of each. Encountering monolithic ideologies at every turn,
Musil reacted by multiplying difference and by stressing that the human
being always differs from his or her cultured self. The universal human
element, Musil's novel asserts, resides in this inexpressible ability to
differ, in this "inclination toward the negative," which, according to
the novel's narrator, leads a person "to abolish reality" and to change
the world.
In present-day intellectual discussions, Musil's reply to the question
of "human nature" retains its progressive force. That Musil conceptualized such an idea as a response to the authoritarian ideologies in
postimperial Austria and Germany is crucial, because it reveals the his-
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torical depth and genealogical beginnings of our own discourse, and it
indicates the cultural values and political positions that are at stake.
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This book is indebted to the intellectual energy and orientation of the
Program in Literature at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina.
I wish to express my gratitude to all the members of this collective for
generating and sustaining a unique blend of critical commitment and
intellectual brilliance. Fredric Jameson gave the initial inspiration for
this project. He provided me with innovative conceptual frameworks,
gave detailed criticism of every chapter, and, always, demonstrated the
excitement and relevance of serious scholarship. Julia Hell scrutinized
my various drafts and strengthened my argument considerably; and she
not only pointed out enigmas in Musil's novel that otherwise would
have been overlooked (Agathe!) but also suggested where to look for
solutions. I am also profoundly grateful to V. Y. Mudimbe, for teaching me how to understand identities and explore borderlines; to Toril
Moi, for sharpening my views of subjectivity, femininity, and psychoanalysis; and to James Rolleston, for sharing his extensive knowledge
of German literature and intellectual history.
The manuscript was revised during the first months of my tenure as
a fellow at the Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles, California, the
economic and intellectual support of which I acknowledge with gratitude. I thank Michael Roth and the staff of the Scholars and Seminars
Program for providing me with ideal working conditions; Allison Millions Gorrie for her help as I was preparing the manuscript for publication; Zaia Alexander for assisting with important translations; and
Ulrich Bach for giving a hand at the end.
For critical comments and suggestions on various parts of the manuscript I am indebted to Jonathan Beller, Page duBois, Martha Feldman,
Andreas Huyssen, Kristen Kramer, Reinhart Meyer-Kalkus, Torsten
Pettersson, Dorothea von Schweitzer, and Salvatore Settis. I have been
able to explore my ideas at seminars in Copenhagen, Gothenburg, and
Durham, and I thank Aris Fioretos, Peter Madsen, Kai Evers, Lily
Phillips, Jennifer Doyle, and Sven-Eric Liedman for letting me present
my work on these occasions. I have benefited from discussions with
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Anne Longuet Marx and Peter Nielsen. Karl Corino generously lended
me material from his collection of Musiliana.
Anders Stephanson was always available when personal encouragement and academic savoir faire was needed; other brilliant friendsRebecca Karl, Neferti Tadiar, Catherine Benamou, Michael Speaks,
Richard Dienst, and Zhang Xudong-inspired me as the book was taking shape.
I have profited from the services of Perkins and Lilly Libraries at
Duke University, the Research Library of the Getty Research Institute,
and the manuscript collections of the bsterreichische Nationalbibliothek in Vienna. I also want to thank the editors and staff at Duke University Press, Reynolds Smith, Sharon P. Torian, and Pam Morrison,
among others, for the meticulous attention and editorial skills they devoted to my manuscript when preparing it for publication. My research
has been generously supported by grants from the Fulbright Commission, the Scandinavian-American Foundation, the Knut and Alice Wallenberg Foundation, and the Lars Hierta's Memorial Fund.
Sara Danius, my wife and colleague, is the one to whom I am most
obliged. From the first word to the last, and from drafts to galleys, she
has read everything, with care and precision, delivering constructive
criticism and suggesting innumerable improvements. Whenever I have
been in need of fresh ideas, new visions, critical comments, and personal support-she has been the provider. My entire work is forever
indebted to her, and Subject Without Nation more so than anything else.

