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The Significance of Ulrich and His Contrasting Characters

——Focus on Clarisse and Agathe in The Man Without Qualities
Cheng Guiming
( Department of Chinese Language and Literature, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: Robert Musil’ s long masterpiece The Man Without Qualities can be regarded as a “roman pens?” ,
whose protagonist Ulrich is distinctly characterized by his query and reflection on reason. This paper tries to
focus on Ulrich and two female characters sharply contrasting with him in an attempt to discuss the meaning of
Clarisse and Agathe who have a particular significance for Ulrich to explore other aspects of human nature
besides reason. Ulrich discovers desire for action from Clarisse’ s powerful will influenced by Nietzsche’ s
philosophy, and finds his lost mystical feeling of “love” by his risky experiences with Agathe. Through
contrasting with them, Ulrich can be seen to ponder on the spirit of reason he represents while thinking over
the problems that the two women reflect, from which it can be shown that Musil attempts to think and give an
“essayistic” answer to the old question of what the right life is in a modern world dominated by science and
reason.

Key words: Ulrich, Clarisse, Agathe, contrast, reason
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