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Introduction

ing out its innumerable contextual links and ideological elements. And this is
far from a sterile academic exercise. In its time, Geschlecht und Charakter yns
less a book than a weapon: if we see the work only as a catalogue of its author’s
personal prejudices, then we see it as far less noxious than it was actually

meant to be.
Fin-de-siecle Vienna did not solely resound with lofty aesthetic debates: it

was a battleground offarless noble ideas and ideologies—many of which were
related to the nature of sexual, racial, and cultural identity. In an oft-quoted
and characteristically apocalyptic phrase, Karl Kraus called Austria-Hungary
thq^experimental stafigoJor the end.ofthgjmilci.”1 .One could say the same
about WeiningersV icnna without much exaggeration. It is almost redundant

"to emphasize that many (perhaps most) of theldeas'galvanizing the Viennese
intelligentsia were half-baked, wrong, repellent, or downright inhumane by
the criteria of today’s liberal scholars. Nevertheless, some of those repugnant
preoccupations were more characteristic of Weininger and his era than the
comic operettas of Lehar or the lilting strains of the Blue Danube Waltz. Al­
though by no means a mere synopsis of fin-de-siecle Viennese thought,
Geschlecht und Charakter yns so rooted in its times and molded so fundamen­
tally by the currents of Viennese intellectual life and cultural politics that the
text simply defies comprehension if examined in isolation from its epoch.

iQlCf I Immet|iately after his dramatic suicide—which occurred in the very house.
' 1 in^l53rBeeffi6veri had died and which, at least partly because of thatTre-

cSfVed wide coverage in the newspapers—Weininger was often portrayed as
a tragic genius who had wrested one secret too many from N ature.To take the
niost famous example, August Strindberg attributed Weininger’s suicide to
his “rediscovery” of the fact thatMan,representing human morality and rivir

"lization, was wholly opposed to Woman. While Weininger’s personal friends
couldnot deny his lack of mental balance toward the end of his life, even they
portrayed him as a genius in the biographies they produced with impressive
speed after his suicide.2 No lessman than Sigmund Freud, who detested

| ^Weininger’s views and cFsapproved dFhis methods. declared that WemTng~e.rh
personality had possessed a spark of genius. Some of the finest intellects of
the earlyrwentieth century—Franz Kafka, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Karl
Kraus, James Joyce—were struck, although not necessarily persuaded, by
Weininger’s arguments, while others wrote doctoral dissertations on arcane
aspects of Weininger’s theories, treating them with a hushed reverence that
seems almost risible today. The Nazis, in their turn, gave a new twist to the

I Promethean theme of “Weininger the Tragic Genius,” portraying him as a
I wise Jew who had killed himself on realizing that he could not eradicate his
’pernicious Jewishness. Although he had probably never read Geschlecht und
Charakter, Adolf Hitler himself believed this to be the case.3
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Why Read Otto WeiningerToday? And How? iw ■
Immanuel Kant’s concept that every human being possessed a hyperempiri-
cal self, the existence of which could only be philosophically deduced and
•never demonstrated in empirical terms. Simultaneously, Weininger criti­
cized the popularity of experimental research in psychology (a trend signifi­
cantly influenced by the views of Mach), arguing in a Diltheyan vein that the

■ proper task of psychology was not to measure sensations in the laboratory but
to explore the totality of human consciousness, experience, and character.
Psychology, urged Weininger, must reform itself into “characterology,” and in
order to do so, psychologists must first rebuild their entire science around the
Kantian concept of the indivisible, hyperempirical self. Rejecting empiri­
cism, psychology must renew its older affiliation with philosophy.

This salvage of the self, however, did not apply to all. We are dragged into
the tense world of fin-de-siecle cultural politics with Weininger’s assertion
that only Aryan males possessed the Kantian hyperempirical self. It is com­
mon knowledge that women’s emancipation was an explosive issue in turn-
of-the-century Central Europe, and even moderately careful readers of
Weininger’s treatise should find it hard to overlook his repeated statements
therein that his ultimate aim is to resolve the Woman Question.14 Given
these leads, and the substantive content of Geschlecht und Charakter, it is strik­
ing that this connection has not been explored by scholars in as much detail as
it ought to have been.Two ofWeininger’s crucial responses to feminist argu­
ments, his redefinition of hysteria and his devaluation of motherhood, have
been mentioned often enough in the literature, but their specific links with
contemporary debates over feminism have not, to my knowledge, been ana­
lyzed in any depth. I show in detail how contemporary feminist demands and
beliefs shaped Weininger’s arguments and analyze how Weininger resolved
the Woman Question by proving—to his own satisfaction—that the typical
woman neither desired nor deserved emancipation since she did riot possess
a truly autonomous, Kantian self. It is this interweaving of intellectual, cul­
tural, and political themes in Weininger’s work that I emphasize throughout*
this study. If one wishes to understand Weininger’s project, one cannot focus
exclusively on any one context, whether the intellectual, the political, or the
cultural. All three are essential and, in the final analysis, inseparable.

Perhaps most crucially, the concept of Woman served, for Weininger and
many others of the period, not merely as an uncomplicated symbol of femi­
ninity but as a sign whose meanings implicated much of modernity itself, that
sweeping process of change which was hard to define but harder to remain
neutral toward. Turn-of-the-century intellectual responses to modernity and
modernism were ambivalent at best and hysterical at worst, but the nature
and meanings of femininity (and indeed, of gender itself) were at the very
heart of debates about the nature and future of civilization. To deal with the
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Introduction

sionality, was fundamentally an attempt to construct an autonomous Aryan
male subject and to deny autonomy and subjectivity to Woman and the Jew.
Neither aim was more important than the other and both need to be analyzed
together.

Weininger claimed that in his work, Man, Woman, Jew, or Aryan repre­
sented ideal types and not real individuals: every woman was not necessarily a
complete embodiment of the ideal type Woman. A closer reading of the text
shows, however, that Weininger eventually conflated ideal types with indi­
viduals by arguing that the ideal types Man, Aryan, Woman, and Jew were in­
carnated most frequently among individual men, Aryans, women, and Jews.
The Woman and the Jew, of course, played particularly conspicuous roles in
Weininger’s criticism of contemporary culture. Weininger castigated fin-
de-siecle European culture as feminized and Judajzed. themes that were,

independently of Weininger, common m Central European cultural criti­
cism. What has been appreciated less often is that Weininger was not simply
a Cassandra but also, in his own bizarre way, a utopian thinker. His denigra­
tion of his epoch represented one crucial aspect of his thought, but there was
another side too, where he longed for a new Christianity and a new world
where sexuality would be transcended. In that imagined world, Woman
would lose her sexuality—which, according to Weininger, was her sole func­
tion—and that loss of sexuality would resolve the Woman Question forever.
In that sexless utopia, human beings would respect each other as ends in
themselves and not as means to sexual pleasure or progeny. Weininger’s
utopia would lead, of course, to the extinction of the human species, but that,
he stated, was not the concern of the moralist. Without ignoring the out­
landishness and sheer immaturity of this vision, I show how Weininger’s
utopia evolved out of his Kantian morality as well as his conviction of
woman’s inferiority, which, however, was explicitly opposed to simple
Schopenhaurean or Nietzschean advocacy of the Asiatic’ subjugation of
women.

I then turn to a contextual analysis of Weininger’s use of scientific and
medical discourse in constructing a masculine identity and deconstructing
feminine subjectivity. To examine Weininger’s understanding and use of sci­
ence with seriousness, however, is not to imply that Weininger was a scientific
thinker in any sense of the term.22 Nor, however, is it historically useful to dis­
miss Weininger’s use of scientific discourse as pseudoscientific—a term
much favored by Jacques Le Rider, who has declared that Weininger “arbi­
trarily selected from the most disparate realms in order to construct an appa­
ratus of authoritative arguments that is entirely governed by a few
fundamental obsessions.. . . Weininger’s main ‘scientific’ talent lay in placing
at the service of his Weltanschauung a vertiginous compilation of bits of infor-
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lescent ones with an insouciance guided only by strategic compulsions. The
F strategies differed but the overriding ideological purpose—to define the na­

ture of masculinity and femininity and to determine the links between gender
and emancipation—remained constant.

In chapters 6 and 7,1 illustrate these strategies with detailed analyses of
I Weininger’s theories of hysteria and maternity, which were crucial to his de­

construction of female subjectivity and autonomy. In both cases, Weininger
used scientific and medical ideas to deconstruct femininity from psychologi­
cal, physiological, and metaphysical perspectives, but his approach to scien­
tific discourse on motherhood differed radically from the ways in which he
used psychological theories of hysteria. Accepting the structure and trans­
forming the substance of Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud’s theory of hyste­
ria, he “showed” that femininity was nothing but pure, undifferentiated
sexuality. Woman’s demure outward self was a simulacrum constructed in
keeping with male expectations and assumed in order to win male esteem.
Weininger’s theory of hysteria was at the heart of his resolution of the!
Woman Question, and it was also one of the most fascinating of Viennese re- ’
sponses to early psychoanalysis.28

Equally crucial and equally intriguing were Weininger’s views on mater­
nity. It is well known that Central European feminists, in contradistinction to
their Anglo-American contemporaries, reformulated maternity from a pa­
triarchal into an emancipationist metaphor: the New Woman was seen as the
New Mother. Weininger was virtually unique in his time in denying any
moral worth to motherhood, and this denial demands to be analyzed as an in­
tellectual response to contemporary feminist ideology and contextualized
within the larger realm of fin-de-siecle antifeminist discourse. Historians of
science, in particular, need to pay attention to the substance of Weininger’s
views on maternity. In a strategic move that was intellectually desperate but
politically meaningful and rhetorically fascinating, Weininger resurrected
obsolescent biomedical theories of remote impregnation and maternal im­
pressions to argue that even the body ofWoman was always impregnable and
open to the exterior. Complementing his earlier psychological deconstruc­
tion of femininity, his argument regarding maternity attempted to decon­
struct Woman somatically. Even physically, Woman was not autonomous
and, therefore, could not possibly deserve social and political autonomy. Infi­
nitely porous, infinitely malleable, and infinitely open to external influences,
“Woman,” concluded Weininger, “is Nothing.”

Bizarre and pernicious as his work might be, there are many good reasons
to study Weininger today. Some might read Geschlecht und Charakter to illu­
minate the dark underbelly of fin-de-siecle thought and to better understand
the history of misogyny and anti-Semitism, others as a significant moment in
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fected” his psyche and eventually destroyed it. Swoboda declined to say any
more about the nature of the deviation, commenting that anybody with a
knowledge of psychology could deduce it from Weininger’s writings. This
strange rhetoric immediately suggests that the deviation was sexual, but since
Swoboda immediately ruled out homosexuality, it is impossible to identify it
more precisely.26 There is no evidence that Weininger ever had a sexual rela­
tionship with a woman, and Swoboda’s denial notwithstanding, there is some
evidence suggesting that Weininger may well have been homosexual and was
deeply uncomfortable about it.27 David Abrahamsen, a devout Freudian,
speculated in his psychobiography that Weininger may have been sexually
abused in childhood and possessed an unusually intense and aggressive sexual
urge that repelled his own finer sensibilities.28 Undoubtedly, Weininger’s
own sexuality may have played an important role in the genesis of his views
and his text; the information we possess on the issue, however, is so unclear
and fragmentary that we must interpret it with the greatest caution.

It is, in any case, more important to appreciate that while Weininger’s per­
sonal sexual difficulties may indeed have led him toward the study of sexual
questions, other factors might also have been of influence. Viennese artists
and intellectuals—Arthur Schnitzler, Karl Kraus, and Egon Schiele, to
name just three—were preoccupied with sexual themes. In fin-de-siecle Vi­
enna, Edward Timms suggests, sexuality became a “symbolic territory” for
debates on identity, reason, and irrationalism.29 David Luft adds that Vien­
nese intellectuals were distinctive in combining biological approaches to sex
with a Schopenhauerian irrationalism, which stressed the internal reality of
feelings.30 Weininger’s views were firmly rooted in this Viennese tradition
while, at the same time, dissenting from it in substantial and significant
ways.

Weininger’s planned monograph was titled “Eros und Psyche: Eine biolo-
gisch-psychologische Studie” (Eros and Psyche: A Bio-Psychological Study),
but, in spite of his conviction of its social utility, it was never published.31 In­
stead, he sent a sixty-seven-page outline of the work to the Section of Math­
ematics and Natural Sciences of the Viennese Academy of Sciences in June
1901 for safekeeping.32 (The academy commonly held manuscripts in order
to validate later claims of priority, and the outline was recently discovered
among its holdings by Hannelore Rodlauer.)33 In the autumn of 1901,
Weininger approached Sigmund Freud with an expanded version of the out­
line. It included a chapter on hysteria, the purpose ofwhich, Freud suspected,
was to flatter him into writing a letter of recommendation to a publisher.34
Unimpressed by Weininger’s manuscript, Freud refused to recommend pub­
lication, advising Weininger to spend “ten years” gathering empirical evi­
dence for his assertions. “The world,” Freud declared, “wants evidence, not
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thoughts.”35 Retorting that he would prefer to write ten other books in the 3
next teri~y~ears/Weininger now submitted the unaltered work to FriedricfT*’
Jodi and Laurenz Milliner, and applied for a scholarship?6 JodlTthe leading

'philosopher at the University of Vienna after the retirement of Ernst Mach,

was quite impressed by the outline and expressed his willingness to supervise
its expansion into a doctoral dissertation. He also promised to recommend it
to a publisher if satisfied with the final product.37

Following his meeting with Jodi in the winter of 1901, however, Weininger
sank into depression and became increasingly preoccupied with Henrik Ib­
sen’s play Peer Gynt and with the play’s portrayal of the human self and its de­
velopment.38 During this period, Weininger’s intellectual allegiance shifted
radically, and when he resumed work on the dissertation in March 1902, he
announced that he had “completely jettisoned the epistemological views of
Mach and Avenarius.” Referring to Mach’s conviction that the coherent, uni­
fied self was a fiction that could not be “salvaged,” Weininger averred: “The
self is. There is absolutely no need to ‘salvage’ it.”39 He added that hehadalso
grown interested in “the Jewish question” and in ethical issues.40 Weininger’s
interest in “the Jewish question,” suggests Hannelore Rodlauer, may have
been stimulated by the anti-Semitic writings of Houston Stewart Chamber-
lain, then a resident of Vienna. Chamberlain’s influence, according to Rod­
lauer, is evident from the two works Weininger attempted in 1902: an outline
entitled “ZurTheorie des Lebens” (On the Theory of Life) and an article on
Peer Gynt. He planned the former work as a continuation of “Eros und Psy­
che,” and, like the latter, it was deposited with the Viennese Academy of Sci­
ences for safekeeping in April 1902. In it, Weininger sketched a “vitalistic”
theory of sexual difference, criticized Mach’s disparagement of the concept of
the self, and upheld a Kantian notion of the ego.41 It is doubtful whether
these major shifts can all be attributed to Weininger’s depressive bout or to his
reading of Ibsen, although both must have contributed not a little. Too little
is known about Weininger’s life at this point to permit useful speculation
about what exactly brought about his shifts in intellectual allegiance. The
transformations, however, were genuine and determined the content and
style of much of his subsequent work. At one level, the four-hundred-odd
pages of Geschlechtund Charakter record the metamorphosis of a critical pos­
itivist into a hectoring prophet, resulting in serious inconsistencies in per­
spective and argument between early and later parts of the treatise.

By the end of April 1902, Weininger’s dissertation—based largely on the
outlines “Eros und Psyche” and “Zur Theorie des Lebens”—was virtually
complete. He found it difficult to harmonize his new metaphysical perspec­
tive with the predominantly biological outlook of “Eros und Psyche.”
Weininger wrote to Swoboda that he had divided the work into two parts and



CHAPTER TWO

ill'

Weininger’s Worlds: Identity, Politics,
and Philosophy in Central Europe

Some of the most significant intellectual and cultural currents of the age rip­
pled through Otto Weininger’s brief life. Geschlecht und Charakter is incom­
prehensible without some appreciation ofwhat Christine Buci-Glucksmann
has called the "great crisis cultures of Musil, Weininger or Klee.”1 Conceived
amid the political and cultural turmoil of Habsburg Vienna, the book dealt
with an enormous variety of philosophical, scientific, and cultural themes: the
nature of sex, the worth of femininity, the reality ofthe self, the poverty of psy­
chological research, the meaning of“Jewishness,” and the moral future ofthe
human species. In order to appreciate why Weininger found these themes
important and how they were related to his epoch, we must move away from
him and immerse ourselves in the murky depths of fin-de-siecle thought,
politics, and high culture.
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Dual Monarchy and Multiple Identities: Life in Kakania
Describing the Austro-Hungarian Empire as “Kakania, that misunderstood
State that has since vanished,” Robert Musil provided this celebrated sum­
mary ofits many contradictions in his novel TheMan ■without Qualities:

On paper it called itself the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy; in speaking, how- 11
ever, one referred to it as Austria, that is to say, it was known by a name that it I j
had, as a State, solemnly renounced by oath, while preserving it in all matters of I
sentiment.... By its constitution it was liberal, but its system of government/ I '

was clerical. The system of government was clerical, but the general attitude to| I a

life was liberal. Before the law all citizens were equal, but not everyone, on /
course, was a citizen.There was a parliament, which made such vigorous use on/
its liberty that it was usually kept shut; but there was also an emergency powers \ -
act by means of which it was possible to manage without Parliament.2 ’

At the helm of the Dual Monarchy was the Emperor Franz Joseph, who had
ascended to the throne after the revolution of1848. He was to reign for sixty­
eight years, becoming a symbol of the apparent stability of the Habsburg
family and ofits multinational empire. In reality, however, this unwieldy em­
pire, divided between peoples as different as Germans and Croats, Transyl­
vanian Saxons and Italians, became increasingly torn by linguistic, national,
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and cultural dissensions.3 Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin have empha­
sized the complex, almost carnivalesque contests of linguistic and national
identities in the Habsburg Empire:

The effort to introduce German in place of Latin, so as to streamline Imperial
administration, begat Hungarian and Czech cultural nationalism by reaction,
and this in due course developed into a political nationalism. Slav nationalism in
the politics and economics in turn begat German economic and political na­
tionalism; and this in turn begat anti-Semitism, with Zionism as a natural Jew­
ish reaction. All in all, it is enough to cause one’s head to spin.4

: capital of this impossible empire was the city of Vienna: cosmopolitan
and opulent at one level, poor, hidebound, and intolerant at others; a city that
pioneered modern anti-Semitism, although some of its richest and most cul­
tured residents were Jews. In the 1880s, Georg von Schonerer (1842-1921),
the leader of the pan-German movement, regularly disrupted sessions of the
Reichsrat with diatribes against Jews, Catholics, Liberals, and the Habs­
burgs. The Christian Socialist Karl Lueger (1844-1910), elected mayor of
Vienna in 1895, was far more suave than Schonerer, but the rhetoric of anti-
Semitism was integral to his political platform.5

Schonerer and Lueger symbolized a broader political phenomenon: the
failure of liberalism in Austria. Liberal elites all over Europe were faced with
innumerable predicaments in the late nineteenth century, but Austrian liber­
als were particularly weak and beleaguered. The liberals running Austria
from 1867 to 1879 constitute^ a smallish group of urban middle-class Ger­
mans and German Jewj/Elected by a political system in which only six per

r cenf“of the adult male population could vote, the Austrian liberals were
greatly dependent on the toleration of the monarchy and the aristocracy and
represented the interests of commerce, industry, and the professions rather
than those of the general populace.6 Liberal reforms in the Habsburg gov­
ernment, furthermore, had been induced not by some inevitable, Marxian
rise of the bourgeoisie but by the failures of the traditional system, symbol­
ized above all by the military humiliation in 1866 by Prussia. By the 1880s,
the ascendancy of German-speaking liberals in Austria was as good as over.
The new mass parties, representing the working classes and the lower reaches
of the middle class, targeted liberals as their enemies, making the latter ever
more dependent on the emperor and the aristocracy.7

Overcome by a feeling of doom, younger liberals, who had always been in­
terested in the arts, grew obsessed with it.8 The bourgeois liberal artist con­
tinued, Carl Schorske points out, to hold fast to individualism and “turned his
appropriated aesthetic culture inward to the cultivation of the self, of his per­
sonal uniqueness.”9 The liberal predicament did not simply produce a horde
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of narcissistic artists but gave a new impetus to the study, analysis, and evalu­
ation of society and its mores—a cluster of traditional liberal activities that
Schorske has labeled the “moralistic-scientific" component of the liberal psy­
che.10 The interaction of the artistic and the moralistic-scientific elements

emptiness. Although their ideas on the causes and consequences of this
malaise differed.quite dramatically, the younger intellectuals of the capital
were virtually unanimous that the current cultural situation was unbearable.

Karl Kraus, hailed as “the first European satirist since Swift,” was arguably
the most celebrated representative of this quintessentially Viennese critical

. tradition.11 The fundamental theme of Viennese existence, Kraus believed,
was hypocrisy, and its greatest expressions he found in the popular press. One
ot his’favorite examples was the leading newspaper’s practice of carrying coyly
phrased advertisements for prostitution on its back pages while adopting a
high moral tone in its editorials. Newspapers were a personal target for Kraus,
but he was not alone in the larger crusade against masquerade. Condemning*'
the Viennese passion for ornate architecture, Kraus’s friend Adolf Loos com­
pared the city with the fake villages erected by Count Potemkin of Russia.12
Robert Musil echoed the same theme. “In this country,” he wrote, “one
acted—sometimes indeed to the extreme limits of passion and its conse­
quences—differently from the way one thought, or one thought differently
from the way one acted. Uninformed observers have mistaken this for
charm.”13 Others castigated Viennese culture for yet other reasons. For Otto
Weininger, as we shall see, Viennese culture was pervaded by effeminacy and
sexual immorality.14 For Sigmund Freud, Vienna was intellectually stifling.
When his biographer Ernest Jones exclaimed, “How fascinating it must be to
live in a town so full of new ideas!,” Freud retorted: “I have lived here for fifty
years and have never come across a new idea here.”13 The paradox, of course,
is that this allegedly dishonest, stultifying city succeeded in holding its intel­
lectuals and,/>ace Freud, even managed to stimulate so many of them into pro­
ducing some of the pivotal ideas of the twentieth century.

Quite a few of those ideas, predictably enough, were expressed as critiques.
“The new culture-makers in the city of Freud,” Carl Schorske has observed,
“repeatedly defined themselves in terms of a kind of collective oedipal revolt.
Yet the young were revolting not so much against their fathers.... What they
assaulted on a broad front was the value system of classical liberalism-in-
ascendancy within which they had been reared.”16 Most of their critiques re­
volved around the theme of identity: the identity of the self, of races, of the
sexes. Their crusade, fought in different styles and with diverse weapons, was

led naturally to the critique of culture, a genre in which the Viennese intelli­
gentsia excelled. The easygoing camaraderie and baroque pomp of Viennese
life could not, according to the city’s avant garde, conceal its inner, spiritual
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of Vienna.55 More importantly, Rodlauer has discovered that Alois Hofler,
the chairman of the university’s Philosophical Society, had been entrusted in
1901 by the Berlin Academy of Sciences with the taskof editing Kant’s Meta­
physical Foundations of Natural Sciences for their complete edition of the
philosopher's works. Hofler had recruited three assistants to read and com­
pare different versions of the text: Otto Weininger was one of them. Rodlauer
suggests that even if this exposure to Kant did not by itself cause Weininger’s
flight from contemporary “scientific” psychology, it was significant in influ­
encing its direction.56 While these are obviously important points, one must
not overlook that Weininger’s espousal of Kantianism was also guided by his
own chosen identity as an intellectual representative of a Greater Germany—
and therefore that it was at least indirectly a gesture of defiance toward Aus­
trian academic orthodoxy,  just as his later adoption of Protestantism symbol­
ized a defiance of Judaism as well as the Catholic culture of Vienna.

The Woman Question: Feminism as Apocalypse
Weininger’s Kantian salvage of the self was a political as well as an intellectual
act.57 He did not simply claim that the self existed but argued that the Kant­
ian intelligible self, the source of human autonomy and subjectivity, existed
only in the male Aryan. Females and Jews, he happily conceded, were not au­
tonomous subjects but mere Machian bundles of sensations.

The emergence of feminist movements in the late nineteenth century gen­
erated theoretically complex analyses of “the nature of woman” and new jus­
tifications for traditional ideas on gender roles. Although few of the feminist
demands for equal intellectual, moral, and political rights were fulfilled dur­
ing the period, the cultural and intellectual impact of early feminism far out­
stripped its numerical strength or political successes. The very fact that
women were demanding equality was seen as apocalyptic. Most male Euro­
pean intellectuals of the late nineteenth century subscribed to norms of gen­
der that were firmly established only at the end of the eighteenth century but
that seemed, nevertheless, to be eternal, natural, and obvious.58 Even the
slightest suggestion for a revision of those apparently immutable codes was
taken as a portent of doom, not simply for men but for civilization itself.

We cannot do better than to begin with Immanuel Kant, Otto Weininger’s
intellectual ideal and the prototypical German thinker of the Enlighten­
ment, who believed that women and men had different “characters” and that
this difference was ordained by a higher power. Women, according to Kant,
acted on inclination and needed to be governed by men, who acted according
to reason. Morally, women could not be their own masters and, therefore,
could not be full and active citizens.59 Kant’s fundamental conviction of
women’s lower intellectual and moral position was widely shared.60 From the
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end of the eighteenth century, however, it was expressed increasingly in bio­
logical and psychological terms. The body and mind of woman were now
thought to be designed primarily to serve the reproductive needs of the
species. The male, on the other hand, was biologically and psychologically
designed for intellectual and cultural activity. The social inequality of the
sexes, then, had been decreed by nature, and this made it acceptable to liberal
political philosophy.61

Two major thinkers of the nineteenth century, Arthur Schopenhauer and
Friedrich Nietzsche, evolved a rhetoric of misogyny that, in many ways, fore­
shadowed Weininger’s. Schopenhauer considered women to be childish,
frivolous, cunning, and deceitful creatures lacking physical and mental
strength, genuine intelligence, memory, and an aesthetic sense. Existing

i ' t\A— solel>'t0 reproduce the species, they were inferior to men in every respect.
Ridiculing the European reverence for women as the “highest product of
Teutonico-Christian stupidity,” Schopenhauer advocated an “Asian” subor-

' dination ofwome.n in society. NietifSghe once observed that Schopenhauer
taught one how to live gyojnst the values of one's age: with regard to women,

"^however, neither philosopher proved particularly iconoclastic.63 Although
original in his rejection of the conventional wisdom that women were less
sexual than men, Nietzsche was entirely conventional in interpreting female
sexuality as no more than the biological urge for pregnancy.64 Believing intel­
lectuality to be wholly incompatible with motherhood, Nietzsche argued
that emancipation would lead to the degeneration of women, making them
incapable of their “first and last profession—to give birth to strong chil­
dren.”63 Women, he believed, should be treated as property, and following his
master Schopenhauer, he lauded the “Oriental” subjugation of women.66

Nineteenth-century feminists did not have to do much, then, to acquire an
apocalyptic significance in the eyes of many male intellectuals. The simple
expression of the conviction that women were not “naturally” inferior to men
and deserved equal social, political, and intellectual rights was enough to
cause a full-blown cultural crisis. “By the late nineteenth century,” Theodore
Roszak observes, “this supposedly marginal curiosity called the ’woman
problem’ had become one of the most earth-shaking debates in the Western
world.. . . One would be hard pressed to find many major figures of the pe­
riod in any cultural field who did not address themselves passionately to the
rights of women.”67

The voice of science was heard with great respect in this scientistic epoch;
biologists and physicians were vociferous in their opposition to the “unnat­
ural” and potentially dangerous imposition of sexual equality.68 The most
memorably titled work in this genre was the German psychiatrist Paul Julius
Mobius’s Uber den physiologischen Schwachsinn des Weibes (On the Physiolog-
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ical Feeble-Mindedness ofWoman, 1900), which claimed that women were
naturally weak-minded: creative intelligence in a woman was not a sign of su­
periority But of degeneration.6^ 1'he Italian psychiatrist, anthropologist, and
criminologist Cesare Lombroso’s theories on femininity were even more in­
fluential.70 Lombroso believed that women’s perceptual abilities were duller
than men’s, that women were liars by nature, and that prostitutes had no ma­
ternal feelings.71 Numerous cultural critics, artists, philosophers, social
thinkers, and politicians of the time agreed fundamentally with Lombroso
and Mobius and expressed their agreement in volume after antifeminist vol­
ume.72 Much of this interest in woman’s nature, including a lot in Otto
Weininger’s Geschlecht und Charakter, was a direct response to feminist de­

mands for equality and emancipation.

Woman Power: Feminist Activism in Central Europe
In nineteenth-century Germany, according to Richard Evans, “the family,
the school, the State and the nation . .. were analogous institutions.... In
each case the role of each sex was clearly defined; men were to rule, women
were to obey; men were to think, to create, to develop their own personality,
women were to lead a life of emotion and feeling, to sacrifice their individual­
ity and potential to the interest of the larger social unit to which they be­
longed.”73 By 1900, this cultural imperative was being questioned, and
Germany by then had no less than 850 organizations with close to a million
members campaigning for women’s rights.74 Austria, too, had active
women’s organizations, albeit fewer in number.75

Inspired initially by a liberal individualist ideology, these organizations
represented what some historians have described as “bourgeois feminism,” a
term that also serves to separate them from the rival tradition of “socialist
feminism.” Germany’s Social Democratic Party was committed to women’s
equality, and the socialist leader August Bebel’s 1879 treatise, Women and So­
cialism, was an extremely popular work.76 In this book, Bebel provided a his­
torical study of the subjugation of women as well as a visionary account of
women’s emancipation under universal socialism. For several generations of
German socialists, it was a “veritable Bible.”77 The essential difference be­
tween the “bourgeois” and “socialist” feminists was that the latter believed
that women could never be emancipated before capitalism had been over­
thrown.78 Women’s suffrage was a key demand for Central European femi­
nists, but it had a somewhat lower priority than in the USA and Britain.79

The character of the German feminist movements was far from static.
Even at the most superficial level of analysis, one must divide their history
into two fairly distinct phases. According to Richard Evans, the women’s
movements took on a radical character between 1894 and 1908, which, in
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Modernity had undermined old male “warrior values”: men had become pas­
sive and feminized, although they still chose to subscribe to archaic myths of
virility.116 Mayreder quoted the mid-nineteenth-century literary critic Otto
Ludwig’s question: “Since men have turned into women ... do women have
any choice but to occupy the ground men have abandoned?”117 Le Rider of­
fered this as the crowning piece of evidence for his thesis that a masculine
identity crisis, rather than the impact of feminist movements, produced the
Viennese preoccupation with issues of gender. I would argue, however, that
instead of reducing Mayreder s fascinating piece ofpolitical rhetoric into a re­
port, we should take it as a tactical argument, in which Mayreder depicted
a fait accompli so as to imply that antagonism to feminist movements was
futile.

The historical evidence does not, of course, rule out a crisis of masculinity
completely. All the evidence suggests, however, that neither feminism nor the
crisis of male identity was alone responsible for the widespread concern over
gender issues in turn-of-the-century Vienna and in European cultures in
general. Even a superficial glance at the writings of Karl Kraus, Weininger,
and comparable figures shows that both the crisis of masculine identity and
the feminist movement simultaneously affected the conscieusness-oTmale
intellectuals. Kraus, for example, fulminated against tfof1* vaginal ageJaVwell
as against suffragettes; Weininger lamented the effcmmacyTjFthetimes but
also condemned feminist activism.118 The fin-de-siecle crisis, in short, was
one of gender as a cultural category rather than a crisis of masculinity alone or
a crisis related solely to the Woman Question. Feminism, by challenging al­
ready weakening conceptions of masculine as well as feminine identity, trig­
gered a dialectical process leading to modifications in both.The New Woman
did not simply threaten patriarchy but, directly as well as indirectly, engen­
dered what James Joyce, in a different context (but inspired by Weininger),
called the “New Womanly Man.”

Enemies ofthe Volk? German Thinkers and the Question of “Jewishness"
The turn-of-the-century crisis of gender was closely related to a crisis ofjew-
ish identity. The late nineteenth century saw an upsurge in political and cul­
tural anti-Semitism in Central Europe, and Vienna was at the center of this
dubious renaissance.119 Viennese anti-Semitism was heterogeneous but om­
nipresent. Otto Weininger, even if he had not had an anti-Semitic father,
would have encountered anti-Semitism among his father’s fellow artisans or
among his professors and fellow students at the university.

One theme that unites all anti-Semitic discourse qpa'cp is
the conviction thatjewsjieveridentify with the nation they live in: consider­
ing thenjselvesTKe “chosen people,” they set themselves off from others and
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Modernity had undermined old male “warrior values”: men had become pas­
sive and feminized, although they still chose to subscribe to archaic myths of
virility.116 Mayreder quoted the mid-nineteenth-century literary cntic Otto
Ludwig’s question: “Since men have turned into women. . . do v/omen have
any choice but to occupy the ground men have abandoned?”1^ Le Rider of­
fered this as the crowning piece of evidence for his thesis/hat a masculine
identity crisis, rather than the impact of feminist movernents, produced the
Viennese preoccupation with issues of gender. I would/argue, however, that
instead of reducing Mayreder’s fascinating piece of political rhetoric into a re­
port, we should take it as a tactical argument, in which Mayreder depicted
a fait accompli so as to imply that antagonism tp feminist movements was
futile. /

The historical evidence does not, of course/rule out a crisis of masculinity
completely. All the evidence suggests, howe/er, that neither feminism nor the
crisis of male identity was alone responsible for the widespread concern over
gender issues in turn-of-the-century Vienna and in European cultures in
general. Even a superficial glance at the writings of Karl Kraus, Weininger,
and comparable figures shows thateo/Zi the crisis of masculine identity and
the feminist movement simultaneously affected the consciousness of male
intellectuals. Kraus, for example; fulminated against the “vaginal age” as well
as against suffragettes; Weinitiger lamented the effeminacy of the times but
also condemned feminist activism.118 The fin-de-siecle crisis, in short, was
one of gender as a cultural category rather than a crisis of masculinity alone or
a crisis related solely to tlie Woman Question. Feminism, by challenging al­
ready weakening conceptions of masculine as well as feminine identity, trig­
gered a dialectical process leading to modifications in both. The New Woman
did not simply threaten patriarchy but, directly as well as indirectly, engen­
dered what Jame/Joyce, in a different context (but inspired by Weininger),
called the “NewWomanly Man.”

EnemiefofZfeVolk? German Thinkers and the Question of “Jewishness"
The turn-of-the-century crisis of gender was closely related to a crisis ofjew-
ish identity. The late nineteenth century saw an upsurge in political and cul­
tural anti-Semitism in Central Europe, and Vienna was at the center of this
dubious renaissance.119 Viennese anti-Semitism was heterogeneous but om­
nipresent. Otto Weininger, even if he had not had an anti-Semitic father,
would have encountered anti-Semitism among his father’s fellow artisans or
among his professors and fellow student.s4it.the university_______________

One theme that unites all anti-Semitic discourse across time and space is
the conviction that Jews never identify with the nation they live in: consider­
ing themselves the “chosen people,” they set themselves off from others and
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constitute a “nation within a nation.” This theme recurred in nineteenth­
century Central Europe with a vengeance, but German anti-Semitic tradi­
tions did not rest content with that one charge. Jews were not simply ethni­
cally distinct; they also lacked such basic human traits as morality, love, and
the desire for freedom. The so-called Jewish “national character” was defined
in psychological, religious, and cultural (as opposed to biological) terms, and
references to it were not unique to anti-Semites. Even some of the strongest
supporters ofjewish emancipation stressed that Jews had to transcend their
“Jewishness” in order to become worthy of freedom.120

In nineteenth-century Central Europe, anti-Semitism followed no clear
political lines, spanning, as Paul Rose has emphasized, the Left and the
Right.121 A hatred for Jews and “Jewishness” was integral to “German revo­
lutionism,” a loosely defined political project for the renewal of German life
on new moral, philosophical, and cultural principles, to which thinkers such
as Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Johann Gottfried von Herder,
and later, Arthur Schopenhauer and Richard Wagner all subscribed in their
own ways.122 All more or less anti-Semitic, they considered the Jewish and
the German national characters to be ancient, distinct, and in most respects,
mutually opposed. Jews themselves often agreed: poet Heinrich Heine and
journalist Ludwig Borne refurbished an old stereotype, portraying the mod­
ern Jew as a heartless capitalist, an image recirculated by Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels as well as by coundess others of diverse political creeds.123

Among philosophers, Kant’s faith in the Enlightenment ideal of universal
brotherhood co-existed quite comfortably with a clear antipathy toward Ju­

ed reason and needed to be governed by men.) The Jews, Kant thought,.
were invincibly alien: they were “the Palestinians who live among us.” Ju­
daism was not a true religion: Jews obeyed an externally imposed law-rathef"
thaKthe imperatives of inner, autonomous morahty. Judaism/therefore, fol-'

daism and

lowed ethical principles that were diametrically opposed to the Kantian con­
cept of moral autonomy. Kant did not, however, consider “Jewishness” to be
immutable. Even without mass conversions, Jews could move closer to Ger­
mans if “purified religious conceptions awaken among them and they discard
the old ones.”124 Kant’s vision of the German future included Jews but only
on condition of what Rose calls their voluntary “euthanasia of Judaism.”125
Other philosophers were even harsher. Johann Gottfried von Herder, who
has often been seen as philo-Semitic, described Jews as “the parasitic plant
that has attached itself to almost all the European nations.”126This metaphor
of the parasite recurs repeatedly in modern European history: one finds it in
the work of Arthur Schopenhauer, in Nazi rhetoric, and in the notebooks of
Ludwig Wittgenstein.127 Schopenhauer saw the Jews as a “foreign, oriental
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"^people” who lived parasitically on others: Jews belonged everywherg_apd

nowhere.128 Jewish solidarity represented .patriotism without a fatherland:. -
^gtriotis'hius sine patria.129

Richard Wagner, arguably the most celebrated artistic figure of nine­
teenth-century Central Europe and certainly the artist Otto Weininger most
admired, was a great devotee of Schopenhauer and far exceeded him in anti-
Semitism.130 For many, Wagner’s musical dramas—conceived as “total
works of art” rather than mere operas—embodied a distinctively German
philosophy of life. From 1848, when he had been an associate of Mikhail
Bakunin, Wagner had aimed to revolutionize German society through his
art.The greatest obstacle to that revolution, Wagner believe-drwns mnterinU

IsniLthe“derfromtndea of Money,” egoism, heartlessness, and , greed.131 The
Jews symbolized materialism while the spirit of rhe Herman Volk repre-
sented all that was pure and holy: the true German, consequently, was “in-
s^nctivelyTepeited by any actual, operative contact” with Jews. In the arts in

~particular, the Jewish presence had been calamitous: “What the heroes of the^.
arts. . . have wrested from. . . two millenniaofmisery, todaythejew converts

I into aifart-bazaarT^vnrMn^^^^nprAr,,/) ”132
Later, in the 1870s, Wagner’s cultural anti-Semitism hardened further. He

• even denied the Jewishness of Jesus and came under the sway of his fervent
admirer, Count Arthur Gobineau, whose racial theories Wagner and his
devotees helped disseminate in Germany.133 Unlike Gobineau, however,
Wagner did not believe that the Teutonic races were in irreversible decline:
the leitmotiv ofWagner’s later writings was “regeneration.”134 His last music­
drama Parsifal can be seen as depicting the redemption of the debilitated race
by the chaste, naive, Aryan boy Parsifal.133 Simultaneously, Wagner lashed

(
out against the intermarriage of Jews and Gentiles, describing it as “the de­

generative mixing of the heroic blood of the noblest races with that of the for­
mer eaters of humans, now trained to be the business-agents of society.”136

Wagner spent his last years in Bayreuth, a small Bavarian city where he
erected a Festival Theatre. Wagnerian societies and journals proliferated all
over Europe, and, after the master’s death in 1883, Wagnerism was trans­
formed almost into a religion by his widow Cosima. At its peak, Wagner and
Cosima “were regarded as semi-divine,” while the leaders of’the cult~saw

t 11 themselves as "Grail knights, guardians' of the sacred cup.”137 One leading

member of this innermost “magic circle” was the emigre Englishman Hous­
ton Stewart Chamberlain (1855-1927). Chamberlain’s peripatetic child­
hood had been spent in various parts of continental Europe. In his early
youth, he had married a German, and his spiritual love for German culture
gradually deepened almost into worship. Once fairly cosmopolitan, he devel­
oped into a staunch German nationalist, a transformation catalyzed by the
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music of Wagner. In 1889, Chamberlain moved to Vienna, second only to
.Bayreuth as a center of Wagnerism, and quickly made a name for himself
. among the intelligentsia, finding political friends in the pan-German circles.
Predictably, Chamberlain wrote copiously on Wagner’s music, but was also
prolific on subjects ranging from the life of Kant to the science of race.

Chamberlain’s biographer Geoffrey Field has described him as “one of the
.most successful exemplars of a new literary type: the popular synthesizer who,
in an age of specialization, dispensed with academic caution and strove to im­
pose an order on the chaos of experience by drawing together all his knowl­
edge in an easily grasped unified vision.”138 This vision was expressed most
comprehensively in Chamberlain’s magnum opus, The Foundations of the
Nineteenth Century.139 Published in two volumes in 1900, it soon became an
essential text of German racial theory. Marshalling a wide array of arcane and
unrelated lore, Chamberlain argued that the history of humanity was the his-.

. toryof struggle between different races.140 After the Roman Empire had col­
lapsedin “racial chaos” induced by miscegenation, there arose two pure races:
the Jews and the Teutons. From the sixth century onward, European history,
fiacTbeen little more than the story ofTeutons fighting Jews.141 The Jewish
race, according to Chamberlain, aimed to “be Lord and possessor of the
whole earth.” By encouraging their daughters to marry outside the race and
by preventing their sons from doing so, they infected “Indo-Europeans with
Jewish blood,” while ensuring the racial purity of their principal male line. If
this continued unabated, Europe would soon be left with only one pure race:
the Jews. “All the rest would be a herd of pseudo-Hebraic mestizos, a people
beyond all doubt degenerate physically, mentally, and morally.”142 The root­
less urban J ew was the destroyer of European civilization, while the idealistic,
chaste, and profound Teuton was its redeemer. Rejecting the “Judaized”
Christianity of the Roman Catholic Church, Chamberlain resurrected Wag­
ner’s Aryan Jesus: Christ’s character traits, he argued, were predominantly
Aryan andTeutonic.143

Although he spoke of race rather than of religion, Chamberlain was far
from unequivocal on the immutability of Jewishness. He wrote in the Foun­
dations that “it is pointless to call the purest bred Israelite a Jew, if he has suc­
ceeded in throwing off the shackles of Ezra and Nehemiah and no longer
acknowledges the law of Moses in his mind or despises others in his heart.’
Elsewhere, however, he almost contradicted himself by using quasi-biologi-
cal arguments.This same equivocation was characteristic of the Bayreuth cir­
cle as a whole.144 But despite their internal contradictions, Wagner and
Chamberlain provided new intellectual and cultural credentials for anti-
Semitism. The Nazis would honor them as visionaries, but their impact long
predated the Third Reich and was not even restricted to gentiles. In Vienna
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itself, the Jewish-born Karl Kraus published Chamberlain’s articles in his
journal and shared his conviction that Jews were the forces of Mammon.145
The Wagnerian brand of anti-Semitism caught the mood of the century as
unerringly as the Wagnerian brand of opera, and nowhere was this more ap­
parent than in Vienna.

Jews and Viennese Culture: Assimilation, Uniqueness, “Self-Hatred"
On arriving in Vienna in 1889, Houston Stewart Chamberlain wrote a joy­
ous letter to a friend. After praising the beauties of the city and “the pretty
women of easy morals,” he added that the one drawback of Vienna was the
“enormous quantity of Jews.”146 The Jewish population of Vienna had in­
deed been rising since 1848, when the government had revoked older laws
barring Jews from residing in the city. Jews from the eastern regions of the
Habsburg Empire had then begun to emigrate to Vienna in large numbers,
and, until the 1890s, the Jewish population of the capital grew faster than the
general population, rising from around 4,000 in 1848 to about 150,000 by the
end of the century, which amounted to some nine per cent of the city’s total
population.147
| Recent emigres from the East apart, many Viennese Jewish families came,
[to be characterized by their assimilation to and admiration for German cul-
ItureTMore than thirty percent of students in the classical Gymnasia, for ex­
ample, were Jewish. Since the primary aim of the Gymnasia was to train
students for higher education and the professions, it was hardlyjuirprising,

tfaatforty-eight percent of students in the medical faculty of the University of
Vienna werejewish. The law and philosophy faculties had fewer Jewish stu­
dents, but their numbers were not insignificant. Among professors, the med­
ical faculty, once again, led the rest with more than fifty percent Jews. The
gtcnnese press was preponderantlyjewish, a fact that Karl Kraus repeatedly
emphasized.148 ------------------

' Historian Norman Stone has argued that “most of the twentieth-century
intellectual world was invented” in Vienna. This was as sudden in historical
terms as it was unexpected. While turn-of-the-century Austria produced
leaders in practically every field ranging from music to nuclear physics, the
empire had never previously been the leader in any field other than music. Vi­
enna, especially, had been “rather a backward place” by European standards.
Stone argued that the rapid intellectual flowering of Vienna in the early
twentieth century can be explained only by the preponderance of secularized
Jews.149 His doctoral student Steven Beller developed this suggestion in a

\comprehensive cultural history of Jewish Vienna, arguing that most cultural

innovators in Vienna were of Jewish descent: Sigmund Freud, Ludwig
Wittgenstein, Gustav Mahler, Arnold Schoenberg, Karr Popper, Hans
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1 Kelsen, Arthur Schnitzler.150 “Not only were the cultural producers Jewish,”
: conclude?Beller, “Eutalso the consumers, the audience.”151

Even the scions of thoroughly assimilated families—such as Wittgenstein
or Hugo von Hofmannstahl, both raised as Christians and steeped in classi­
cal German culture from childhood—were always conscious of their Jewish
identity, which did not imply any interest in Judaism. Much of this identity,
one must emphasize, was imposed from without: it was more a product of be­
ing perceived as a Jew by others than due to any spontaneous feeling of be­
longing to the community.152 Rejecting the racial and essentialist notion of a
'’Jewish mtnd/HJeltel aigtled that the work of Jewish intellectuals and artists
were characterized by two traditionally Jewish themes: the study of the Word
and the exploration ofissues relating to ethics and personal identity. The Jew­
ish stress on religious learning fused easily with the German interest in self­
cultivation (Bildung) through wide learning.153 The preoccupation with.
ethics and individual identity, again, was Jewish but eminently compatible

"with German Protestant culture. Bro tes tan tism was a minority faith in Habs-f
burg Vienna, but many Jewish intellectuals, when they converted to Chris-1
tianity, chose Protestantism rather than the state religion of Catholicism.15‘*|
This liberal-Jewish-Protestant individualism encouraged a preoccupation
with inner truth and a Kantian conviction of moral autonomy. It was this eth­
ical perspective that, according to Beller, generated the belief that aesthetics
was secondary to ethics and derived from the latter.155 This belief was ex­
pressed in its most famous form by Ludwig Wittgenstein: “Ethics and aes­
thetics are one.”156 An identical conviction, however, was shared by Karl
Kraus, Otto Weininger, and Arnold Schoenberg.157

Politically, assimilated Jews were overwhelmingly liberal, although later A
generations often turned away from liberalism in reaction to the many fail­
ures of Viennese liberal politics in the late nineteenth century. The Jewish
brand of liberalism, however, entailed an obligation to purge oneself of Jew­
ishness and to become a complete human being, a full citizen, and a German.
Emancipation from the ghetto, many Jewish liberal intellectuals argued, had
to be followed by emancipation from Judaism.158 One popular path toward
that second emancipation was immersion in German literature, philosophy,
and science. Jews, by and large, ignored the ostentatious Catholic culture
unique to Austria: Rome was seen as the enemy of German Bildung, and
Protestant Germany as the promised land of Kant and Goethe. The Habs-

/btrfg monarchy received grudging Jewish support only because the Habs-
Bnfgs were~a German family.159

'Ey the end of the centi&y it was clear, however, that this assimilationist
project had failed. The rapid rise in anti-Semitism and the simultaneous col- <-*'■
lapse of liberalism evoked diverse responses from Jewish intellectuals: the /AT
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. . As outsiders within, as foreigners in their own country, as ex­
periments in self-construction whose emancipation has left them bereft ofail~
natural identities, the Jews articulate the fate of the human.”163

For some, concerns with identity crystallized into a repugnance for their
(Jewish identity, a phenomenon described as “self-hatred” by Theodor Less­
ing in 1930.164 Weininger occupied aprominent position in Lessing’s analy­
sis, and he has continued to do so in virtually every other study of the subject
since then.165 This labeling has been challenged by Allan Janik. Lessing, ar­
gued Janik, accused Weininger of self-hatred out of a racism that was much
more pathological than Weininger’s. Lessing saw Jewish identity as a matter
of blood and condemned Weininger for denying that immutable, quasi-
biological identity.166 Now, a biological racist was one thing that Weininger
indubitably was not.167 In the absence of an immutable concept of race in his
work, and given the lack of biographical data on Weininger’s personal views
on Jewishness, one cannot even say that Weininger, although born in a Jewish
family, "had aJewish identity in the firstplace. ”168 IfWeininger did not identify
himself as Jewish to himself, then, contends Janik, one cannot reproach him

erstwhile assimilationist Theodor Herzl’s move to Zionist separatism was
only the most dramatic.160 Most assimilated Jewish intellectuals, however,
could not repudiate their affiliation with German culture, and the Zionist
project was criticized by many of them, notably by Karl Kraus, as being op­
posed to the historical evolution of Jewish cosmopolitanism.161 Even the
most cosmopolitan Jews of the time, however, felt their world constrict and
their identity villainized.162 Increasingly, many retreated into the self, even if
Ernst Mach had argued that the self was a fiction, and even if life had shown
there was no free will. The Kantian autonomous self—the locus of moral
freedom inaccessible to the world—was a myth one needed in order to live.
For Arthur Schnitzler, it was artistic creativity that led inward; for Sigmund
Freud, it was the elaboration of psychological theory; and for Otto
Weininger, it was the philosophical validation (and cultural utilization) of
Kant’s concept of the intelligible self.

More than just the self, it was identity itself—and its breakdown—that
preoccupied Jewish intellectuals. John Toews’s observation on the Jewish
characters of Schnitzler’s novel, Der Weg insFreie (The Road into the Open),
is applicable to Viennese Jewish intellectuals at large: “The Jewish crisis is
both exemplary of a general cultural crisis and an extreme form of that crisis.
. . .The particular experience of the dilemmas of Jewish emancipation and
cultural identification forces an articulation and thinking through of a gen­
eral cultural crisis of subjective autonomy and communal identity.... It is the

• Jews who theorize, politically and philosophically . . . the ambivalence of
J -J ~ 'freedom' in a world without anchors where all are strangers within tKeir own
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From Woman to Man: The Dialectic of Masculinity and Femininity
The next seven chapters of Geschlecht und CharakterzAAtzsseA lofty themes of
no obvious relevance to gender: logic, ethics, genius, and the self.This cluster-
of chapters, however, played an important role in the overall scheme of the
treatise. Since so much of the text concentrated on defining and evaluating
femininity, it would be easy to overlook that it did not neglect the comple­
mentary task: the construction of the ideal Man. It was in these seven arcane
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was the urge to “cause a physical change in the genitals”—in the male, to ejac­
ulate. Although human females did not ejaculate, Moll had stressed that they,
too, experienced the need to “relieve the tension of the sexual organs.” Moll
had named this the impulse of detumescence (Detumescenztrieb). The second
major component of the sex drive was the impulse to “approach, touch, and
kiss” another person, which Moll had termed the impulse of contrectation
(Kontrektationstrieb).15

Weininger accepted this scheme, asserting that Man possessed both drives,
while Woman lacked the detumescence drive (109). He cited Moll and the
gynecologists Rudolf Chrobak and A. von Rosthorn to this effect, ignoring
that Moll had expressed the opposite view on the very page he cited (508).16
In Weininger’s scheme, then, Woman possessed only the contrectation drive,
and that in a very passive form: she only desired to be touched.17 In Man,
however, the contrectation drive was active and more visible, reflected in the
motile spermatozoa’s journey to the passive and stationary ovum. Woman’s
contrectation drive, although less visible because of its passivity, was, how­
ever, tremendously intense (110-11). Women, for instance, did not mastur­
bate to satisfy the impulse of detumescence but to induce, intensify, and
prolong the state of sexual stimulation (Erregtheit), which represented the
highest point of female existence. Woman was completely sexual—this
would be the central theme and fundamental contention of the second part of
Geschlecht und Charakter— •whereas Man was sexual as well as asexual, inter­
ested in a diverse range of activities including war and play, scholarship and
discussion, politics, religion, and art (112).18This difference was mirrored by
morphology. Men had fewer and more sharply localized sexually sensitive
zones, whereas women’s bodies were diffusely erogenous (114-15). Charles
Darwin had observed that female animals “seldom offer remarkable sec­
ondary sexual characters” (508).19 In an astonishing conceptual leap, Wein­
inger inferred from Darwin’s statement that females must, therefore, be
sexual throughout! Extrapolating to the human female, Weininger closed
this section with one of his most frequently quoted aphorisms: “Man pos­
sesses the penis, but the vagina possesses the Woman” (Per Mann hat den Pe-
nrsyaberdte Vagina hat die Frau, 116).

Man, Woman,Text
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chapters that Weininger unveiled his conception of masculinity, while relat-
ing it constantly and dialectically to his theory of femininity. Weininger’s
Woman was constructed largely in biomedical terms, whereas his ideal­
typical Man was a psychological and philosophical construct. In his analysis
of masculinity, Weininger moved sharply away from biomedical discourse,
turning instead to the philosophy of Kant, and he framed his Kantian image
of Man within a biting critique of contemporary “soul-less” psychology. As
Christine Buci-Glucksmann has remarked, “Weininger called for a ‘return to
Kant,’ via the neo-Kantianism of his times and various Platonist medita­
tions—a return to the theoretically and existentially neuralgic point of the
ego, of self-identity. Weininger, then, sought to reconstruct a logic and ethic
of identity, a new variant of a metaphysics of the ego centered on a veritable
ontology of the masculine. Between Being and Nothingness lay an ontologi­
cally grounded inequality of the sexes.”20

Woman, Weininger claimed, was capable only of feeling and could not dif­
ferentiate between feeling and thought.21 Females had vague and unformed
thoughts, which Weininger called “henids.”22 Acknowledging that every
thought, whether in males or in females, began in “a kind of half-thought, a
condition in which vague geometrical figures, visual phantasms, nebulous
images hover in the mind,” Weininger emphasized that in Man such “proto­
thoughts” underwent clarification and refinement but that they remained
eternally nebulous in Woman (122).23 Males and females possessed the same
psychic material, but in Woman thought remained indistinguishable from
feeling.24 The male’s "clear "thought was" a sexual attribute: mostwo’men
wished to marry men who were cleverer (gescheiter) than they and were sexu-

/ ally repelled by men who thought and expressed themselves formlessly (129).
Without deigning to disclose the facts justifying such conceptions of

female sexual choice, Weininger proceeded to a meandering discussion of ge­
nius. Arguably the most abstruse section of Geschlecht und Charakter, it was
nonetheless indispensable to the text’s project of constructing the ideal­
typical absolute male. The principles of logic, the nature of genius, and Kant-

i ian ethics were all integral to Weininger’s model of Man. For Weininger, the
man of genius had “incomparably greater understanding of other beings than
the average man.”23 Neither the “man of deeds” nor the great scientist but
only the great artist or philosopher could be called a genius.26 Men of action
created nothing that survived for eternity, and even the modern scientist, un-

l less he was also a philosopher, was not a universal thinker. “The ideal of an
artistic genius is to live in all men, to lose himself in all men, to reveal himself
in multitudes; and so also the aim of the philosopher is to discover all others
in himself, to fuse them into a unit which is his own unit” (178-79) 27

The supreme exemplar of such a genius was, of course, Goethe, who,
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chapters that Weininger unveiled his conception of masculinity, while relat­
ing it constantly and dialectically to his theory of femininity. Weininger’s
Woman was constructed largely in biomedical terms, whereas his ideal­
typical Man was a psychological and philosophical construct. In his analysis
of masculinity, Weininger moved sharply away from biomedical discourse,
turning instead to the philosophy of Kant, and he framed his Kantian image
of Man within a biting critique of contemporary “soul-less” psychology. As
Christine Buci-Glucksmann has remarked, “Weininger called for a ‘return to
Kant,’ via the neo-Kantianism of his times and various Platonist medita­
tions—a return to the theoretically and existentially neuralgic point of the
ego, of self-identity. Weininger, then, sought toreconstruct a logic and ethic
of identity, a new variant of a metaphysics of the ego centered on a veritable
ontology of the masculine. Between Being and Nothingness lay an ontologi­
cally grounded inequality of the sexes.”20

Woman, Weininger claimed, was capable only of feeling and could not dif­
ferentiate between feeling and thought.21 Females had vague and unformed
thoughts, which Weininger called “henids.”22 Acknowledging that every
thought, whether in males or in females, began in “a kind of half-thought, a
condition in which vague geometrical figures, visual phantasms, nebulous
images hover in the mind,” Weininger emphasized that in Man such “proto-

\ thoughts” underwent clarification and refinement but that they remained
eternally nebulous in Woman (122).23 Males and females possessed the same
psychic material, but in Woman thought remained indistinguishable from
feeling.24 The male’s'clear "thought was”” a sexual attribute: most women
wished to marry men who were cleverer (gescheiter) than they and were sexu-

/ ally repelled by men who thought and expressed themselves formlessly (129).
Without deigning to disclose the facts justifying such conceptions of

female sexual choice, Weininger proceeded to a meandering discussion of ge­
nius. Arguably the most abstruse section of Geschlecht und Charakter, it was
nonetheless indispensable to the text’s project of constructing the ideal­
typical absolute male. The principles oflogic, the nature of genius, and Kant-

1 ian ethics were all integral to Weininger’s model of Man. For Weininger, the
man ofgenius had “incomparably greater understanding of other beings than
the average man.”25 Neither the “man of deeds” nor the great scientist but
only the great artist or philosopher could be called a genius.26 Men of action
created nothing that survived for eternity, and even the modern scientist, un-

[ less he was also a philosopher, was not a universal thinker. “The ideal of an
artistic genius is to live in all men, to lose himself in all men, to reveal himself
in multitudes; and so also the aim of the philosopher is to discover all others
in himself, to fuse them into a unit which is his own unit” (178-79).27

’ The supreme exemplar of such a genius was, of course, Goethe, who,
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| Weininger remarked, even understood the mind of criminals and the nature
I and motivations of every form of crime (135). Genius consisted, first and
r foremost, in the union of innumerable contrasts and types within one indi-
[ vidual: the genius was supremely conscious and infinitely sensible. His

thought, then, was at the farthest remove from henids. Since henids were typ­
ically feminine, genius was perfected masculinity (eine ideale, potenzierte
Mannlichkeit). Femininity and genius, therefore, were antithetical: females
could never aspire to the transcendent clarity and totally conscious existence
of the genius (141,144). Switching to his cultural-critical mode, Weininger
lamented:

It is only too obvious that an era that sees its essence expressed best in vague and '
dubious words, an era whose philosophy, in more than one sense, has become
the Unconscious, cannot have a single truly great man. For Greatness consists of
Consciousness, which disperses the Unconscious as the sun dissolves a mist.
(150)28

The elevated consciousness of the genius, said Weininger, implied perfecj
jQCBWHf. The genius could remember “his entire past, everything that he has
ever thought or heard, seen or done, perceived or felt.”29 “Universal remem­
brance” did not imply the recollection of all that the person had learned in
life; it applied only to what he had actually experienced (145-46).30 These
memories were not stored discretely in the psyche: all of them were “in some
mysterious way one great whole” (157). Such continuity was rare in most peo­
ple, but Woman lacked it completely: when she looked back on her life, a
woman recollected only a few isolated moments related to her sexual experi­
ences—memories of paramours, of her wedding night, of poems written to
her by men (158).31

Not even the most complete male, of course, could possibly remember all
his experiences; nor could he forget them all. There were, then, different de­
grees of genius and “no male is quite without a trace ofgenius” (147). To reca­
pitulate Weininger’s argument, females thought in henids and therefore did
not really have memories; all males had clearer consciousness and better
memory than any female; memory was the sine qua non of genius; hence, all
males possessed some genius. Whatever might be the logician’s verdict on
this argument, there is no denying its importance in Weininger’s model of
masculinity.

Having argued that memory was intimately related to genius, Weininger
claimed that memory was also the basis of logical and ethical thought. He re­
jected a theory of memory going back to the eighteenth-century scientist
Charles Bonnet (1720-93), which had been revived in the late nineteenth
century by Ernst Mach and physiologist Ewald Hering. It argued that hu-
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man memory was a special instance of the universal quality of all organized
matter, whereby reactions to new stimuli occurred more slowly than reactions
to familiar stimuli.32 But human memory, Weininger protested, was not
comparable to a reflex; in it, the past was actually reproduced with all its indi­
vidual qualities. Nor was Weininger satisfied with the associationist theory
that explained memory by the formation of “mechanical” links between ideas
and representations (Vorstellungsverkniipfungen). Such aview, Weininger ar­
gued, overlooked the fact that memory was fundamentally a function of the
will: “I can remember something when I actually wish to” (184-85). It was
the will that activated chains of associations: the process was in no way me-

, chanical.33
Memory, then, was a higher, specifically human function, related closely to

“mankind’s most peculiar qualities”: logic and ethics. Liars had proverbially
bad memories—male liars, Weininger averred, were uncommon while fe­
males were legendary for their mendacity. “It is evident that a being whose
memory is very slight, and who can recall only in the most imperfect fashion
what it has said or done, or suffered, must lie easily if it has the gift of speech”
(187). Because of her inadequate memory, the absolute female possessed no
sense of her identity at different stages of life. She could not, strictly speaking,
remember the entity A for long enough to appreciate that it was still A after
the passage of a moment. She could not, therefore, decide on the truth or fal­
sity of the proposition A = A, thus failing to satisfy the fundamental require­
ment of logical thought: ability to discern identity and its contradiction
(191). Logic was, at best, a means for Woman, rather than the criterion of all
thought. Woman, Weininger declared, suffered from “logical insanity” (192).
Man’s life, on the other hand, was sequential, logical, and ordered in accor­
dance with the laws of cause and effect (188-89).

Moving on to ethics, Weininger asserted that “the source of all error in fife
is failure of memory.” Memory was indissolubly finked with morality because
repentance was impossible without memory. A being without memory lied of
necessity. This mendacity was not immoral, since there could be no immoral­
ity in the absence of a standard of truth. Woman lied because she lacked
memory: she was, therefore, not immoral but simply amoral (193 - 94).34 Yet,
the continuous memory that enables Man to be truthful and logical did not
directly engender the desire and need for truth.The latter came from a deeper
source that was absolutely unchangeable and independent of tjme (194-95).

Kant had declared that human morality originated in the intelligible self,
the existence of which could be philosophically deduced but never empiri­
cally verified.33 Weininger agreed with his master that this intelligible self
was independent of space, time, and ordinary causal laws. It could not be in­
vestigated by scientific methods (195). The Kantian concept of the intelligi-
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ble self was pivotal to Weininger’s analysis of masculinity and femininity. His
exposition of Kant’s concept, however, was not simply a philosophical trans­
lation of his views on gender but also provided a foundation for his deeply-felt
critique of empirical psychology, in particular of newer psychological opin­
ions on the nature of the self.

David Hume had argued that the human self was not unitary but a mere
“bundle” of constantly shifting sensations and perceptions (197).36 More re­
cently, Ernst Mach had proffered the same theory, claiming that the ego or
the self was a fiction beyond salvage.37 It was astonishing, Weininger ex­
claimed, that a man of Mach's erudition and intelligence could overlook the
fact that every organic being was an indivisible monad, different from other
monads.The primary difference henveen the livingand the nonliving, in fact,
was that livingbeings were individuals distinct from one another. The human
ego, Weininger asserted, was not “simply a waiting-hall for perceptions”
(blosse Wartesaalfilr Empfindungen, 198-99). Human individuality was de­
termined by the “intelligible character” of humans, which could not be
demonstrated but only deduced philosophically. The intelligible self was
noumenal in Kantian terms: it was a “thing in itself,” as opposed to the empir­
ical self, which was phenomenal and scientifically demonstrable.The reasons
for believing in such an undemonstrable entity as the intelligible self were
logical and ethical (199). In logic, the proposition A = A was self-evident and
axiomatic, and that simple axiom was the basis of all distinctions between
truth and error. To say A = A, however, was to posit something that remained
constant against a shifting backdrop of changing and swirling perceptions.
This permanence of the concept could be asserted only by “something” that
was equally constant. To say A = A, therefore, was to say “I am” (204). “Were
I part of the stream of change,” Weininger argued, “I could not recognize that
A had remained unchanged.” This permanent “something,” immune to
change and experience and temporality, was Kant’s noumenaL-irttelligible
self (205).38 It followed, therefore, that human beings tyeremlly human only
when they were completely logical (205).

The intelligible self was equally essential to ethics. AH errors were sins. K
was the duty of human beings toseck truth: logic and ethics, therefore, were
among the duties of the empirical ego toward the intelligible self (205 -206).
Logic and ethics, in fact, were fundamentally one and the same: “All of ethics
is conceivable only along logical lines, and all of logic constitutes an ethical
law. Not only virtue, but also insight, not only sanctity but also wisdom, are
the duties and tasks of human beings: through the union of the two alone
comes perfection” (207).

Weininger then returned to the relationship of the intelligible self to genius.
All great men, Weininger stated, had been convinced of possessing “an ego in
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was always interested in his fellows, suffered with them, and already had them,
as it were, in his own microcosmic self (229-32). The genius could not kill—
neither himself nor anybody else—since he knew that to kill himselfwas to kill
the universe—an intriguing statement in the light of Weininger’s own sui­
cide—and to kill another was to kill himself in the victim (233). Nor could the
genius ever commit the Kantian crime of using other people as means to a goal.
The genius respected individuality, considered others as ends in themselves
(230), and regarded I andThou as indissolubly linked entities (233).

Now, since all logical thought and ethical behavior originated in the intel-h
ligible ego, Weininger continued, it followed that a consistently unethical orl
illogical being did not possess an intelligible self. Since Woman was such an'
amoral and alogical being, he triumphantly concluded that she did not pos­
sess an intelligible self (239-40).43 What, however, of individual women?
The sexually intermediate nature of individuals notwithstanding, most indi­
vidual women, Weininger asserted, resembled the absolute female very
closely (241).44 Men, on the contrary, were distinct individuals and did not
necessarily embody every attribute of the absolute male. The absolute mal&-
possessed everything, including the potential for femininity: the individual
man chose to develop one or more of these qualities. If he chose the lowest
traits, the individual male could easily reach the nadir of humanity, which, ac­
cording to Weininger, explained the existence of feminine men. While the
male type could acquire the attributes of the female type, the reverse possibil­
ity did not exist. “The woman,” Weininger asserted, “could never become a
man” (Aberdie Frau kann nie zum Manne werden, 241).

The impossibility of woman becoming man represented the most impor­
tant qualification of the notion of universal sexual intermediacy. Weininger’s
anecdotal, confusing argument for this conviction deserves to be quoted in
full:

I know a large number of men who are psychologically almost completely fe­
male. ... I even know many women with masculine traits but not one woman
who is not fundamentally female, even when this femininity is hidden by vari­
ous means not just from others but also from the person herself. One is either
man or woman, however many features ofboth sexes one might possess, and this
“Being” (Sein) ... is determined by one’s relationship with ethics and logic.
While there are individuals who are anatomically men but psychologically
women, there is no individual who is physically a woman but psychologically a
man, regardless of external masculine traits. (242)

Now armed with complete ideal types of the sexes, Weininger returned to his
critique of psychology. The psychology of Woman, he stated, could be repre­
sented in purely empirical terms but not that of Man (269). “Scientific
psychology” was deterministic, with no room for free will and free thought
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was a masculine illusion: “It is a supremely heroic effort to find worth and
value where there is none. A man's love for a woman was nothing but self­
projection and necessarily doomed to failure (327).

Although fundamentally different, love as well as pure concupiscence
T entailed using women as means to an end. The sexual use of women, of

course, was too well known to need much explanation. But how could the
purest, most devoted love be seen as equally exploitative? Lovers, argued
Weininger, used women to create “value” (Wert), and the artist used them to

I produce “children of the soul” (330). As soon as a man fell in love with a
I woman, he ceased to understand her. Since understanding was the sole moral
I basis for associating with another individual, falling in love with a woman was
/ fundamentally as immoral as using her to gratify one’s lust or as a means to
I produce children of the flesh (330,332). In Weininger’s Kantian universe, it

was always wrong to use individuals as means, no matter how noble the end:
“The sexual impulse negates the body, and the erotic impulse the mind of the
female” (332). Love, apart from being unethical, was illogical since it could
arise only on the basis of a denial of the objective nature of the woman (333).
Madonna worship could be beautiful, as with Dante, but never
moral (334).

■ into the pure and beautiful Madonna? (318). Addressing physical beauty
first, Weininger asserted that the naked female body was far from beautiful: it
looked “unfinished” (Unfertigem), and this was incompatible with beauty
(319). The female genitals, he added, were particularly ugly (320). The fe­
male body seemed beautiful only when love was projected on to it, just as all
hatefulness in an object was a projection of hate from the subject. Feminine
beauty, then, was a creation of male love: the two, in essence, were identical
(321). This process of projection did not create beauty alone but also moral­
ity. The moral qualities a man saw in his beloved emanated, in fact, from the
man himself. “In all love Man loves only himself’: not the weak and limited
being he actually is, but the man he “wants to be and ought to be, his truest,
deepest intelligible essence, free from all fetters of necessity, and from all
taints of earth” (322). In love, man found his higher self; many men realized
they possessed a soul only when they experienced love (323). Like art, love
created form out of chaos (324-25).

Being a projective phenomenon, love could never be a relationship of
equals. Obviously, too, it was an exclusively masculine emotion (325). The
absolute female was incapable of love; she experienced sexual attraction alone
(336-37).48 Later, Weininger devoted an entire chapter to the thesis that
there were only two fundamental types ofwoman: theTOother and the Pros-
tirute. Both were completely sexual, the Mother in the reproductive domain
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The Ontological (In)Significance ofiWoman
“The deeper we have delved in our foregoing analysis ofWoman’s claim to es­
teem,” Weininger declared, “the more we have had to deny her of what is lofty
and noble, great and beautiful” (342). Nevertheless, he emphasized, he did
not wish to advocate an “Asiatic” oppression of women. He supported the le­
gal equality' of men and women, but could not countenance any demand for
intellectual and moral parity. The latter was impossible because the most de­
graded man still had something ineffable in him that raised him morally and
intellectually above the noblest woman (342). Medical writers on the
Woman Question such as Paul Julius Mobius had been wrong, Weininger as­
serted, to consider the average woman as “physiologically weak-minded” and
the extraordinary woman as degenerate. Women with talent should be re­
garded as the reverse of degenerate: they were at least partly masculine, and
therefore, had taken at least one step beyond lowly, amoral femininity. As for
“physiological weak-mindedness,” Woman was neither strong-minded nor
weak-minded: she was simply mindless (un-sinnig), although she could be
far more cunning and calculating than Man (343 -44). What, then, was the
real nature ofWoman and her ontological significance?

Identifying “match-making,” of all things, as an invariable propensity
among women, Weininger argued that this indicated Woman’s constant pre­
occupation with sexuality—-not simply with her own sexual urges but with
sexuality in general, and in the most physical sense. “The transcendental
function ofWoman” was to bring about the physical union of male and female
(351). How, then, had women veiled their true nature, acquiring such a pure
and saintly image across history? Woman ]had been able to hide her true na­
ture because she was so complgtely passive and so impressionable' she ac­
quired and acted out male ideas of female purity. Emphasizing that this

^camouflage was unconscious, Weininger embarked upon a fascinating analy­
sis of hysteria (352-54). Basically a radical reinterpretation of Sigmund
Freud and Josef Breuer’s theory of hysteria, Weininger’s analysis was of fun­
damental importance to his argument on woman’s status. Hysteria, according
to Weininger, demonstrated that Woman comprised an inner, completely
sexual self, and an outer “false self’ constructed in unconscious response to
male expectations. The “real self’ ofWoman was nothing more than pure,
undifferentiated sexuality. It could not have any ontological weight since this
sexuality was not linked with individual men: female sexuality was a simple,
supraindividual craving for coitus, not a desire for union with a specific man.
Woman could not comprehend the individuality of a man; she could only
comprehend masculinity (397).

Ontologically, the relationship between Man and Woman was the Aris­
totelian one of form and matter. Woman was pure, unindividualized matter,
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.arid Woman was the Aris-
re, unindividualized matter,

I on which Man conferred form. The sole reason why it was proper to ac-
[ knowledge women as human beings (as opposed to animals or plants) was
■ because they complemented men (390). To be formed by Man was Woman’s
E sole destiny and greatest fulfillment (391-96). Man, built in the image of
I God, represented Being, whereas Woman—including the feminine element
f in a male—was the symbol of Nothing (das Symbol da JJichts. 398).The fear
f ofWoman was the deepest fear in Man: sl^reprenentedMwllityand total ab-
f sehce of significance (SiunlosigMf, 39S.)« ________
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L___Tfgs-absuitIte lack of significance, according to Weininger, was the copfflit—
l significance'ofWoman. She represented the polar opposite of Godhood (den
| Gegenpolder Gottheit) while Godhood was the proper goal for MaiyConse-
F quendy, there was nothing so contemptible as the feminized man (398).

! Woman existed due to Man’s immoral affirmation of his own^sexuality and,
I dfllialoF the^Absolute jn him. It was male sexuality that pfeated and gave

f. meaning to Woman: W/oman is the sip of m^n” (401). In girder to ensure her
existence and significance, therefore, Woman encouraged Man to be sexual.

I Woman, in a very real sense, was sexuality: if sexuality could be transcended,

femininity itself would disappear.

Gender and Jewish Identity
Having finished with love, Weininger tujrfed abrupdy to an examination of
Judaism. His anti-Semitism has sometj es been seen, in his time as well as in

fundamental theme of Geschlecht undours, as the predominant or even t
Charakter Actually, however, Wpininger’s discussion of Jewishness was sub­
sidiary to and closely entwine ith his analysis of femininity, a relationship
that was far from uncom n at the time. Jacques Le Rider, for instance,

olf Jellinek provided a “feminized” description ofpointed out that Rabbi
Jewish traits, and thjr'a dual antipathy toward Jews and women markedjhe
work of Arthur hauermld"D7H.. Lawrence. The connection, how-
'ever, was drawn most forcefully in Geschlecht und Charakter v>

Weininger’s discussion of “Jewishness” commenced with a problem related
to gender: why did certain races approach the transcendent qualities of his
ideal male type only very rarely? It was unlikely, after all, that all males be­
longing to those races were biologically closer to the absolute female (404).
The “psychical peculiarity of the Jewish race” posed a particularly intriguing
problem (405). He was not concerned, Weininger clarified, with the racial
origins or the physical anthropology of Jews, adding in a footnote that he
himselfwas ofjewish descent. He defined J ewishness “only as a psychical ten­
dency or constitution, which-is a possibility for a/Zhumans but had reached its
fullest expression among the Jewish people” (406). Many racial Aryans, he ar­
gued, were psychologically more Jewish than many ethnic Jews, and many of
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Gender and Jewish Identity
Having finished with love, Weininger turned abruptly to an examination of
Judaism. His anti-Semitism has sometimes been seen, in his time as well as in
ours, as the predominant or even the fundamental theme of Geschlecht und
Charakter Actually, however, Weininger’s discussion of Jewishness was sub­
sidiary to and closely entwined with his analysis of femininity, a relationship
that was far from uncommon at the time. Jacques Le Rider, for instance,
pointed out that Rabbi Adolf Jellinek provided a “feminized” description of
Jewish traits, and that a dual antipathy toward Jews and women marked the
work of Arthur Schopenhauer and D. H. Lawrence. The connection, how­
ever, was drawn most forcefully in Geschlecht undCharakter 49
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■ significance ofWoman. She represented the polar opposite of Godhood (den
f Gegenpolder Gottheit) while Godhood was the proper goal for Man. Conse-
I quently, there was nothing so contemptible as the feminized man (398).

Woman existed due to Man’s immoral affirmation of his own sexuality and,
^s denial of theAfasoIute in him. It was male sexu;
meaning to Woman: “Woman is the sin of man" (401). In order to ensure her
existence and significance, therefore, Woman encouraged Man to be sexual.
Woman, in a very real sense, was sexuality: if sexuality could be transcended,
femininity itself would disappear.

Weininger’s discussion of "J ewishness” commenced with a prob
to gender: why did certain races approach the transcendenj?qu ties of his
ideal male type only very rarely? It was unlikely, after-all, that all males be­
longing to those races were biologically closer.terflie absolute female (404).
The “psychical peculiarity of the Jewish yace^posed a particularly intriguing \ /<<-’// J
problem (405). He was not concerned, Weininger clarified, with the racial I I ( W jf ' i
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fullest expression among the Jewish people” (406). Many racial Aryans, he ar-
guedpvfire psychologically more Jewish than many ethnic Jews, and many of

related



' Aryan! (410).52 Zionism, Weininger conceded somewhat unpredictably, had
expressed some of the noblest qualities of Jews but it was an impossible
dream. Jewishness necessarily implied the dispersion of Jews all over the
world.The Jew could not grasp the idea of the state: as deficient in personal­
ity as females, Jews could not associate as free and equal individuals within a
larger whole. “Citizenship is an un-Jewish thing,” and Zionism, therefore,

*was a negation of Jewishness itself (411). “To be capable of Zionism,”
Weininger declared, “Jews must first overcome Jewishness.” Each Jew must
fight relentlessly against his own Jewishness, and, once that inner battle had
been won, he earned the right to be considered by Aryans as an individual and
not as the member of a certain race (418-19). Jesus, according to Weininger,
evolved Christianity—which was the complete negation of Judaism—;bv
overcoming the Jew within himself (439). Christ was “the greatest man be-

J cause he conquered th~greatCSfenemy,r(44DT
Weininger surrounded theseHofty statements with a banal set of anti-

the latter were mentally more Aryan than some of the former (407). His con­
cern, he explained, was with all humans who, regardless of their racial origin,
expressed in themselves “the platonic idea of Jewishness” (409).SO

Later, after several vitriolic pages on this “platonic idea,” Weininger em­
phasized that in spite of his low opinion on Jewishness, he was wholly op­
posed to “any practical or theoretical persecution of Jews” (417-18), an
attitude that complemented his stance on women. It was, in fact, anti-
Semitism that, he contended, proved that Jewishness was not confined to the
Jewish race. The true Aryan was seldom an anti-Semite, even though he
might be repelled by aspects of Jewish culture. Those Aryans who often wrote
philo-Semitic tracts were nevertheless the very people who understood Jews
the least. The aggressive anti-Semites, on the other hand, frequently pos­
sessed Jewish traits themselves. Emile Zola, says Weininger, was a typical
philo-Semite. All geniuses in history, however, had been anti-Semites, be­
cause, being microcosmic, they possessed all traits, includingjewish ones.51
Pgogle hated in others what they hated in themselves: “Whoever detests the
Jewimdispnsirinn JprestsJt first of aUI
5 What, however, was the Jewish disposition? Here is Weininger’s own def­
inition: “The Jewish race [Judentum]\s pervasively feminine. This femininity
comprises those qualities that I have shown to be in total opposition to mas­
culinity. The Jews are much more feminine than Aryans. . . and the manliest
Jew may be taken for a female” (409). Although Weininger was unwilling to
argue for the complete identification of the Jew with Woman, he argued that
the two ideal types shared many attributes. Neither, for instance, understood
the notion of personal property and both "showed a marked preference for
communism—not, however, for socialism, which Weininger identified as
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sessed Jewish traits themselves. Emile Zola, says Weininger, was a typical 
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philo-Semite. All geniuses in history, however, had been anti-Semites, be­
cause, being microcosmic, they possessed all traits, including Jewish ones.51
Pgople hated in others what they hated in themselves: “Whoever detests the
JewisFi dijpr'e'f'nr> rlprccrs ir first of all in himcnlf.1” ('4‘iib^ZTT7i~
v What, however, was the Jewish disposition? Here is Weininger’s own def­
inition: “The Jewish race [Judentum]\s pervasively feminine.This femininity
comprises those qualities that I have shown to be in total opposition to mas­
culinity. The Jews are much more feminine than Aryans. . . and the manliest
Jew may be taken for a female” (409). Although Weininger was unwilling to
argue for the complete identification of the Jew with Woman, he argued that
the two ideal types shared many attributes. Neither, for instance, understood
the notion of personal property and both'showed a marked preference for
communism—not,"however, for socialism, which Weininger identified as
Aryan! (410).52 Zionism, Weininger conceded somewhat unpredictably, had
expressed some of the noblest qualities of Jews but it was an impossible
dream. Jewishness necessarily implied the dispersion of Jews all over the
world. The Jew could not grasp the idea of the state: as deficient in personal­
ity as females, Jews could not associate as free and equal individuals within a
larger whole. “Citizenship is an un-Jewish thing,” and Zionism, therefore,
■was a negation of Jewishness itself (411). “To be capable of Zionism,”
Weininger declared, “Jews must first overcome Jewishness.” Each Jew must
fight relentlessly against his own Jewishness, and, once that inner battle had
been won, he earned the right to be considered by Aryans as an individual and
not as the member of a certain race (418-19). Jesus, according to Weininger,
evolved Christianity—which was the complete negation of Judaism—-by
overcoming the Jew within himself (439). Christ was “the greatest man be­
cause he conquered the greateSfehemy’r’(44P); '

Weininger surrounded these"Iofty statements with a banal set of anti­
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"Ours is Not Only the Most Jewish, but also the Most Feminine of Ages":
Weininger as Cultural Pathologist

Weininger’s argument now turned overtly toward the criticism of contempo­
rary mores. Femininity and Jewishness were the two qualities by which he
judged a culture, and he found plenty of each in the Viennese milieu. From
the last pages of the chapter on Jewishness until the end of Geschlecht und
Charakter, Weininger spoke as a diagnostician of cultural malaise and its ther­
apist. His criticism of modern culture, rooted in his ideas on femininity and.
Jewishness, was abrasive, anti-Semitic, and misogynistic^ Nevertheless,
venom was not all that he spewed. He also attempted to construct a future
utopia, in y/hich, he hoped, even women would become fully human.

Not since Herod’s time, Weininger announced, had Jews attained such
power and influence as in contemporary times. “The spirit of modernity,” he
'declared/isjewish.” Sexuality pervaded society, and contemporary ethics af­
firmed the glories of coitus.This sexualization of life reflected the influence of

Man, Woman, Text

Semitic cliches. Examples: Jewish men were avid match-makers, and this was
“the strongest similarity between femininity and Jewishness”; the Jew was
“always more absorbed by sexual matters than the Aryan, although he is no­
tably less potent sexually” (417); Jewish acquisitiveness was not the conse­
quence of centuries of oppression but an inborn tendency (413); and finally,
Jews were seldom actively immoral: they were feminine in their amorality.
“Greatness,” Weininger pronounced, “is absent troffl the" nature ot the'
Woman and the Jew, the greatness of morality, or the greatness of evil” (4J4-
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knew nothing of the divine in every man: “For the God in man is the human
soul and the absolute Jew is devoid of a soul” (420). i

Weininger had to accept,
materialists or freethinkers with the greatest ease. “It is merel
marked, “the obverse of slavery," and he moved on to identifyingjewish arro­
gance as one of the driving forces of modern, materialistic s ’ r—--u

-——- ~ ~__ __________________________________Science was hostile to all transcendentalism because the Jew had no respect or 1 ***”
fear for the mysteries of life; he reduced the world toTanality (421). The Jew~
was the fieriest follower of Darwin’s “ridiculous theory of the descent of man
from apes” and also the staunchest upholder of materialist, economic, or so- .
cial interpretations of history. Lacking an intelligible selCthe Jew understood
only matter and he attempted to drag all of humanity down to his level (422).
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15). Admitting that analogies between femininity and Jewishness could not
wholly fathom the inner mystery of Jewish identity, Weininger turned to an z
examination of Jewish religious and moral codes. The Jew, he asserted, was a
slave, following a moral code promulgated by ari external authoritvTy^h-
wehAVThe Jewish-Ged was abstract and external to the individual; the Jew]

’’ ’ “For the God ’c fhp human j
devoid oi a soul (42G). /
however, that those “slaves of Yahweh” became

dy,” he hastily re-

science. Jewish
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the Jew and the Woman, both obsessed with sex and determined to drag hu­
manity down into the mire of sensuousness. “Ours is not only the most Jew­
ish.” Weiningerexpostulated,“but also the mostfeminineofages”(440-41)?

I The purely physical side of sexuality was being celebrated with a brazenness
unequalled in history, and, in the name of freedom, women were revolting
against motherhood and for prostitution. Contemporary men, influenced by
Judaism, had accepted the new order. Male chastity was ridiculed and
Woman was no longer regarded as the embodied sin of man. Sexual excess
had become a symbol of status. Only the Woman without a lover was a figure
of shame. Revolted by this “modern coitus-culture,” Weininger lamented:
“But this means there are no men left” (443-44).

• The Jewishness and femininity of the epoch had led to pervasive cultural
[degradation. Art had degenerated into “daubs,” and, in literature, the cult of
the Madonna had been replaced by the cult of the whore. Anarchy was ram­
pant in political and social life, and nobody believed any longer in the state or
in the rule of law. Beguiled by historical materialism, that most foolish of con­
cepts, historians believed they could explain the evolution of science, scholar­
ship, and culture with reference to changes in political economy. Psychiatrists
saw genius as a form of insanity, and the age had not produced a single great
artist or philosopher (441).

A “New Christianity,” Weininger hoped, might still emerge from this
“New Judaism.” Humankind, however, had to choose, as in a.d. 1, between
Judaism and Christianity, between female and male, between business and
culture, between earthly and heavenly life. There was no third way (441).
Cultural regeneration would require chastity, which, contrary to_conven-^
tional opinion, was a male-attphui&. Women valued virginity only because
men seemed to prize it. Woman did not even understand the pure, projective,

I
 Platonic love of man, although she felt flattered by it: she understood sensu­

ality alone.54 “In coitus lies woman’s greatest humiliation,” Weininger elabo­
rated, “in love her supreme exaltation. Since woman desires coitus and not
love, she proves that she wishes to be humiliated and not worshipped. Thejilz-,
timate opponent of the emancipation of women is Woman” (447).

Pleasure, for Weininger, was neither moral nor immoral in itself. Coitus
was immoral not because it was pleasurable but because it induced men to use
women as means to pleasure or to children. True, added Weininger, it was
Woman who wished to be used in this way, but the use of a person as a means
remained immoral regardless ofwho instigated such use (448). If men wished
to treat women as they desired to be treated, then there was no way out of the
immoral predicament: “He must have intercourse with her, for she wishes it;
he must beat her, because she wants to be beaten; hypnotize her, because she
desires it” (449).
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tific discourse: he took exactly what he needed—or what he thought he
needed—and rarely explained why he rejected the rest. Even in the most
overtly “scientific” sections of his text, Weininger was not quite the standard
scientist of his time—his use of science was determined by his larger, nonsci-
entific objectives, not by the accepted conventions of scientific discourse. 1

Having appropriated Steenstrup’s conviction that sex was located every­
where in the organism, Weininger anchored it in Carl Wilhelm von Nageli’s
late-nineteenth-century theory of the idioplasm. One of the foremost bota­
nists of the nineteenth century, Nageli also made significant contributions to
anatomy, cytology, morphology, and systematics.15 In the last decade of his
life, he had published the voluminous work, Mechanisch-physiologische Theo-
rie derAbstammungslehre (1884), in which he had attempted to explain phy- r
logeny and the basis of heredity.16 Struck by the fact that an embryo, in spite
of developing from the fusion of the spermatozoon with the much larger
ovum, possessed approximately equal proportions of maternal and paternal
traits, he had concluded that much of the protoplasm of the ovum must there­
fore be unrelated to inheritance, while almost all of the protoplasm of the
sperm cell carried hereditary material.1 rCotrring the'ferm 'idioplasm' for the'"'
portion of the protoplasm carrying th</hereditary material, Nageli attributed
hereditary differences between individuals and species to molecular differ-
ences in their idioplasm. ! he idioplasm, he Stressed, was present not only in
the germ cells: the original idioplasms of the ovum and the spermatozoon
were divided and redistributed within each cell of the embryo. Since the idio­
plasm bore all traits of the species to which the individual belonged, each cell
of every organism, too, contained the rudiments of every trait of its species.
“In propagation,” wrote Nageli, “the organism hands down the sum total of
its characters as idioplasm ... the idioplasm of the germ would therefore be
the microcosmic image of the macrocosmic full-grown individual.’’That did
not, however, imply that all the traits transmitted by the idioplasm would un­
dergo full development or any development at all. Nor did Nageli believe that
the molecular structure of the idioplasm was a replica of the cellular structure
of the individual organism.18

Despite his early work in cytology, Nageli did not present his theory of the
idioplasm in a rigorously cytological framework. While applauding Nageli’s
effort to explain heredity on a strictly physical basis, cytologist E. B. Wilson
was to regret that “Nageli made no attempt to locate the idioplasm precisely
or to identify it with any of the known morphological constituents of the cell.
It was somewhat vaguely conceived as a network extending through both nu­
cleus and cytoplasm, and from cell to cell throughout the entire organism.”19
Its cytological deficiencies notwithstanding, Nageli’s theory did not fall on
barren ground. Wilson himself recalled that the notion that the idioplasm

£
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establish that every cell of the body was endowed with sex. Although
Weininger did try to take issue with Weismann, proffering some unimpres­
sive evidence suggesting linkages between the soma and the germ plasm from
the biological literature, he quickly dismissed the whole theme and moved on
to an original, elegant, but entirely speculative formulation relating sex and
sexual intermediacy to idioplasmic differences between individuals.26

He postulated that the idioplasm could theoretically occur in two ideal-1
typical forms: male (arrhenoplasm) and female (thelyplasm). But as with or­
ganisms, so it was with cells and plasmas: absolute masculinity or femininity
was unattainable in reality, and the idioplasm of each cell was partly arrheno-
plasmic and pardy thelyplasmic. The proportions of masculinity and femi­
ninity, Weininger emphasized, were not necessarily identical in all cells in one
individual: each individual was a mosaic of cells, all of them endowed with
varying degrees of sexuality (20-21). In other words, cells, like individual or­
ganisms, were located at different points on the spectrum stretching from ab­
solute masculinity (arrhenoplasm) to absolute femininity (thelyplasm).
“Each cell, each cell-complex, each organ has a certain index, which indicates
its position between arrhenoplasm and thelyplasm” (28).This explained why,
for instance, a very masculine man might have a sparse beard or weak muscu­
lature, why an effeminate man might still have a full beard, and why a man
might have a feminine upper body and a masculine lower body (21—22). Such
localized sexual asymmetries could only be due to local variations. Weininger
emphasized that these variations were primarily idioplasmic and not, as some
scientists were beginning to suggest, primarily determined by the secretions
of the sex glands. Without rejecting contemporary research on the internal
secretions, Weininger refused to recognize them as the primary determinants
of sex.

Sexual Chemistry
Weininger’s moderate skepticism on this issue was not at all unusual even
among contemporary scientists and physicians, many of whom believed that
the internal secretions of the sex glands could act only on a congenitally de­
termined sexual soma. The role of the sex glands, they argued, was important
but secondary. As late as 1910, physiologist Artur Biedl devoted many para­
graphs to a careful discussion of this very question in his classic textbook of
endocrinology, concluding that the only way to decide upon the question was f.
to study the development of an organism after extirpating the earliest foetal
rudiment of the sex gland. Such an experimentum cruets, however, was still
technically impossible.27 In spite of great scientific interest in the function of
the sex glands, no consensus on the extent, significance, and mechanism of



yho was one-quarter masculine
Complementarity was the in­
Eelationship: aesthetic factors
W of nature,” Weininger pro-
itfor the intuitive comments of
arremark by sexologist Albert
(sources were unknown to him
,-he acknowledged Schopen-
m(489).67
jtion probably remained to be
act and somewhat dogmatic,
cries of analogies from botany
(the botanical phenomenon of
jerent arrangements of repro-

le same species. In one typical
connecting stalk between the
Sens—the male reproductive
d short filaments. In another
I This phenomenon had been
tally been dismissed as an ex-
yever, had been convinced of
ing that pollen from a long-
figma of a short-styled flower
^another long-styled flower.
p favor cross-fertilization.68
n Darwin’s treatise, Different
877), and on the Darwinian
tphysiology.69 Flowers with
Linger, were more feminine
is (38-39). Darwin had sug-
bfhis larger hypothesis that
process of evolving into sex-
:d. Heterostylous flowers, he
bey merely exemplified the
prms oflife (38-39). Fertil-
:n pollen from a “masculine”
[ when the forms were not
imposed, therefore, that an
that this was a fundamental
rnilar to the human mating
as supported by the fact that

Sex and Gender ' 83

the pollen grains in the plants with longer stamens were larger (and, thus,
more “male”) than in'those with shorter stamens (42).71

Returning to his Law of Sexual Relations, Weininger refined it to include
the strength of attraction between the partners. Imagining two hypothetical
entities Aand Y, whose masculinity was indicated byAf and femininity by W,
Weininger assumed that Xpossessed aM and a' JV, whereas Thad p IVand
P'Af. Now, if A was the strength of attraction between the two, then

yf=q/a-p)-/(/)

where k was a factor covering all known and unknown laws of sexual affinity,
including those related to race, species, and deformity, andfft) was a tempo­
ral function, indicating the period during which the two entities were in prox­
imity to each other. Whena = ft,A was infinite. This was the strongest and
most elemental form of attraction.72 The factor “t” was analogous to the “re­
action time” ofchemistry: the time of interaction between partners was so ob­
viously important in generating or maintaining sexual attraction that
Weininger speculated thatk?, the strength of the sexual attraction itself, could
perhaps depend mathematically on t (49).73 Sexual attraction, according to
Weininger, was akin to what botanist Wilhelm Friedrich Pfeffer (1845-
1920) had named “chemotaxis.”74 Chemotaxis, Weininger argued, need not
be unique to plants since all sexual attraction was fundamentally—and liter­
ally—chemical.

In a characteristic discursive switch, Weininger then moved quickly from
the world of positivistic science to that of imaginative literature. Quoting
Goethe’s portrayal of adultery in Elective Affinities, he argued that the forma­
tion and dissolution of erotic bonds followed the same principles as chemical
bonds.75 When FeS04 (ferrous sulphate) reacted with KOH (potassium hy­
droxide), the sulphate ion (SO4) left the ferrous ion (Fe) to combine with the
potassium ion (K).This was exactly analogous to adultery. A marriage might
be contracted for diverse reasons, but it was doomed from the moment one of
the partners encountered a more complementary sexual partner than the pres­
ent spouse. Moral injunctions were impotent against such an elemental nat­
ural phenomenon (47-48). Marriage, therefore, should be based on the
degree of sexual attraction, not on other (such as monetary) considerations—
tjie Jews, remarked Weininger, had degenerated physically because th?ir
marriages were arranged by parents for pragmatic reasons having nothing to
■ho with the elemental logic of sexual affinity (50-51). ) '

Inheriting Sex
Instead of following up with a more comprehensive analysis ofwhat was good
breeding practice, Weininger, in his grasshopperish manner, turned then to
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Friedrich Tiedemann, Professor of Anatomy at the University of Heidel-
berg, had achieved great renown for his research on fetal neurology, the phys- '
iology of digestion, and physical anthropology. In 1813, he had published a
treatise on malformed and aborted human fetuses. Examining nineteen em­
bryos aborted between five and twenty weeks of gestation (that is, long before
full development), Tiedemann had noticed that all of these embryos had fe­
male external genitals. He had concluded from this observation that all em­
bryos passed through an initial female state, and only some subsequently
developed male genitals. Until the fifth week of gestation, said Tiedemann,
the human embryo had no external genitals at all. By the seventh or eighth
week, the embryo developed a small, clitoris-like organ, which grew further
by the end of the ninth week. The labia majora also began to develop at this f
point. Only at the end of the fifteenth or sixteenth week were the labia majora
converted in some embryos into the scrotum and the clitoris-like organ into
the penis. In females, the genitals grew merely in size after the ninth week:
there was no significant change in their form.84

In the mid-nineteenth century, anew generation of German biologists, led
by Karl Ernst von Baer (1792-1876), radically revised the aims, scope, and
methods of embryological research. Martin Heinrich Rathke and Johannes
Muller were two of the most celebrated members of this group.85 Rathke, ed­
ucated at Gottingen and Berlin, was chief physician at the city hospital in
Danzig (now Gdansk) when he conducted the important embryological in­
vestigations cited by Weininger. Embryos at their earliest stages, said Rathke,
were sexually so undifferentiated that Tiedemann’s theory of universal pri­
mordial femininity was meaningless. One could, if one wished, make an
equally strong case for a primordial condition of universal masculinity. The
actual condition in the earliest stages of embryonic life, Rathke argued, was
one of complete sexual neutrality.86This interpretation was accepted and ex­
perimentally confirmed by Johannes Muller and Gabriel Valentin, both of
whom Weininger quoted. Wilhelm Waldeyer (1836-1921), Director of the
Institute of Anatomy at the University of Berlin, added a new twist to the is­
sue in 1870 by arguing that the embryo, in its earliest stages, was not sexually
neutral but rather hermaphroditic, since it possessed precursors of both testes
and ovaries, not simply a “neutral” rudiment that could develop into either.
This dual sexual potential was resolved with the development of the testes or
the ovaries. Each individual, therefore, was “a true hermaphrodite at a certain
stage of development.”87 This notion that the internal genitals were initially
hermaphroditic was widely accepted by the turn of the century.88 Most im­
portantly for our purposes, Waldeyer’s conception was adopted by Oscar
Hertwig, whose textbook of embryology was Weininger’s main source for
current infarra^jgtrofrthe^ubjeer.89-------------------------------------
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I Nineteenth-century embryological literature on sexual development was
far from ideologically neutral. Tiedemann believed, for example, that female

' ienitals represented a failure of development, whereas male genitals signified
/hll development.90 Masculinity was not a simple developmental alternative j
' but a higher stage in a genital hierarchy that could be reached only by some.

Rathke spoke eloquently against Tiedemann’s conception that all embryos
were initially female but did not essentially disagree on the developmental
status of femininity. Males, he declared, were equipped with sexual apparatus
that went beyond the requirements of procreation. Even where the organs
were similar in the two sexes, the male versions were always more complexly
structured and, therefore, better developed.91 Oscar Hertwig, Weininger’s
source for current knowledge, expressed himself with greater sobriety. A
careful examination of his dry prose reveals, however, that he, too, regarded
genital development as reflecting a hierarchy of nature. Until the fourth
month of intrauterine life, the male and female external genitals, wrote Hert­
wig, were indistinguishable from each other. With genital differentiation,
however, changes in females were “only of a trivial kind” (nur geringfugiger
Art). The development of the clitoris was “slow” (nur noth langsam) while that
of the penis involved an “extraordinarily marked growth in length” of the
common precursor (ein ausserordentlich starkes Langenwachsthum). The
words Hertwig chose to describe the processes of differentiation indicate his
underlying convictions: Umbildung (reorganization) for females, and
Umwandlung (transformation) for males.92 Tiedemann, Rathke, and Hert­
wig were among the leading scientists of their generations, but their concepts
of gender, even if not identical to those of the philosopher Weininger, were
eminently compatible with the latter.

Weininger’s discussion of ontogeny and sexual affinity served his project in
two fundamental ways. First, they established that universal bisexuality was
more than an ancient poetic metaphor: it was a crucial biological fact. The
concept explained why individuals mated most successfully only with partic­
ular individuals, and it suggested that one could use the degree of sexual in­
termediacy to predict one’s actual choice of mate. Weininger’s Law of Sexual
Affinity, which might be dismissed today as a piece of baroque pseudomath­
ematics, was in fact firmly grounded in the idea of universal bisexuality, which
was, in his time, impeccably scientific. Second, the sections on ontogeny
helped extend the focus of Weininger’s analysis from the morphology of the
adult individual to the dynamic realms of development and behavior. A fo­
cused ideological analysis of his scientific sources suggests, furthermore, that
at least the kernels of some ofWeininger’s notorious ideas on femininity were
also to be found in them.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Normalizing the Homosexual

After establishing that all individuals were morphologically androgynous
and that this sexual intermediacy governed the entire life cycle, Weininger
turned from the individual to the species. Since humans were androgynous to
different degrees, it was statistically probable that there would be a group of
humans who possess almost equal amounts of masculinity and femininity.
Homosexuals, Weininger claimed, constituted that middle group (53—62).
Although his argument on homosexuality was anchored in medical dis­
course, he rejected both the traditional medical opinion that homosexuality
was a disease as well as the conviction of a younger generation of physicians
that it was the result of a developmental anomaly. Instead, Weininger
adopted a populational perspective, arguing that homosexuality represented
the inevitable consequence of human sexual intermediacy, and that homosex­
ual mating demonstrated the truth of his own Law of Sexual Relations.

Homosexuality was an important cultural issue in fin-de-siecle Europe.1
In the German-speaking areas, a homosexual emancipation movement had
gathered strength around the turn of the century, and, although not by any
means as prominent as the feminist movement, it was a prominent feature of
contemporary cultural politics.2 Physicians and medical discourse played a
major role in this movement; the political program of the emancipationists in
turn influenced the medical discourse on homosexuality.3 Weininger’s views
on homosexuality, when analyzed in the light of their medical and political
contexts, illuminate much of this complex history.

Weininger’s sources on homosexuality were almost exclusively biomedical
and almost entirely devoted to male homosexuality. Although the existence
of female homosexuality was universally recognized by the physicians of the
era, male homosexuality received much greater attention in medical dis­
course.4 Following this convention, Weininger sought to prove that male hoy'
mosexuality was neither a vice nor a disease but a natural consequence of thl
bisexuality of the human species. According to his Law of Sexual Relations,
the partners in a fully compatible couple must together amount to one ideal
male and one ideal female. The perfect partner for a man with 48 percent of
masculinity would, therefore, need to be 52 percent male. Such a mate could
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be found most easily only among men (55-61). A homosexual, then, was a
markedly feminine male but not qualitatively different from the average
human being, who, too, was neither completely male nor completely female.
The homosexual was situated in the middle of the spectrum of sexually in-.
termediate forms extending between the two imaginary poles of absolute
masculinity and femininity. Since all human beings were androgynous to dif­
ferent degrees, everybody was both homosexual and heterosexual in different
proportions. Those near the middle of the spectrum of intermediacy were
predominandy (but not necessarily exclusively) homosexual, while those
near either end of the spectrum were predominandy (but again, not exclu­
sively) heterosexual (57). The homosexual, therefore, was simply a natural
variant^

In order to make this claim, Weininger had to take a stand on two of the
most contentious issues in the history of medical theories of homosexuality.
First, he had to establish that homosexuality was always innate, because if it
could he acquired in response to environmental conditions, then one could
not claim that homosexuality was an expression of biological sexual interme­
diacy. Second, Weininger needed to establish that although inborn, homo­
sexuality was not a pathological phenomenon. Both of these topics had
fuelled years of medical debate, and an examination of the related discourse
reveals a highly complex history.

Innate or Acquired?
It was absurd, said Weininger, to argue that homosexuality could be acquired
through seduction or heterosexual abstinence. There was, of course, always
an occasion that first “released” homosexuality, but such occasions were con­
cerned only with the expression of an inborn trait. It was, after all, no different
with heterosexuals. There was always one particular occasion when a hetero­
sexual first experienced attraction toward a member of the other sex without
anybody ever doubting that the person had been heterosexually inclined
before that event (53-55). Like all late-nineteenth-century theorists,
Weininger presented the issue of innate/acquired as an either/or question,
ignoring, as they did, the many ambiguities involved, and he named Albert
von Schrenck-Notzing (1862-1929), Emil Kraepelin (1856-1926), and,
mistakenly, Charles Fere (1852-1907) as prominent physicians who wrongly
believed that homosexuality was an acquired preference.5 A closer examina­
tion of the professional discourse on the subject reveals that the question was
far more complex than Weininger or his sources admitted.6

Albert von Schrenck-Notzing, a Munich physician, claimed that since
hypnotic suggestion could change a homosexual into a heterosexual, it was
logical to assume that the cause of homosexuality was environmental rather
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I f puritanical Breuer asserted: “The unsophisticated observations of our prede-
] ’ cessors, the residue ofwhich is preserved in the term ‘hysteria,’ came nearer the
> > truth than the more recent view which puts sexuality almost last.”46 In healthy
i ■ young males, the sexual instinct was outgoing and aggressive, whereas young

4 women’s sexual thoughts were always strongly colored by apprehension.47
;• I Hysterical women tended to fend off sexual ideas to a pathological degree:

“[Hysterics] fall ill... owing to their defence against sexuality.”48
tf >4 Otto Weininger praised Pierre Janet, Oskar Vogt (1870-1959), Breuer,

1 ■ and Freud for trying to reconstruct the psychological process that led to hys-
1 teria (357-58). In presenting his own theory, Weininger referred frequently

s i to these four authors, but it was to Breuer and Freud that his theory was most
profoundly indebted.

] t Inverting Breuer and Freud: Appropriation andTransformation
5 | Freud and Breuer believed that hysteria resulted from psychic trauma, which
i | itself was often trivial but which acquired pathological significance due to the

1 J \ emotionsassociatedwithit.mostcommonlyfrightorshame.Thememoryof
this trauma and its associated emotions were not dissipated in the usual ways

j ! but formed a “foreign body” (Fremdkdrper) within the psyche, remaining ac-
A rive for a long time.49 The “foreign body" (equivalent to a second conscious-
S. ness) was not accessible to normal consciousness but emerged “with the
| 5 I r undiminished vividness ofa recent event” under hypnosis. This vividness was
flt due to the original emotions, which, instead of being dispersed through an
S adequate, immediate reaction, had been retained with the memory of the
■ trauma.50
■ For Weininger, hysteria was a conflict between innate feminine sexuality 1
■ and a false, superficial personality that women acquired under masculine in­
fl fluence. He linked this contention with the notion of the “foreign body” but
1 inverted the Breuer-Freud concept. According to Weininger, the “foreign
I body” was not a second consciousness but the genuine feminine self, which
1 was repressed in normal life by a false, outer self. The latter was wrongly
1 identified by most people (including Breuer and Freud) as the normal female
| consciousness. In hysteria, Weininger proclaimed, Woman’s genuine selfre-
| belled against repression and impinged on her consciousness. Breuer’s pa-
£ tient Anna O. had used the term “bad self’ (das schlimme Ich) for her second
1 consciousness.51 This “bad” self, according to Weininger, was the real self of
1 woman (358,361).
1 . Freud had spoken of a hysterical counter-will (Gegenwille), which induced
J hysterics to act in ways opposed to their conscious intentions 52 Every idea or
| intention, according to Freud, had its unconscious antithesis, even in health.
I In hysteria, however, the antithetic ideas entered the consciousness “like bad
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characterologically, intellectual women were often Prostitutes, and even
when not themselves intellectually gifted, many Prostitutes served as muses
to creative men. The Mother, however, was almost always intellectually neg­
ligible and concerned solely with caring for her children and for their father.
Only men lacking in spiritual productivity—men who could only father chil­
dren of the flesh—could love a woman of the maternal type. Great and cre­
ative men, however, had always loved biologically sterile Prostitutes, because

'the'creative man found biological fatherhood worthless compared to father-
'ihg gieat creations of thespirit. The Prostitute often catalyzed the latter, the
Nlother never, for the moral philosopher, therefore, the Prostitute was a wor­
thier being than the Mother (297-98). But this was a minor difference in
cosmic terms. Whether Mother or Prostitute, Woman was completely and
pervasively sexual and consequently had no ontological importance.

Did all women belong unequivocally to one type or the other? No, said
Weininger: Mother and Prostitute were ideal types like Man and Woman.
Just as real individuals were partly male and partly female, all women were
Mother as well as Prostitute to different degrees. One predisposition (Veran-
lagung) might be predominant in one individual, but the other predisposition
was never completely absent. No woman was completely without an instinct
for prostitution or a maternal instinct. Nevertheless, Weininger added char­
acteristically, more women came close to being absolute Prostitutes than ab­
solute Mothers: nobody who had seen how modern women moved around on
the streets in clinging, form-revealing clothes could, he avers, disagree with
his contention (286-87,312). The motherly woman, then, could be pardy a
Prostitute, and the Prostitute pardy a Mother: the only thing Woman could
never be was an asexual, innocent maiden (Jungfrau).

This last assertion was a vital point in Weininger’s critique of motherhood,
but he did not supply any information on the rich literary and cultural seams
he was mining here. By the end of the nineteenth century, the literary types of

femme fragile and femme fatale had become well entrenched in Germanic cul­
tures. The average bourgeois woman was expected to be an innocent, asexual,
weak, and ethereal creature in need of male protection. At the same time, ac­
tive, erotic, and independent women found their own admirers among men
who were not exclusively bourgeois in their inchnations. Artists and writers
celebrated both types, but the femmefragile was the specific cult-object of
such eminent Austrian literati as Hugo von Hofmannstahl, Rainer Maria
Rilke, and Peter Altenberg. It was their idealization of the fragile, asexual
Jungfrau that Weininger opposed, and, without avowing it explicitly, he
equated the Jungfrau with his characterological type, the Mother.12 It was
not an illogical conflation, since maternity as well as maidenhood were re­
garded in contemporary cultures almost as asexual and sacred.

A-^

The Political Pm

Mother:
Historians have demonstrated that
in moral terms during the eighteen
under no cultural compulsion to bt
until the end of the eighteenth cent
been of major moral and pedagogic:
uation, however, changed quite ra<
coming to be regarded and, even m
selves as the natural guardians of the
Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, for in
and physical importance of the mot
Friedrich Froebel, who introduced t
posed that only women could teach
sion, too, emphasized that rnothe
German feminist politics, moreovt
with great moral and political signifi
family from a center of productioi
emotional intimacy created new roi
missive wife. The other was of the r
this was emphasized by German fen
few subjects on which women were
nal metaphors were of great stra
rhetoric. Most German feminists p
ties as extensions of the maternal ro
as well as a biological phenomenon.’
logical and socialist tropes, and, to si
argued that the mother-child bonds
and altruistic traits driving human e

The theory of primeval matriarcl
Bachofen (1815-87), intersected v
who taught Roman law at the Univ
lished his treatise Das Mutterrecht (I
influential philological and historic:
form of human society had been ms
much later. Bachofen had extolled n
did not believe that matriarchal civil
triarchy.16 Feminist thinkers appro
without endorsing his general evalua
love, many feminists suggested, shou
women, since female sexuality inevi
tion by men.17 In Vienna, Grete M<



i42 Chapter Eight

as a “vaginal epoch” (vaginales Zeitalter), a phrase that Weininger would
surely have appreciated. Nike Wagner has demonstrated that the journal was
ideologically antimodern and “masculine,” and that it equated the feminine
with the sexual. The Fackel writers blamed the effeminacy of modern culture
for a multitude of sins, but especially for encouraging formlessness in art, lan­
guage, and character. Their crusade was for a masculine reorientation of civi­
lization, an impeccably Weiningerian goal.27 Equally Weiningerian was
their opposition to granting any intellectual role to women. Culture and civ­
ilization, argued a typical essay in the journal, had been created by males.
Women had advanced or impeded cultural development solely by stimulat­
ing or inhibiting male efforts; their role in society was exclusively erotic and
aesthetic.28 Kraus agreed with Weininger that the male was intermittently
sexual while the female was perpetually so.29 Realizing, however, that
Weininger would never have concurred with his own view that female sexu­
ality revitalized the male intellect (Kraus might have not have paid adequate
attention to Weininger’s discussion of the Prostitute!), Kraus penned this
epigram to Weininger’s memory: “An admirer of women agrees enthusiasti­
cally with your arguments for misogyny.”30 Kraus’s admiration for Weininger
remained constant over the years. Geschlecht und Charakter became a “great
classic” of the Viennese avant-garde, asserts Jacques Le Rider, only because it
had been championed by Kraus. Kraus mentioned Weininger even in his love
letters, and when Weininger’s father wanted to protest against psychiatrist
Ferdinand Probst’s pathography of his son, Kraus printed Leopold Weinin­
ger’s statement in DieFackel, adding a caustic, antipsychiatric commentary in
footnotes.31

August Strindberg contributed twice to Die Fackels engagement with
Weininger. The first was a letter ofjuly 1903 from Strindberg to his German
translator Emil Schering, in which Strindberg informed Schering that
Weininger had sent him a copy of Geschlecht und Charakter, which Strindberg
had found to be a “frightening” (furchtbares) book that had “probably solved
the hardest of all problems.” To Weininger himself, Strindberg sent a post­
card offering heartfelt thanks for at last solving the “Woman Problem.”32
Soon, however, it was time to write Weininger’s obituary, and, in his deeply
felt tribute, Strindberg declared that only the mentally retarded would doubt
the superiority of the male sex over the female. All the spiritual and material
riches of humanity had been created by males; woman was negative and pas­
sive, whereas man was positive and active. Woman’s love for man, Strindberg
ppined, was “50% animal heat (Brunst) and 50% hate.” Otto Weininger had
rediscovered and reported this “well-known secret” in his “virile” book, and it
was this discovery of the “essence and nature of woman” that, Strindberg sur­
mised, had cost Weininger his life.33 Strindberg did not, however, explain
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