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Poetics of Incompleteness: Robert Musil’'s Novel The Man without Qualities and Modern Science.

Thesis Summary

Kurt Godel, a mathematician from Moravia in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, published his
ground-breaking thesis On Formally Undecidable Propositions of Principia Mathematica and Related
Systems, in 1931. In this thesis he first formulated his incompleteness theorems, which demonstrate
the existence of a gray area in mathematics where no proof can be provided for the correctness or
incorrectness of mathematical systems. However, the incompleteness theorems do not declare the
invalidity of mathematical systems themselves. Goédel, in fact, acknowledged the validity of
mathematical systems and sought to define their exact scope. As a mathematician, he delved into the
problem of how much we can truly know about the world, maintaining a certain distance from the purely
mechanical formality of mathematical logic. On November 26%", 1930, nine days after Godel’s thesis
was accepted at the Vienna Academy of Sciences, Austrian writer Robert Musil published the first and
the second parts of his novel The Man without Qualities (1930/32). It can be seen as a literary
exploration of the principle behind the incompleteness theorems. The protagonist, Ulrich, continuously
engages in close investigations of nature, history, society, culture, psychology and morality, utilizing his
trained logical thinking and observational abilities as a mathematician. He relentlessly seeks precise
explanations about the world, while also conducting free thought experiments to explore the infinite
possibilities of the world that cannot be reduced to definitive meanings alone. In other words, Ulrich
endeavors to expand the limits of human intellect to the utmost, while also questioning how and to what
extent we can comprehend phenomena that cannot be demonstrated through the mechanical process
of logical proof. In this sense, The Man without Qualities is based on Gddel’s philosophical approach,
bridging the gap between literature and science. Musil and Godel evidently shared the same zeitgeist,
navigating rational thinking while simultaneously subjecting it to rigorous criticism, all in the pursuit of a
new way of thinking. This research aims to elucidate the specific circumstances surrounding this
zeitgeist of the incompleteness theorems which traverses the boundaries between science and art. The
main objective is to systematically analyze the relationships between Musil’'s works and modern
science, particularly in the fields of mathematics, statistics and experimental psychology. Additionally,
the analysis of two cultural phenomena strongly connected to the development of modern science,
sport and film, will also play a significant role in revealing the unique hybrid thinking of Musil as a

novelist and a scientist.
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