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Introduction

Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institute of Sexual Science plays a central role 
in season 2 of Jill Soloway’s Transparent (2015), the Amazon series 
following the lives of the Pfefferman family from the time the now 

retired father, Mort, starts living openly as a woman, Maura. Set mainly in 
an affluent, predominantly white twenty-first-century Los Angeles, season 2 
of Transparent frequently flashes back to life at Hirschfeld’s Berlin institute 
in 1933. These backward glances, which are prompted by one Pfefferman 
daughter’s exploration of her Jewish identity, affectively link Maura’s turmoils 
to the life of her transgender aunt, Gittel, who had chosen to remain at the 
institute when the rest of the family left for America. While the details of 
what ultimately happened to Gittel never come to light in this season of the 
series, we last see her alive during the Nazi attack on Hirschfeld’s institute, 
which took place on Saturday, May 6, 1933, in the cold light of day. Transpar-
ent renders these traumatic events as a dreamlike sequence that depicts how 
the serene play of a salon of beautiful queer and transgender people is harshly 
disrupted by Nazi men who burst through the door and brutally drag away 
the young people—Gittel included—while the institute director, Hirschfeld, 
is forced to look on helplessly. The sequence is a loose interpretation of events, 
not least because the historical Hirschfeld had long fled into exile by the 
time his institute was destroyed. By inserting an imagined character, Maura’s 
aunt Gittel, into the surviving accounts, Transparent draws attention to the 
significance of the many unknown and unknowable figures in queer history 
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whose lives have left no imprint on the official historical record but whose 
existence continues to haunt the present. The aesthetic staging of the raid 
on the institute in the dream-turned-nightmare spaces of trauma and (post)
memory is a reminder that modern queer and transgender existence has been 
forged out of, and against, violence and suffering. At the same time, however, 
the exaggerated whiteness of the characters—many of the salon’s performers 
are covered in white body paint—problematizes the status of queer victim-
hood by raising questions about the location of emerging modern sexual and 
transgender rights activism in central European nations such as Germany, 
which were built on the bodies of colonized subjects. Despite playing fast 
and loose with historicity, Transparent captures some of the fundamental 
truths of queer history: that the lives of people whose bodies and desires do 
not conform to binary social norms and expectations have been subjected 
to violence across time; that the victims of such violence are often imagined 
as white; that the intertwined histories of sexual, gender, and racial oppres-
sion and their affective reach, can be difficult to bring into view; and that 
Hirschfeld’s life and work remain of importance to those who seek to explore 
these questions�today.

The Hirschfeld Archives examines the violence of queer existence in the 
first part of the twentieth century. It pays attention to the victims of homo-
phobic attack and gender violence but also to how the emerging homosexual 
rights activism was itself imbricated in everyday racism and colonial violence 
from around 1900 to the 1930s. During this time the new vocabulary of 
sex—words such as homosexuality and lesbianism, which had been coined in 
nineteenth-century cultural and scientific discourses in Europe—came into 
more widespread use, and the idea that humans are sexual beings who are 
somehow defined by their sexual object choice started to gain traction.1 The 
book is prompted by the realization that while this history has received much 
attention, including in relation to the many people who have been attacked 
and sometimes lost their lives because their bodies and desires, real and imag-
ined, did not match social norms and expectations, we know surprisingly 
little about the impact of such violence on the emergence of a more collective 
sense of modern queer existence. Spending time with ordinary victims whose 
lives have barely left an imprint in the historical archive, I want to try to bring 
into view how the emergence of homosexual rights discourses around 1900 
was framed—and remains haunted—by not only antiqueer attacks but also 
colonial violence, racial oppression, and the unequal contribution of power 
within a society that denied full citizenship on grounds of gender. My claims 
are built around the work and reception of Magnus Hirschfeld, an influential 
sexologist who is best known today for his homosexual rights activism, foun-
dational studies of transvestism, and opening of the world’s first Institute of 
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Sexual Science in Berlin in 1919. The book is, however, not a biography. In-
stead, it excavates Hirschfeld’s dispersed accounts of same-sex life and death 
before World War II—including published and unpublished books, articles, 
and diaries, as well as films, photographs, and other visual materials—to 
scrutinize how violence, including death, shaped modern queer culture. I 
turn to Hirschfeld’s lesser known and overlooked writings on homosexual 
suicide, war, racism, sexual violence, and corporal punishment, presenting 
little-known, and sometimes speculative, evidence that documents the dif-
ficult, often precarious lives of ordinary people whose bodies and desires did 
not fit the sexual norms of their time. At the same time, I also ask what these 
writings can tell us about the historical situatedness of modern sexuality: 
Did a parochial focus on homosexuality at times obscure gender-based and 
colonial violence? By exploring Hirschfeld’s complex and sometimes para-
doxical work and reception, then, the book attends not only to how violence 
constitutes the archive in terms of what is destroyed and what remains across 
time. Examining the violence felt and experienced by people whose lives have 
barely left an imprint in the archives of queer and mainstream histories, it 
also pays attention to the gendered and racialized limits of empathy and ap-
prehension that shaped the emergence of modern queer culture in the West 
and continue to haunt gay rights politics today.

This Archive Is (Not) Empty

Hirschfeld gathered what was arguably the first full-scale archive of sexual 
science.2 With his colleagues at the Institute of Sexual Science in Berlin, he 
accumulated a large library containing books, journals, objects, and visual 
material as well as clinical notes, questionnaires, and other documents relat-
ing to the work of the institute itself. Hirschfeld thus played an active part 
in the institution of sexual knowledge. The doors to his archive were open to 
both scientific and lay visitors from around the world. They included doc-
tors, scientists, and campaigners, who sometimes partook in the institute’s 
research and clinical work, but also queer and transgender people who met, 
and occasionally lived, at the institute. The institute came to a sudden end 
when in May 1933 Nazi henchmen raided it and removed parts of the library 
for public burning. Chapter 4 examines these events in detail. Here I briefly 
discuss what happened to Hirschfeld’s estate after his death, introducing the 
archives that underpin this book and reflecting more broadly on the issues at 
stake in historical archive formation.

The Nazis did not manage to destroy all Hirschfeld’s papers and publica-
tions. They are today gathered in major collections in Berlin, London, and 
Indiana, as well as scattered across other libraries around the world. Some of 
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Hirschfeld’s private papers and books were saved by his partner Tao Li. After 
Hirschfeld’s death Tao Li settled for a while in Switzerland and then left 
Zurich for Hong Kong in the early 1960s, when his whereabouts became un-
known. In 2002, however, Ralf Dose from the Magnus Hirschfeld Society in 
Berlin read in an online forum a message that had been posted there in 1994 
by a certain Adam Smith, who was looking for members of the families of 
Magnus Hirschfeld and Tao Li.3 Smith, it turned out, had been living in the 
same apartment building as Tao Li in Vancouver, British Columbia. While 
he did not know the man, he came across Tao Li’s belongings by chance be-
cause they had been cleared out after his death and left in the communal bin 
area. It was here that Smith found a suitcase full of Tao Li’s papers. Realizing 
that they might be of interest, he advertised their existence online and then 
held on to them until he was eventually contacted by Dose in 2002. Dose 
bought the materials from Tao Li’s estate with the support of the Hirschfeld 
Society, the Munich forum for Homosexuality and History, and the Jean-
Nickolaus Tretter Collection of the University of Minnesota. These events 
are now well documented. In a further twist to the story, I found that when 
I tried to locate the materials in Minnesota they were not listed in the library 
catalogue. The librarian, Lisa Vecoli, told me that the boxes from Germany 
had arrived empty. There is little doubt that the materials were shipped by 
the Hirschfeld Society, but it is unclear how they were emptied in transit and 
why. The only certainty at this stage is that part of Hirschfeld’s—and Tao 
Li’s—estate is once more lost. Amy L. Stone and Jaime Cantrell have likened 
archives to the closet, arguing that both are “queer spaces; they contain, or-
ganize, and render (il)legitimate certain aspects of LGBT life.”4 The complex 
history of Hirschfeld’s material legacy furthermore indicates that archives 
are subject to circumstance, the keeper of strange knowledges, which can be 
shaped by serendipity and unexplained events as much as by traceable per-
sonal and financial investments or the agendas of the institutions that make 
it their task to select materials to keep or destroy.

The title of this book—The Hirschfeld Archives—takes its name not from 
a physical collection of texts but rather from my own queer gathering of 
examples from Hirschfeld’s work and reception of the negation of queer ex-
istence, 1900–1930s, and the apprehensive blind spots of the emerging ho-
mosexual rights movement. The title indexes my theoretical debts to recent 
feminist, queer, transgender, and critical race scholarship on archives and 
archiving, which has shown that archival practices are bound up with funda-
mental questions about power, resistance, and the legitimatization or erasure 
of certain lives and deaths.5 The archive as metaphor, method, and material 
space links bodies to discourses and subjectivities to the social. Negation here 
is not always manifest as a gap in the historical record. Anjali Arondekar, 
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for example, in her work on sexuality and the colonial archive, points out 
that she works with an “exhaustingly plentiful” official record that “run[s] 
counter to our expectations of archives as lost, erased and/or disappeared.”6 
In Hirschfeld’s case, it is certainly true to say that despite the attacks on his 
work, a large body of materials survives, which provides detailed insights into 
his life and work. At the same time, however, Hirschfeld’s often parochial 
focus on documenting the denial of same-sex existence indexes the kind of 
archival bias that lets certain subjects slip off the historical record.

The Hirschfeld Archives engages in archiving by gathering evidence from 
neglected sources and reading against the grain of official ones. It follows 
Daniel Marshall, Kevin P. Murphy, and Zeb Tortorici, who have argued 
that “archives [are] stages for the appearance of life,”7 where, we might add, 
cultural texts function, in Ann Cvetkovich’s memorable words, as “reposito-
ries of feelings and emotions, which are encoded not only in the content of 
the texts themselves but in the practices that surround their production and 
reception.”8 The book retrieves stories of queer suffering from Hirschfeld’s 
writings and places them in dialogue with accounts of his own violent recep-
tion to reveal some of the sociopolitical contingencies that caused women 
and men to kill themselves or mutilate their bodies because their desires 
seemed to fundamentally deny their existence. It further tracks the violence 
that framed the emergence of homosexual rights activism by considering 
Hirschfeld’s silences for the insights they provide into the structural and 
everyday inequalities that shaped modern homosexual rights discourse.

I have deliberately sought out Hirschfeld’s lesser known and overlooked 
writings and their contexts, reading them against his more familiar studies 
of homosexuality and transvestism (a term he coined) with the intention of 
documenting something of the precariousness of modern queer life alongside 
the limits of queer apprehension in relation to other forms of injustice, espe-
cially colonial violence and the deeply entrenched social habits and practices 
of marginalizing women. If this method does not formally follow Jack Hal-
berstam into a “silly archive” that is cobbled together from popular culture, 
my engagement with sexological literature, newspaper reports, literary and 
visual representations, and biographical and autobiographical accounts nev-
ertheless shares Halberstam’s suspicion of “disciplinary correctness,” mean-
ing the rigid adherence to particular disciplinary conventions, that all too 
often “confirms what is already known according to approved methods of 
knowing.”9 A degree of deliberate disciplinary slipperiness befits the book’s 
concern with the paradoxically overinvested yet forever-evasive queer subject. 
By paying attention to the traumatic shaping of queerness in modernity, I do 
not seek to fix the queer subject, rehearsing often problematic narratives of 
victimhood that deny queers of the past an existence that is not marked by 
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injury. Instead I focus on queer traumas because they constitute what Ann 
Cvetkovich has called “experiences of politically situated social violence [that 
forge] overt connections between politics and the emotions.”10 The accounts 
of violent acts and practices I have gathered here problematize the intersec-
tions between the individual and emerging collective forms of identification 
and activism in the early twentieth century, revealing that queerness was 
bound up in complex ways in the racialized (re)production of modern gender 
and social norms.

Violence and the Queer Angel of History

That violence is part of modern queer culture has been documented in some 
detail in studies of what Michel Foucault has called the “correlative” emer-
gence of sexology and sexuality in the nineteenth century.11 It was then that 
medical doctors, lawyers, criminologists, and social scientists first turned 
sustained attention to matters of sex, initially at least as part of efforts to 
identify and categorize (male) sexual offenders, especially those men who 
were suspected of sexual acts with other men, which was a crime in many 
European countries and in North America until well into the postwar years. 
While critics have sometimes located the emergence of sexual categories such 
as homosexuality specifically in this scientific realm, understanding them 
as problematic products of the disciplining of sex in the medical and legal 
institutions through which the state exercises power over its subjects,12 the 
contributions of literary scholars and cultural historians to the history of 
sexuality as a field have loosened the disciplinary grip on sex to show that 
modern sexuality and sexual identifications are part of a more complex pro-
cess of social renegotiation, which is most overt in but by no means exclusive 
to the ties between sexual acts and identities.13 We today know, for example, 
that cultural production as much as medico-legal intrusions influenced sub-
jects’ development of a sense of self and brought it in relation to others via 
categories of sexual pleasure and desire and that such allegiances were forged 
out of imaginative, material, and affective encounters across time as well as 
the experiences of living in specific places and spaces.14 Furthermore, studies 
of the intersecting histories of sexuality and violence15 and the growing body 
of work on different national and global histories of sexuality16 have extended 
the critical focus beyond questions of sexual identity to expose, in Regina 
Kunzel’s words, “the fretful labor involved in the making of modern sexuality 
and its distinctive fictions.”17

If violence, as Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Philippe Bourgeois have ar-
gued, “can never be understood solely in terms of its physicality,” physical 
attacks are nevertheless often what alert us to the hidden “social and cultural 
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dimensions [that give] violence its power and meaning.”18 It was an attack on 
Hirschfeld that first led me to articulate some of the questions that prompt 
this project. During a visit to Munich in October 1920, at the height of his 
fame, the sexologist was ambushed on the street by right-wing thugs who 
viciously beat him and left him for dead in a gutter.19 The impression of 
Hirschfeld’s death must have been convincing, because international news-
papers soon afterward published obituaries, with the English-speaking press 
announcing the death of what the New York Times called “the well-known 
expert on sexual science.”20 Three days later, the newspaper was forced to 
publish a correction, explaining that the “noted German physiologist” was 
alive after all but that he had fallen victim to “a beating given him by some 
Anti-Semites because he was a Jew.”21 In Germany meanwhile, right-wing 
newspapers openly bemoaned the news that Hirschfeld, whom one paper 
called “this shameless and horrible poisoner of our people,” had not come to 
“his well-deserved end.”22 While Hirschfeld claimed to have embraced the 
“opportunity of reading his own obituary,” there is little doubt that the verbal 
attacks compounded his physical injuries.23 The events indicate the precari-
ousness of Hirschfeld’s situation in Germany, where, rather than pursuing 
his attackers, prosecutors charged him “with the distribution of obscene ma-
terial, mainly dealing with homosexuality.”24 The assault on Hirschfeld in 
Munich marks the rising antisemitism that would escalate so horrendously 
when the Nazi Party came to power in 1933, and it also indicates how deep-
seated antihomosexual sentiments denied justice to a victim of violence.

In some ways the violence against Hirschfeld adds further evidence to the 
catalogue of injuries that mark queer history, a history “littered,” in Heather 
Love’s memorable phrase, “with the corpses of gender and sexual deviants.”25 
It also speaks to the growing body of scholarship on public feelings and their 
archives, especially those projects that focus on the “bad feelings” that gather 
around negative experience.26 Scholars such as Sara Ahmed, Judith Butler, 
Heather Love, and Ann Cvetkovich, despite their distinct concerns, all un-
derstand negative feelings, in the words of Elizabeth Stephens, as “shared and 
communal experiences, rather than personal or private sensations.”27 In these 
projects negativity is understood variously in terms of the discursive negation 
of certain lives (Butler); the phenomenological impact of sexism, racism, and 
resistance (Ahmed); as a refusal of the forward-looking, affirmative recu-
peration of the queer past (Love); and as part of ordinary, everyday life that 
indexes the affective reach of power (Cvetkovich).28 By documenting feelings 
and affective states, my project archives racist, gender-based, and antiqueer 
violence, including in terms of how, in Cvetkovich’s words, such violence 
is “forgotten or covered over by the amnesiac powers of national culture.”29 
It in turn examines the violence in and around Hirschfeld’s work to bring 
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it back into memory and consider how it might haunt twenty-first-century 
homosexual rights activism in sometimes unexpected ways.

The dead and the wounded are difficult subjects in transformative criti-
cism, which struggles with the fact that “its dreams for the future,” in Love’s 
words, “are founded on a history of suffering, stigma, and violence.”30 Some 
critics seek to bury the hurt of the queer past, focusing instead on the le-
gal and social gains and achievements that have collectively improved queer 
existence. Many Hirschfeld scholars, for instance, emphasize Hirschfeld’s 
contributions to “the gay liberation movement,” casting him in the role of 
a “pioneer” of “sexual freedom.”31 Yet such straightforward progress narra-
tives fail to capture the complexities of a queer past whose grand narratives 
of oppression and liberatory struggle intersect with countless personal and 
fictional life stories, confused cultural fantasies, and fragmentary evidence of 
intimate relationships that sometimes support and sometimes undermine our 
understanding of their historical context. Acknowledging the affective pull of 
the difficult queer past, Elizabeth Freeman has argued that we need to “labo-
riously rework [pain] into pleasure.”32 Carla Freccero, in contrast, welcomes 
the ghosts, arguing for a spectral approach to queer history that “reworks 
teleological narratives of reproductive futurity” by allowing the ghosts of 
historical and fantastic subjects to haunt us and demand justice.33 Both Free-
man’s injunction to find pleasure and Freccero’s reparative wish fulfillment 
can be elusive, however. For while queer history, like other traumatic histo-
ries, is undoubtedly a haunted subject, its subjects often refuse to submit to 
recuperative pleasures and remain lost in mundane or unresolved miseries, as 
Love argues in Feeling Backward. Moreover, and this point is often neglected, 
the past is populated not only by the victims of antiqueer attack but also 
by those awkward queer subjects whose place in affirmative or redemptive 
histories is brought into question by cruelties they have committed, aligning 
themselves with oppressive politics or simply remaining silent on, and appar-
ently unmoved by, the violence and injustices of their time.

Hirschfeld himself was not merely a victim of antihomosexual and antise-
mitic persecution; nor was he simply a defender of those who suffered because 
their bodies and desires made them subjects of attack. It is certainly true that 
he was concerned with the difficulties of lives marked as different, as indi-
cated in particular by his discussions of homosexual suicide. But Hirschfeld 
was also implicated in discriminatory practices, most obviously in relation to 
eugenics. Despite his later work on racism, published posthumously in 1938, 
he was in favor of the efforts of racial hygienists and eugenicists because like 
many scientists and political activists around 1900 he believed that these sci-
ences could improve the health of the nation.34 Paying little direct attention 
to the effects of German colonial expansion, Hirschfeld also occasionally 
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brushed over what we would today call abuse, often marginalizing women 
despite his self-proclaimed feminism. Compared to many of his contempo-
raries Hirschfeld certainly was one of the more radical reformers who made 
significant structural and political contributions to the well-being of people 
whose desires and gender expressions were denied or ostracized. His silences 
are nevertheless also important, because they indicate how sexual rights ac-
tivism, despite its transformative aims, remained bound up in the everyday 
injustices of modern German society.

The agency of the historical subject can be difficult to establish. Yet if we 
accept that silences, gaps, and omissions, as much as concrete evidence, tell a 
story about past lives and the norms and power relations that shaped them, 
then it is imperative that we account for unspoken acquiescence alongside 
overt forms of resistance. Scholarship on the histories of homosexuality in 
particular, which is founded on, albeit no longer limited to, the recupera-
tion of dead white men, has had to expand and must continue to expand 
its analytical focus to examine the gendered, raced, and classed privilege 
that underpins the emergence of homosexuality as a category of collective 
identification. I conjure the figure of the queer angel of history to capture 
the complexities of the queer past and explain my concern both with the 
victims of antiqueer violence and the blind spots of emerging homosexual 
rights discourse in relation to other forms of oppression and injustice. Unlike 
the open-eyed figure of historical progress so famously summoned in Walter 
Benjamin’s reading of Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus, the queer angel of history 
has its sight obscured by the grit of experience. While the angel of history, ac-
cording to Benjamin, is speedily propelled away from an inevitably receding 
past, its queer counterpart is pulled hither and thither by an affective “tem-
poral drag,” to borrow Freeman’s phrase, that throws a spanner in the linear 
works of historical time.35 On the cover of this book is Paul Klee’s paint-
ing One Who Understands (1934). It features an abstracted face that is both 
drawn from and segmented by a series of lines. According to the description 
in the Metropolitan Museum of Art catalogue, the lines “divide the picture 
like a cracked windowpane,” giving the impression that the subject is both 
part of and witness to shattering historical experience, simultaneously formed 
and fragmented by it.36 The image captures well my conception of a queer 
angel of history. A reminder that “motions do not always go forward,” the 
queer angel of history is compelled by the paradoxical disjuncture between 
the sociopolitical gains that have improved queer lives collectively and the 
experiences of violence that nevertheless continue to mark the felt realities of 
queerness across time.37

By conjuring the queer angel of history, I signal that queer history re-
quires what I think of as the tasks of slow theory: accounting for the felt 
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relationship between past and present; exploring the intersections between 
subjectivity, emotional life, and the public spheres of law, science, and soci-
ety; and recognizing the significance of cultural production for shaping lives 
and archives. Slowness here refers to the lingering impact of past traumas 
that continue to shape, and sometimes haunt, queer lives across time. In my 
analysis of Hirschfeld’s work, the queer angel of history marks the complex, 
felt links between violence and queer existence. While Hirschfeld’s work doc-
uments antiqueer attacks and their impact, close attention to the gaps and 
silences in his writings reveals that his narrow focus on affirming homosexu-
ality forged a particular kind of righteous cause that privileged attention to 
its own victims in a way that sometimes obscured or failed to recognize other 
forms of violence. I use the term queer here to describe the collective identifi-
cations that started to gather around sexual desires from the later nineteenth 
century onward, especially the desires and gender expressions that ran against 
binary conventions. This use is indebted to debates about intersectionality, 
which have brought into focus, in Kimberlé Crenshaw’s words, “the tension 
[of identity politics] with dominant conceptions of social justice,” and to the 
more recent critiques of the livability of lives whose bodies and desires do 
not match social norms and expectations.38 Yet I am mindful of the analyti-
cal limits of queer when applied as an umbrella term that uses sexuality to 
cover gender and obscure the specificities and complexities of transgender 
and intersex lives.39 In the book I focus primarily on the emergence of male 
homosexual rights activism, using the vocabularies of homosexuality and les-
bianism (and sometimes other early twentieth-century cognates), transgender 
(including its early twentieth-century forms of transvestism and transsexual-
ity), and intersex when I discuss these specific histories. In addition, however, 
I deploy queer to denote something of the sharedness of experience—however 
historically, socioculturally, and somatically contingent and emotionally in-
flected—that comes with living lives that are figured as being against ac-
cepted norms, and I think queer, as Judith Butler puts it, as “part of the weave 
of a broadening struggle” for livability and justice.40

Queer Oblivion

A central concern of the book is the apparent obliviousness of Hirschfeld to 
certain kinds of gendered and racial injustice. The word oblivious, most com-
monly understood today as a state of unawareness, is derived from the Latin 
obliviosus, meaning “forgetful” but also “producing forgetfulness,” a tension 
between passive and active states that speaks to my concerns with the pos-
sibilities of apprehending violence. Obliviousness is linked etymologically to 
oblivion, a word that can mean, for instance, “freedom from care and worry” 
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but also “forgetfulness resulting from inattention or carelessness; heedless-
ness; disregard” and the “intentional overlooking of an offence.” A linked but 
separate definition understands oblivion as “the state or condition of being 
forgotten,” “obscurity,” “nothingness,” “void,” and “death.”41 These conflict-
ing meanings oscillate between the engaged and the subjected, the jubilant 
and the miserable in ways that speak to my focus on the exigencies of queer 
existence across time. While oblivion can be understood in terms of the nega-
tion of queer existence—the denial, obscuring, and deliberate forgetting of 
queer lives—that has been one of the hallmarks of heteronormative history, 
it also captures the blind spots of emerging homosexual activism: the violence 
ignored or sidelined in attempts to affirm and celebrate queer culture.

The five chapters that make up the main part of the book present new re-
search on the violent norms and discourses that shaped queer modernity and 
the lives of the people who were their subjects. Chapter 1, which introduces 
Hirschfeld’s career, reframes the emergence of modern homosexual rights dis-
course in colonial context to ask whose suffering was apprehensible, and on 
what terms, in early twentieth-century public and sexual discourses. Chapter 2  
reveals that the emotional prompts for Hirschfeld’s work came from a series 
of sad, and sometimes devastating, interpersonal encounters with suicidal 
women and men. Examining how queer suicides and the death of arguably 
the most famous modern homosexual, Oscar Wilde, were received by the 
women and men who identified in some way with this suffering, the chap-
ter demonstrates that death affectively shaped modern homosexual culture. 
Chapter 3 then shifts the focus to questions of physical violence. It explores 
Hirschfeld’s little-known writings on abuse and the treatment of offenders to 
reveal how a degree of intimate violence was normalized in modern society. In 
Chapter 4 I turn attention to life at the Institute of Sexual Science, examining 
the complex relationship between sexual science and the emerging queer and 
transgender subcultures before demonstrating that the attack on the institute 
was shaped by deeply engrained homophobic norms that dictated how the 
Nazi men handled the attack. Chapter 5 explores Hirschfeld’s final years in 
exile to scrutinize the subtler processes by which lives are denied. Hirschfeld 
escaped Nazi persecution by embarking on a journey that would take him 
across North America, Asia, and the Middle East. The published account 
of his travels, together with the surviving evidence of how he was received, 
for instance, in North America, India, and the Middle East, offer intriguing 
insights into the existence of global sexual reform networks before World 
War�II even as this material also demonstrates that Hirschfeld allowed only 
certain voices into his narrative. The book concludes with a Coda that ex-
plores Hirschfeld’s postwar legacy and how his work might provide, if not 
necessarily straightforward lessons for contemporary same-sex rights activism, 
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Professional Haunting

The narrative of the young officer’s suicide gained a relatively prominent role 
in Hirschfeld’s vast oeuvre because he included it in autobiographical reflec-
tions published over the course of his life. He made use of the story to legiti-
mize his sexological practice, aiming to give it an emotional credibility and 
political urgency that would distinguish his work from that of his colleagues. 
An account of events published in 1922–1923 in the homosexual journal Die 
Freundschaft (The friendship), shows that Hirschfeld used the suicide narra-
tive in an attempt to gain professional credibility in the competing factions 
of early twentieth-century homosexual culture. He mentions the suicide in 
an article about the history of the Wissenschaftlich-humanitäres Kommitee 
(WhK; Scientific Humanitarian Committee), which was directed specifically 
at a homosexual audience and sought to promote Hirschfeld’s many reform 
activities. The WhK was cofounded by Hirschfeld in May 1897, shortly be-
fore Oscar Wilde’s release from prison, to increase public knowledge about 
and acceptance of homosexuality. Its best-known campaign was the petition 
for the revocation of Paragraph 175 of the German Penal Code. The WhK 
also played a key role in the publication of new sexuality research, compet-
ing and overlapping with other journals in complicated ways. For instance, 
Sigmund Freud explained in a letter to Carl Jung in 1908 that an article of 
his had appeared in the new Zeitschrift für Sexualwissenschaft (Journal of 
sexual science) after “a bit of skullduggery on the part of the editors [who 
had] originally solicited the piece for the Jahrbuch für sexuelle Zwischenstufen 
[Yearbook for sexual intermediaries].” He continues, “I was not told until sev-
eral months later that it was to be published in the Zeitschrift für Sexualwis-
senschaft which was just being founded. I asked for a guarantee that this new 
organ was not to be a chronicle of the [WhK] in which case I preferred to 
withdraw my contribution, but received no answer.”25 Freud’s words indicate 
the sometimes rapidly shifting allegiances of the early sex researchers. While 
he had originally submitted his work to the Jahrbuch, knowing that it was 
closely aligned with the WhK, Freud soon turned his back on the WhK in a 
row over Hirschfeld’s use of a questionnaire to assess homosexual life. Freud’s 
article, meanwhile, was passed from the editors of the Jahrbuch to the editors 
of the newly founded Zeitschrift, probably because of the quarrel, who then 
contacted Freud with their editorial queries.

The episode, which is barely more than a footnote in the history of sex re-
search, nevertheless illustrates how a complex web of professional disputes and 
personal rivalries shaped the sexual sciences. By the time Hirschfeld wrote his 
short history of the WhK in 1922, the organization had undergone further 
transformations as it became closely associated with the broader activities of 
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the Institute of Sexual Science. The institute, founded by Hirschfeld in 1919, 
had a significant popular reach, drawing in large audiences through initia-
tives such as the Marriage Consultation Department—closely tied in to the 
institute’s eugenics work—and Questionnaire Evenings, which gave mem-
bers of the public the opportunity anonymously to deposit questions about 
sex. A member of the institute would then answer these questions in a public 
talk.26 Despite its popular success, the institute competed with other homo-
sexual organizations. The WhK’s greatest rival in Berlin’s homosexual sub-
culture, for example, was the Gemeinschaft der Eigenen (Community of the 
Autonomous).27 Led by Adolf Brand and Benedict Friedländer, it was heavily 
influenced by the anarchist writings of John Henry Mackay.28 Founded in 
1903, the Gemeinschaft der Eigenen supported Hirschfeld’s fight for the 
abolition of antihomosexuality legislation but rejected both Hirschfeld’s lead-
ership and his theorization of sexual intermediaries.29 Instead, Brand and 
Friedländer adapted the masculine ideals of Hellenic revivalism, which had 
gained such popularity in nineteenth-century England, by combining them 
with the physical pursuits of outdoor culture and an affirmative focus on 
homosexual virility that stood in stark contrast to Hirschfeld’s ideas about 
the infinite variations of gender and sexuality. In 1906 Friedländer founded 
a splinter group of the WhK, which became known as the Bund für männ
liche Kultur (League for Manly Culture). He committed suicide a couple of 
years later, apparently in response to the suffering caused by a long-standing 
intestinal illness.30

In contrast to Brand and Friedländer’s ideal of strong masculine homo-
sexuality, Hirschfeld’s understanding of homosexual existence was influ-
enced by the traumatic suicide of his patient. His (re)telling of the story 
indicates how cultural conventions work themselves into the representation 
of traumatic memory. Cathy Caruth has argued that it is difficult to listen 
and respond “to traumatic stories in a way that does not lose their impact, 
reduce them to clichés or turn them all into versions of the same story.”31 
Hirschfeld’s repeated accounts of the suicide of his patient reached beyond 
the realm of the well-rehearsed anecdote even as they were shaped by narra-
tive conventions. Hirschfeld’s final mention of the suicide occurs in one of 
the last pieces he wrote, his “Autobiographical Sketch,” published posthu-
mously in 1936.32 Unlike the 1922 account in Die Freundschaft, this later 
piece was written in English. The two accounts tell slightly different stories 
about the suicide. According to Hirschfeld’s 1922 version, the man died “un-
mittelbar nach seiner Hochzeit” (immediately after his wedding).33 There is 
something particularly poignant about the young man going through the 
rituals of a wedding before committing suicide, especially because this chain 
of events goes against the conventional conception of wedding nerves, which 
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locate the moment of crisis before the wedding.34 When Hirschfeld returns 
to the event at the end of his life the conventional time frame is restored; he 
writes that the man killed himself on the “eve of his marriage.”35 Given the 
absence of other sources we cannot know the actual time of the death, but the 
temporal slippage in Hirschfeld’s accounts alerts us to the ease with which 
cliché attaches itself to the narration of traumatic events.

Hirschfeld wrote “Autobiographical Sketch” for the Encyclopedia Sexu-
alis (1936), a compendium of key themes and figures in the sexual sciences 
edited by an American physician and historian of medicine, Victor Robinson. 
Robinson had a particular interest in the stories that shaped scientific devel-
opment, an interest that defined how he approached and wrote history. His 
subsequent The Story of Medicine (1943), for instance—a book that, it should 
be noted, makes no mention of Hirschfeld or homosexuality—begins with 
the imaginative assertion that “the first cry of pain through the primitive 
jungle was the first call for a physician.”36 If Robinson’s conventional nar-
rative about the civilizing impact of medicine is anything to go by, it seems 
plausible that his editorship played a role in the conventionalized temporal-
ity of Hirschfeld’s English-language account of the suicide. Furthermore, 
Hirschfeld’s own memory of the details of the event might have faded over 
time. Yet the fact remains that he repeatedly returned to the suicide over the 
course of three decades, suggesting that this tragic death retained a traumatic 
presence in Hirschfeld’s life, haunting his professional practice.

Statistical Ends

Where, then, does this single death more broadly fit into Hirschfeld’s work 
and the history of sexuality? For some critics the question of whose life counts 
in the narratives modern society tells about itself can inevitably be answered 
by referring to what they consider the decisive impact of nineteenth-century 
sciences on the regulation and expression of intimacy, desire, and the vagaries 
of identity. Karma Lochrie, for instance, takes for granted what she calls “the 
installation of norms first in statistical science and second in sexology.”37 She 
argues that the emergence of these sciences marks a fundamental distinction 
between “normal” modernity and a premodernity, which “is neither hope-
lessly utopian nor inveterately heteronormative.”38 According to Lochrie’s 
interpretation of Georges Canguilhem’s work on the invention of scientific 
norms and Michel Foucault’s discursive history of sexuality and modernity, 
statistics and sexology are the harbingers of medico-scientific reductiveness, 
legal persecution, and related social norms that bring an end to the anormal-
ity she accords to premodernity. It is of course not difficult to find evidence 
of the damage caused by the process of disciplining sex—including in terms 
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of its problematic conceptual and scientific legacies and the physical and 
psychic suffering caused by practitioners who actively tried to “cure” their 
homosexual or transgendered patients—and it is vital that we take account of 
this damage.39 Yet I am uneasy about histories such as Lochrie’s, which hinge 
on a clearly identifiable modern invention of sexual norms. The attribution of 
seismic structural shifts in power to one or two scientific developments prob-
lematically smooths over many of the edges that delineate the emergence of 
modern sexuality, a process that sharpened queer lives across time and space.

Hirschfeld’s complex role as a sexologist is a case in point. While he 
singled out the transformative power on his work of the suicide of the young 
German officer, he also notes in his account of the event in 1922 that he had 
received countless other “Abschiedsbriefe” (farewell letters) in the intervening 
years.40 If these words create a certain distance between Hirschfeld and the 
young officer whose death here slips into the realm of statistics, Hirschfeld’s 
evocation of the large number of queer suicides hardly expresses detached 
scientific concern. Rather, the tragic deaths motivated Hirschfeld’s political 
work, prompting him to collate statistics that would raise awareness of the 
suffering of homosexuals as a group of people, a group not normally included 
in the burgeoning scientific literature on suicide around 1900.

The subject of suicide first began to garner sustained scientific interest 
in the late nineteenth century. In Berlin, psychiatrists started to collect an 
archive of case studies of women and men who killed themselves. Further-
more, a new kind of social research turned attention to the topic. Émile 
Durkheim, whose large-scale study Le Suicide is considered a founding text of 
modern sociology, famously focused on suicide as a measure of social circum-
stance. Containing findings from a comparative study of the suicide rates 
of Catholics and Protestants, Le Suicide was first published in 1897, around 
the same time that Hirschfeld published his first, short pamphlet, Sappho 
und Sokrates.41 Durkheim’s classification of four different types of suicide 
according to social factors is considered an important methodological step 
in modern social research.42 Ian Marsh and others who have traced the shift-
ing historical conceptions of suicide and its etiologies show, however, that 
Durkheim’s rejection of pathological models of suicide was not unique. Over 
the course of the nineteenth century, philosophers and thinkers increasingly 
turned attention to the social causes of suicide.43 Karl Marx, for instance, had 
already noted in 1846 that suicide constitutes “one of the thousand and one 
symptoms of the general social struggle ever fought out on new ground.”44 
It is not my concern here to track the complex cultural history of suicide or 
critique the methods by which it has been studied and treated by medical 
practitioners, psychologists, and lawmakers. Instead I want to pick up on a 
queer absence in nineteenth-century debates about suicide: before Hirschfeld 
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Hirschfeld’s attempt to draw statistical attention to homosexual suicide 
can be understood as a protest against the denial of homosexuality in death as 
well as life. It challenges the negation of women and men whose sexuality dis-
counted their existence socially and politically. “Without doubt a large num-
ber of homosexuals feel prompted by their sexual particularity to voluntarily 
end their life,” writes Hirschfeld in his magnum opus Die Homosexualität des 
Mannes und des Weibes (The homosexuality of men and women), which was 
published in 1914.49 While he acknowledges that one of the reasons for sui-
cide is the universal problematic of “unrequited love,” he is at pains to point 
out that homosexual suicide should not be seen as a voluntary act but as the 
product of social rejection and legal persecution, caused by feelings of upset 
about the negative status of homosexuality and its persecution and a pro-
nounced fear of blackmail and scandal.50 In a discussion of Doppelselbstmorde 
(double suicides), for example, Hirschfeld points out that such self-inflicted 
deaths are relatively common among female and male urnings, arguing that 
these “couples who kill themselves together . . . prefer togetherness in death to 
loneliness in life, unity in dying to a socially and legally enforced separation 
in life.”51 Given the emphasis placed by Hirschfeld on the social and legal 
causes of homosexual suicide, his statistical work on the issue can be under-
stood as an attempt to intervene in what he considered the double attack on 
homosexuality in life as well as death.

When Walter Benjamin looked back to the economic crises of 1840, he 
noted that it was during this time that “the idea of suicide became familiar to 
the working masses” who “despair[ed] of earning a livelihood.”52 He observed 
that suicide gained a degree of cultural capital at the time, as indicated by the 
popular circulation of a lithograph depicting a suicidal unemployed English 
worker whose fate, according to Benjamin, provided inspiration to many oth-
ers who, finding themselves in similarly hopeless financial straits, followed 
suit. Hirschfeld in turn suggested that homosexuality can create feelings of 
hopelessness, emphasizing that “homosexuals don’t suffer because of their ho-
mosexuality but because of the false judgment passed on them by themselves 
and others.”53 For Hirschfeld, then, homosexual suicide was not the result of 
an inherent homosexual defect but the product of attacks against women and 
men whose desires did not fit heterosexual norms and expectations.

Penal Death

Paragraph 175 of the German Penal Code punished sexual acts between men 
with imprisonment and the optional revocation of civil rights. In Prussia, the 
death penalty for sodomy had been abolished in 1794, but this did not mean 
that the penal system no longer contributed to the deaths of men imprisoned 
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for sex with other men. Hirschfeld’s account of what he calls the “unneces-
sary” suicide of a fifty-five-year-old man from Baden in southern Germany 
shows just how cruelly the prison system could conspire in fostering a po-
tentially deadly sense of social rejection. The man, who had been arrested 
for homosexual conduct while on holiday in Berlin, hanged himself in his 
cell a few days after sending notification of his arrest to Hirschfeld—who 
was known to offer support in such circumstances—and to his family and 
employer. The prison delayed sending the letters for five days, a time span 
that proved too long for the man, who killed himself believing that “outside 
nobody wanted to know him any longer.”54 According to Hirschfeld, the 
death was particularly tragic because the man’s sense of rejection turned out 
to have been unfounded: in addition to Hirschfeld’s support, the man’s fam-
ily and employer sent supportive letters, the latter emphasizing that the man 
would be able to return to his job “even if he was found guilty.”55 In other 
words, while the man clearly suffered from legal persecution, his sense of 
social rejection turned out to have been imagined rather than real, enforced 
by a punitive prison system that interrupted vital communications.

Hirschfeld also mentions that he often encountered on the bodies of his 
patients “Suizidialnarben” (scars left by suicide attempts).56 The image of 
suicidal scarring not only bears witness to the damage caused by social norms 
but indicates how such damage touched Hirschfeld’s sexological practice. It 
suggests that the body in the clinic is not only, as Foucault would have it, 
the docile product of disciplinary power but also a repository of experience, 
which sometimes imprints itself onto the skin, making legible what language 
fails to articulate. With this in mind, the data collected by Hirschfeld on 
homosexual suicide can be seen as an attempt to make visible the queer scar 
tissue that marks modern homosexuality. By counting homosexual suicides 
within a statistical framework, Hirschfeld emphasized the collective shape 
of the individual suffering. This archive documents the deadly effects of 
homosexual persecution and how social ostracization could make queer lives 
feel unlivable.

Gender Bias

Hirschfeld’s intervention in social research and debates about suicide has 
its own, gendered, blind spots. While he discussed both homosexual and 
lesbian suicides, his focus was clearly on men who kill themselves. To some 
extent, the gender imbalance reflects that Hirschfeld drew heavily on per-
sonal experience in his work. As a cross-dresser, he had many connections 
with people whose gender did not match the one assigned at birth or who 
were intersex, as discussed in Chapter 4. But writing in 1914, his focus was 
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clearly on male homosexuals; he claims to have known personally over half 
of the one hundred men who had killed themselves in recent years. Accord-
ing to his analysis of the ten thousand or so responses to his psychobiological 
questionnaire, Hirschfeld estimated that around three in every one hundred 
urnings successfully commit suicide, that about a quarter of all homosexuals 
attempt suicide, and that the remaining three-quarters have suicidal thoughts 
at some point in their lives.57 In short, according to Hirschfeld, homosexual 
existence is at least felt to be unlivable at some point. If this paints a grim pic-
ture, Hirschfeld also mentions that the numbers are not necessarily accurate. 
He cites the work of a Dutch physician who had undertaken a similar survey 
and arrived at slightly lower numbers.58 His figures are further compromised 
by their being based largely on accounts of visitors to the institute, many of 
whom had come to seek help in dealing with feelings of isolation, rejection, 
and despair. But the statistical accuracy of this data or the methodology that 
framed the investigation is not the main point of interest here. More sig-
nificant is that Hirschfeld spoke publicly about the fact that homosexuality 
could seem unlivable because it lacked rights, acceptance, and in the case of 
lesbianism—as Hirschfeld’s own work shows—visibility.

Examples of women taking their lives appear in a section dealing with 
“Doppelselbstmord” (double suicide) and “unglückliche Liebe” (unhappy 
love).59 Here Hirschfeld mentions the unsuccessful double-suicide attempt 
of two young female factory workers whose relationship was threatened by 
the interference of their parents and the successful suicides of two married 
woman who shot each other, leaving a note with the request “Please do not 
search for the reason behind this deed.”60 Hirschfeld’s gendered evidence base 
indicates how closely the analysis of suicide remained tied to conventional de-
bates about masculinity and femininity, as well as sexuality and citizenship. 
For example, Hirschfeld does not reflect on the fact that while lesbianism, 
unlike male homosexuality, might not have been criminalized, the social 
taboo of love between women and the pressures on women to conform to 
heterosexual norms created difficult living conditions for lesbians—to the 
extent that some women felt unable to continue their lives in this context. 
While Hirschfeld acknowledged the social factors of lesbian suicide, his focus 
on issues of unfulfilled love and tragic relationship does not address in any 
detail the circumstances that doomed the lives of these women. Adrienne 
Rich has argued that “the destruction of records and memorabilia and letters 
documenting the realities of lesbian existence must be taken very seriously as 
a means of keeping heterosexuality compulsory for women, since what has 
been kept from our knowledge is joy, sexuality, courage, and community, as 
well as guilt, self-betrayal and pain.”61 There is no evidence that Hirschfeld 
actively destroyed lesbian archives, and it is worth reiterating that he wrote 
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about both female and male same-sex sexuality. Yet his relatively limited 
analysis and superficial treatment of lesbian suicide nevertheless illustrates 
what Rich has identified as the historical deprival of lesbian “political exis-
tence through ‘inclusion’ as female versions of male homosexuality.”62 The 
silences on the deaths of trans and intersex people further limit Hirschfeld’s 
suicide work. They reflect a long history of gendered exclusions and margin-
alization, which seeped into affirmative debates about homosexuality and 
shaped scientific research, as well as political interventions.

A Verbal Arsenal

Hirschfeld’s gendered silences are all the more remarkable because one of 
his main concerns was precisely the challenge of what he considered the 
potentially fatal unspeakability of homosexual life as well as death. He con-
tributed, for example, to the silent film Anders als die Andern (Different from 
the others), released in German cinemas in 1919, which treated in a sympa-
thetic manner the blackmail of homosexuals.63 The film opens with the main 
character, Paul Körner (played by Conrad Veidt, later famous for his roles 
in the 1920 films The Cabinet of Dr Caligari and the Orientalist adventure 
fantasy The Indian Tomb), going through newspapers at breakfast (Figure 
2.1). We see his face distorting in despair as he finds report after report about 
“unexplained” deaths of men. The causes of these deaths are described as 
“unknown” and “incomprehensible,” yet it is clear from Körner’s reaction 
that he reads the news in affective terms as the deaths of men who, like him, 
were attracted to other men. The opening anticipates Körner’s own suicide 
toward the end of the film, when he kills himself to escape a blackmailer who 
destroyed his budding relationship with a young man. Anders als die Andern 
was inspired by the real cases of homosexual blackmail that Hirschfeld en-
countered in his clinic. Furthermore, deaths such as the high-profile suicide 
of the steel manufacturer Friedrich Krupp in 1902 received considerable pub-
lic attention. Krupp, a married father of two who liked to holiday in Capri, 
where he entertained close relationships with young men, killed himself less 
than two weeks after the Social Democratic Party newspaper Vorwärts (For-
ward) published an article claiming that Krupp was homosexual.64 Anders als 
die Andern examines the causes of such deaths and the silence that surrounds 
them. Produced as part of the educational outreach efforts of the Institute 
of Sexual Science, the film captures well the insidious ways in which the ta-
boo subjects of homosexuality and suicide resided in early twentieth-century 
public discourse—not so much as a total absence but as a loaded silence that 
could contribute to a sense of collective despair and the feeling of an epidemic 
loss of queer life even as homosexual culture grew in affirmative terms.
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That verbal attacks, rather than necessarily physical violence, posed some 
of the most dangerous threats to queer existence is a recurring theme in 
Hirschfeld’s writings. Discussing the consequences of persecution, for exam-
ple, he deliberately offset German- and English-language expressions against 
each other to critique the transmission of antihomosexuality sentiments by 
the medical profession.65 He recounts an encounter with an American patient 
who told him that when he had asked his doctor back home in Philadelphia 
for advice about his homosexuality, the physician responded that the only 
ways of dealing with it were masturbation, voluntary commitment to a psy-
chiatric asylum, or suicide.66 My translation here is a fairly literal rendering 
of Hirschfeld’s German words. Hirschfeld himself records the incident in a 
way that makes clear that such a straightforward translation does not tell the 
full story.

The German passage includes the English-language expressions used by 
the American doctor, which are set apart in parentheses from Hirschfeld’s 
own words. These English words give their own account of the doctor’s nega-
tive stance toward homosexuality. They reveal that the doctor had advised his 
patient to “use his right hand,” employing a slang term for masturbation, a 
practice which was at the time still largely a social taboo.67 Next, the patient 
was offered the option “to place himself in a madhouse,” a choice of words 
that reinforces the derogatory tone of the doctor’s advice. While in the early 
twentieth century mental health issues were still understood in negative terms,  
the clinical terminology of the “psychiatric hospital” had by then replaced the 
older term “madhouse.”68 Most chillingly, the physician emphasized that the  
preferred action for his homosexual patient would be, “better, [to] commit 
suicide.”69 Hirschfeld does not translate “better,” which I have emphasized. 
However, his decision to include the doctor’s English words ensures that 
their devastating implications are not missed. From contextual evidence we 
know that Hirschfeld wrote for an educated audience, which would have 

Figure 2.1 Still from 
Anders als die Andern 
(1919), with Conrad 
Veidt as Paul Körner.
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been able to read both German and English. By recording in parallel the 
German and English words, the sexological text here draws attention to the 
deadly climax of the Philadelphian doctor’s words. The professional objectiv-
ity of the Philadelphian doctor is undermined, alerting us to the complicity 
of certain medical discourses and certain doctors in perpetuating violence 
against homosexuals. This incitement to suicide is a powerful reminder that 
many, perhaps most, antihomosexual attacks are verbal and that the keepers 
of such verbal arsenals are frequently in positions of trust and power.

Dead Wilde

Of course not all queer people who died tragically or prematurely did so 
because they had taken their own lives. Hirschfeld’s account of the recep-
tion of the death of arguably the most iconic modern homosexual, Oscar 
Wilde, indicates how the persecution of this famous figure affected both 
Hirschfeld and queer everyday life in the early twentieth century. Wilde’s 
trial, and the wealth of public attention it received have been critically well 
documented. Considered a formative moment in modern homosexual cul-
ture when knowledge about sex between men was popularized, producing a 
stereotypical image of the (male) homosexual that would retain its cultural 
currency well into the twentieth century, scholars have examined in detail 
the events and their impact on homosexual culture.70 The Wilde case is a 
reminder of the gendered history of same-sex sexuality—lesbianism entered 
English public discourse only in 1928 with the trial of Radclyffe Hall’s novel 
The Well of Loneliness—and that modern same-sex history typically revolves 
around famous, often upper-class, figures. If Wilde himself does not fit the 
focus of this chapter on ordinary lives, Hirschfeld’s writings about his death 
nevertheless reveal that Wilde’s suffering affected everyday queer culture in 
the early twentieth century.

Wilde died in November 1900, at age forty-six, not long after he had 
been released from prison, where he had served a sentence of two years’ hard 
labor following his conviction for homosexual conduct in 1895. The critical 
consensus is that Wilde’s death was hastened by his deteriorating health, the 
result of the years in Reading Gaol. However, the exact details of what caused 
Wilde’s death remain disputed.71 In the late 1980s, the biographer Richard 
Ellmann popularized the controversial argument, first put forward by Arthur 
Ransome in 1912, that Wilde had contracted syphilis from female prostitutes 
during his time at Oxford in the 1870s.72 Ellmann argued that the disease 
flared up more than twenty-five years later and caused the meningitis that he 
believes killed Wilde.73 Subsequent studies have, however, convincingly dis-
carded syphilis as the cause of Wilde’s death.74 In an article published in The 
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Lancet in 2000 to mark the centenary of Wilde’s death, the pharmacological 
expert and psychiatrist Ashley Robins and the otolaryngologist Sean Sellars 
reexamined Wilde’s death certificate and medical reports by his physician. 
They agree with other findings that suggest that Wilde died from menin-
goencephalitis, an infection of the brain. Robins and Sellars argue that the 
effects of this infection were compounded further by its treatment, an inva-
sive surgical procedure that cost Wilde a lot of money, pain, and ultimately, 
his life.75 They support their claims with a picture of Wilde on his deathbed 
(Figure 2.2), contending that the flower arrangement next to Wilde’s ear was 
placed there deliberately to hide the extensive wounds the surgery had caused 
around his right ear. Unlike the visual representations of Wilde’s trial, which 
circulated widely in the contemporary press, the death-bed photograph has 
not entered the popular archive of images by which Wilde is remembered, ei-
ther in the early twentieth century or today. This does not mean that Wilde’s 
death went unnoticed, however. While his plays were banned on the British 
stage, they became hugely popular in many countries, including Germany 
where Wilde’s name also came to feature prominently in homosexual rights 
debates.76

Figure 2.2 Photograph of Oscar Wilde taken the day after his death. Courtesy of 
Jeremy Mason.
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Hirschfeld mentioned Wilde quite frequently to illustrate “the hell expe-
rienced by homosexuals” because of persecution.77 Yvonne Ivory, in a pains-
taking reconstruction of Wilde’s reception in the German homosexual rights 
movement, has examined in detail how “Hirschfeld’s circle was inspired by 
Wilde and used his case and his name strategically to publicize the plight 
of homosexuals.”78 But references to Wilde’s name ran deeper than political 
rhetoric might suggest. Hirschfeld’s writings indicate the personal and col-
lective upset caused by Wilde’s persecution and premature death. Writing 
in the 1930s, Hirschfeld explained that his earliest sexological study, Sappho 
und Sokrates, was not only inspired by the suicide of his young patient but 
published in 1896 “synchronously” “with the trial of Oscar Wilde [when] 
Wilde’s writings (especially his ‘Picture of Dorian Gray’) were widely read 
in Germany.”79 The temporal proximity in which this narrative places the 
suicide, Wilde’s trial, and the beginnings of Hirschfeld’s sexological work 
lays a powerful claim to the emotional connectedness of homosexual life at 
the turn of the nineteenth century. This argument is not about establish-
ing a cause-and-effect relation between the Wilde trial and the young man’s 
death—indeed there is no indication that the young man mentioned Wilde 
in the materials he left for Hirschfeld. Instead, Hirschfeld’s work emphasizes 
that same-sex lives, however distinct, were governed by similar, hostile terms 
of reality.

Witnessing, directly or indirectly, the violent or premature deaths of men 
who loved other men caused emotional shockwaves that rippled far across the 
modern world. In Hirschfeld’s case, this is made tangible in his account of a 
visit to Cambridge sometime between 1905 and 1907. We can date the visit 
because Hirschfeld mentions that it took place when Wilde’s son, Vyvyan 
Holland, was a law student at Trinity College. Given that Hirschfeld was 
usually very keen to meet people on his travels—and that difficult personal 
encounters were a central component of his investigative method—it stands 
out that he deliberately avoided introduction to Holland when the opportu-
nity presented itself, “as a courtesy,” he explained, to a young man who felt 
“ashamed of his father’s name.”80 Hirschfeld then goes on to claim that “the 
name Wilde” had come to evoke entirely negative and shameful associations 
since the trial, now sounding “like an indecent word, which caused homo-
sexuals to blush with shame, women to avert their eyes and normal men to 
be outraged.”81 This sentence is at odds with the general tone of Hirschfeld’s 
work, which seeks to dismantle precisely such crude distinctions between 
homosexuals and “normal men” and which is critical of stereotypical de-
scriptions of female modesty in relation to sex. The turn to cliché signals the 
upset Hirschfeld felt because of Wilde’s death. In times of stress, it seems, 
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even an avid defender of homosexuality such as Hirschfeld resorted to draw-
ing distinctions between (shamefully blushing) homosexuals and (outraged) 
heterosexual men. The account thus indicates the pernicious ways in which 
norms lodge themselves into the unconscious and thus continue to exercise 
their hold.

But Wilde’s death also had a more positive legacy. Returning to his usual, 
more affirmative tone, Hirschfeld mentions an encounter with “a group of 
beautiful young male students” who had gathered to read aloud “The Ballad 
of Reading Gaol.” What is remarkable is that the young men marked their 
allegiance to Wilde by attaching his prisoner number to their shirts.82 The 
students thus symbolically aligned themselves with Wilde in an embodied 
form of memorialization that suggests that Wilde’s tragic death—as much as 
his celebrated life—helped shape a sense of queer community around 1900. 
There is furthermore a physical aspect to Hirschfeld’s own account of the 
meeting. He calls “The Ballad of Reading Goal” “markerschütternd,” “the 
most earth-shattering outcry that has ever been voiced by a downtrodden soul 
about its own torture and that of humanity.”83 The German word marker-
schütternd literally means the shattering of bone marrow, a visceral choice of 
words that forges a physical connection between Hirschfeld and Wilde’s suf-
fering. Despite the imagery of somatic breakage, Hirschfeld ends the account 
on an upbeat note when he claims that his encounter with the young men 
reading Wilde’s poem had filled him with a sense of “quiet joy and move-
ment.”84 This affirmative, future-oriented turn to young men in the sad and 
upsetting narrative about Wilde’s last years is typical of how Hirschfeld deals 
with the difficult realities of violent and premature death in homosexual life. 
While he does not shy away from pointing the finger at a hostile society that 
is responsible for the current suffering, he tends to counter despair with a 
forward-looking hope, here in the image of a queer community of young men 
that continues to flourish despite—and to some extent because of—death 
and persecution.

In some ways Hirschfeld’s account of the impact of Wilde’s death on 
homosexual subcultures anticipates some of the responses to the early AIDS 
crisis when political resolve and vitality was formed out of suffering. Yet 
unlike the many losses of queer life to illness in the 1980s, around 1900 it 
was the single death of a famous man who fell victim to antihomosexual 
legislation that caused wide-reaching upset. Hirschfeld’s work offers insight 
into the impact of Wilde’s death on homosexual men at that point in time 
when the trauma of Wilde’s trial was still fresh and his public recuperation 
had not yet begun. His account of the aftermath of Wilde’s trial supports 
the argument that death shaped modern queer culture, causing suffering but 
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also forging a collective sense of belonging. Hirschfeld’s writings show that 
Wilde’s death had a culturally productive effect on homosexual men whose 
positive memorialization of Wilde in turn invigorated Hirschfeld’s own work.

Affective Deaths

In the twenty-first century, an age of discursive explosions around difficult 
events and emotions—what Ann Kaplan and others have called “trauma 
culture”—it is easy to forget that extreme emotional experience and suffer-
ing have not always been publicly speakable.85 Hirschfeld’s writings on queer 
death and suicide tackle the difficulty of acknowledging emotional upset 
in relation to an identity—in this case homosexuality—that is discursively 
extremely restricted because of its lack of public legitimacy. Whereas the 
suicide of his patient grounds his professional work in personal trauma, his 
subsequent statistical work and account of Oscar Wilde’s death indicate some 
of the emotional threads that held together queer lives collectively and across 
national borders at that point in time when sexology and related cultural, so-
cial, and political debates shaped modern sexuality. Attention to Hirschfeld’s 
archive of death and suicide is not about recuperating his scientia sexualis as a 
model for twenty-first-century sexual activism or about denying the damage 
caused by sexological norms and the devastating practices of those doctors 
who tried to “cure” others of their unspeakable desires. Rather, I have exam-
ined the intersections between sexological practice, popular discourses about 
sexuality, and the lives of the women and men who inhabit the sexological 
texts with the aim of contributing to a better understanding of the terms 
that governed queer reality around the turn of the last century. According 
to Judith Butler such an understanding is needed for social transformation 
and the creation, in her words, of “a world in which those who understand 
their gender and their desire to be nonnormative can live and thrive not only 
without the threat of violence from the outside but without the pervasive 
sense of their own unreality, which can lead to suicide or a suicidal life.”86 An 
analysis of Hirschfeld’s death narratives helps make visible the social norms 
that prompted many women and men to end their life because of the sense 
that their homosexual feelings and desires fundamentally denied their exis-
tence. These writings thus provide vital insights into the damaging terms that 
governed queer reality in the early twentieth century, revealing the powerful 
impact homosexual persecution and social rejection had on individual lives 
and collective existence at the time. They show that homosexual culture 
formed not just around political protest and affirmative cultural representa-
tions but also around injury, hurt, and death.



3

Normal Cruelty

Child Beatings and Sexual Violence

The previous chapters establish how colonialism framed the emergence 
of a rights-oriented sexual science and that both direct experiences of 
violence and the witnessing of violence against others shaped a collec-

tive sense of queer existence. This chapter shifts the focus to Hirschfeld’s 
often overlooked writings on sexual crimes and what we would today call 
abuse.1 This material constitutes a difficult archive, partly because it deals 
with the lives of subjects whose own voices cannot be heard independently 
from Hirschfeld’s narrative and partly because the historically contingent 
categories of abuse and same-sex perversion remain closely tied in modern 
debates about sexual violence and its punishment. By tracking Hirschfeld’s 
somewhat uneven engagement with protomodern debates about abuse, con-
sent, and the treatment of sexual offenders and their victims, I aim to gain 
a better understanding of the overlaps and proximities between distinct his-
tories of sexuality and sexual violence. The investigation is prompted by the 
realization that while the different kinds of abuse and violence discussed here 
all have their own distinct histories—historians of childhood have tracked 
the changing cultural attitudes and the social and legal transformations that 
gave birth to the notion of a “protected” childhood during the height of capi-
talist and colonial expansion in the West, feminist scholars have examined 
the long histories of violence against women, and historians of homosexual-
ity have shown how movements against child prostitution were mobilized in 
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the criminalization of sex between men—we still know relatively little about 
how sexual reform campaigners such as Magnus Hirschfeld engaged with 
these debates.2

The chapter begins with a historical overview that places the contempo-
raneous emergence of homosexual rights alongside child protection efforts 
before considering Hirschfeld’s writings on sexual violence, which range from 
a critique of the castration of sexual offenders to comments on boy love, 
consent, sex education, systematic cruelty to children, and an oddly out of 
place discussion of intersex. This diverse and little-discussed body of work 
raises questions about what counted as violence around 1900, a time when 
individual behaviors (and the need to “correct” them) were typically consid-
ered in terms of their social implications. This is reflected in the language of 
the time, which deployed terms such as decency and corruption in place of the 
later category of abuse. Hirschfeld himself was among the first to embrace the 
emerging modern catalogue of “sexual offences,” which included, in addi
tion to older words such as rape, categories such as coercion and violation.3 It 
was built around the understanding that individuals have “sexuelle[s] Selbst-
verfügungsrecht,” or the right to determine whether they want to engage in 
sexual acts.4 Yet if the emergence of this new vocabulary marks the beginning 
of a shift in understanding of different forms of interpersonal violence, the 
legal and medical debates around it indicate that older ideas about gender 
continued to influence what counted as abuse. Throughout the chapter I pay 
attention to Hirschfeld’s own terminology, but I also use the anachronisms 
abuse and sexual violence as umbrella terms for acts of, in this case mostly 
physical, cruelty. The anachronistic choice of terminology is not to obscure 
historical specificity. Instead I follow Louise Jackson’s observation that un-
derstanding of abusive behavior predated the modern coinage of the term,5 
using the category of “abuse” similarly to Shani D’Cruze in her work on the 
history of sexual violence to examine how different kinds of violence might 
be linked.6 This broader approach emphasizes that homosexuality, and the 
violence against it, did not emerge in isolation but in a space of habitual, 
normal cruelty against bodies constructed as weak, perverse, or abhorrent. 
Hirschfeld’s disparate writings on all kinds of injurious practices show that 
a degree of intimate violence was normalized in modern German society.

An Age of Sexual Exploitation

Considering the complex synchronicities between the histories of male 
same-sex sexuality and child sexual abuse debates is in many ways a prob-
lematic undertaking. It is problematic because of the persistence of perni-
cious stereotyping about predatory homosexuals and lesbians, a rhetoric that 
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is still sometimes evoked in twenty-first-century discussions of pedophilia. It  
is problematic also because, as historians of homosexuality have pointed out, 
the emerging debates about the abuse and the protection of children—and 
childhood7—at times directly turned against men who had sex with other 
men. In England it was famously an investigation into female child prosti
tution in the mid-1880s that contributed to the introduction of repressive 
anti-same-sex legislation. In 1885 the journalist W. T. Stead published a se-
ries of articles titled “The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon” in the Pall 
Mall Gazette.8 They contained the findings of an investigation Stead had 
conducted into child prostitution. His revelations of the ease of procuring 
sex with young girls—including details such as that some children were traf-
ficked by their own mothers and that some doctors and midwives agreed to 
certify a girl’s virginity—caused a public outcry. Stead’s articles set in motion 
developments that would lead to Section 11 of the Criminal Amendment Act 
of 1885.9 Also known as the Labouchère amendment, the new law not only 
raised the age of consent from thirteen to sixteen but, via inclusion of the 
category of “gross indecency,” also effectively criminalized sex between men. 
Louise Jackson, in her study of child abuse in Victorian England, has pointed 
out that the focus of debate was almost entirely on the abuse of female chil-
dren, “despite police knowledge of a market for adolescent boy prostitutes,” 
because many of the social purity campaigners and philanthropists concen-
trated specifically on the rescue of fallen women and girls.10 Furthermore, the 
diverse band of Victorian feminists who turned their attention to sexuality 
were predominantly concerned with women’s rights over their bodies and the 
denial of women’s access to sexual knowledge, topics that also preoccupied 
Hirschfeld’s feminist colleagues at the institute.11 The gendered focus of En
glish sexual abuse debates and the introduction of laws against it—in addition 
to the increased age of consent, they also included criminalization of incest 
in 1908, although here too the focus was on girls—complicates the idea that 
legislation such as the Labouchère amendment was primarily driven by ho-
mophobia. Instead, as historians and critics such as Jackson and Jana Funke 
have in different ways made clear, such laws and “moral panics” were parts of 
broader attempts to protect children and women from male lust and sexual 
incontinence—even if in the process evidence of straight sexual abuse could 
turn into attacks specifically against men who had sex with other men.12

The age of classification when words such as homosexuality and hetero-
sexuality were coined also produced the modern pedophile. While pedophilia 
debates fully gained momentum only in the later twentieth century, the term 
itself was coined in the 1880s when it circulated among medical professionals 
invested in diagnosing sexual transgressions as well as crimes. The Austrian 
psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing, famous for his authorship of one of 
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sexology’s first textbooks, Psychopathia Sexualis, introduced the expression 
“paedophilia erotica.” Locating child sexual abuse in an emerging catalogue 
of sexual pathologies, which made little conceptual distinction between, say, 
shoe fetishism and abusive sexual behavior toward children, Krafft-Ebing 
defined “paedophilia erotica” as the phenomenon of “a sexually needy subject 
[being] drawn to children . . . by a morbid disposition.”13 He thus simulta-
neously pathologized and infantilized the abusive behavior. Krafft-Ebing’s 
notion of the “needy subject” anticipates some of the psychoanalytic theories 
of Sigmund Freud. Freud, who was briefly mentored by Krafft-Ebing in the 
early stages of his career, wrote about the impact of child sexual abuse on 
his adult patients in the 1890s as part of his controversial Verführungstheorie 
(seduction theory), originally premised on his patients having experienced 
actual abuse. But Freud soon discarded the theory, claiming that patient ac-
counts of sexual abuse should be understood as fantastic rather than real.14 
While neither Freud nor Krafft-Ebing explicitly linked child sexual abuse to 
sexual orientation, the two were often considered together—for instance, in 
the work of Wilhelm Stekel, one of Freud’s early followers, who argued that 
pedophilia was a typical homosexual behavior, but also in the responses of 
some early homosexual activists whose attempts to distance the homosexual 
from the pedophile paradoxically reinforced the link.15 This association be-
tween homosexuality and pedophilia was made in one of the earliest stud-
ies of child sexual abuse, conducted by the Frenchman Auguste Ambroise 
Tardieu in the mid-nineteenth century.16 Largely ignored or dismissed by 
many of his scientific contemporaries, Tardieu gained infamy in histories of 
homosexuality for his measurements of male anuses and penises to determine 
whether a man had engaged in criminal sex with another man. However, his 
Étude Médico-Légale sur les Attentats aux Mœurs was also the first text to argue 
that child abuse was a widespread, rather than exceptional, occurrence.17 The 
works of Tardieu and the later sexologists and psychoanalysts illustrate some 
of the complex proximities between historical debates about homosexuality 
and child abuse, in terms of both the false links drawn between the two and 
the difficulties of teasing apart their distinct discursive histories.

Contemporaneous with the scientific developments around child sexual 
abuse, discourses about boy love gained renewed cultural traction in the 
Hellenic revival that shaped educated, middle-class homophile subcultures 
in the nineteenth century.18 Critics, who tend to treat these developments 
largely separately, have focused on the reception of Plato in homophile cul-
tures where pederasteia was generally understood as the cross-generational 
friendship between an older, usually teacher-like, man and a boy.19 The boys 
in question could range in age from child to young adult. For instance, in 
contrast to figures such as Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray, the love object of Basil 
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Hayward, who was a young man stepping out into the world, some represen-
tations dealt with desire for younger boys.20 The boys who were the object of 
attraction in the poems of William Johnson, a teacher at Eton, for example, 
were of school age, and Johnson himself was forced to resign because parents 
found a letter he had sent to one of his pupils. Martha Vicinus has pointed 
out that boy love is a difficult subject for twenty-first-century critics not 
least because the adolescent boy already was a complex figure in nineteenth-
century female as well as male same-sex cultures—a “liminal creature [who] 
could absorb and reflect a variety of sexual desires and emotional needs.”21 
According to Vicinus the “marginalization of the boy in analyses of liter-
ary history points to our own homophobia far more than to contemporary 
distaste for ‘the love that dare not speak its name.’”22 Yet if boy love could 
mean a number of things in the nineteenth century—and it is difficult to 
capture precisely the historical meanings of this multivalent concept that 
is today so overladen with abusive connotations—it is also clear that some 
of the nineteenth-century men who desired men were not only attracted to 
pederasteia but aware that relationships with, or even the public adoration 
of, youths might leave them open to charges of corruption. In a thought-
provoking rereading of the work of the English literary critic and defender 
of “sexual inversion” John Addington Symonds, Jana Funke has noted that 
Symonds had made the distinction between his private acceptance, on occa-
sion even celebration, of boy love and the need to represent homosexuality 
as a relationship between men.23 Funke argues that Symonds, writing at a 
time when many members of the homophile movement were generally in 
favor of boy love, was uncomfortable with publicly supporting the practice, 
claiming that “we cannot be Greek now,” by which he meant that members 
of his circle, who privately wrote quite extensively and positively about boy 
love, should not publicly discuss the issue if they were to avoid charges of 
corruption.24

There are numerous explanations as to why Symonds was so alert to 
possible public condemnation, including his controversial defense of “sex-
ual inversion” and his having to step down from an Oxford fellowship after 
his amorous letters to a choirboy were discovered.25 Furthermore, we might 
speculate that a public defender of homosexuality—albeit one with a fairly 
restricted readership such as Symonds—might have wanted to distance him-
self from the more overtly exploitative boy love narratives that circulated at 
the time. For example, in 1894 the Catholic convert John Francis Bloxham 
published under a pseudonym the short story “The Priest and the Acolyte,” 
which describes the sexual relationship between a priest and a boy.26 Lisa 
Hamilton, in her reading of the story, argues that “censure of their sexual 
relationship” is what drives them to commit double suicide.27 However, the 
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transitioning. For Hirschfeld, male-to-female transvestites were defined by 
their gender identity and, as Mak and Darryl B. Hill have shown, hetero-
sexual identifying.49 In contrast, he understood female-to-male “passing” 
mostly either in economic terms, as a way for women to gain male privileges, 
or in relation to their perceived sexual inversion. The difficulties of thinking 
masculinity without men have been aptly demonstrated by Jack Halberstam 
in the groundbreaking study Female Masculinity.50 There is little question 
that Hirschfeld’s transvestite categorization helped inaugurate a new way of 
speaking transgender collectively and publicly and that his work could offer, 
as Ina Linge has argued, a “prosthetic support” for the way people articulated 
their sense of self.51 However, his work also is an example of the persistence of 
binary gender norms even in projects that overtly challenge them.

The Institute of Sexual Science prided itself in supporting transvestites 
in a number of ways.52 Perhaps most famous today are the medical interven-
tions it offered, but it also supported, more widely, transgender people whose 
lives were threatened by gender-related laws and social norms. One of the 
institute’s surgeons, Ludwig Levy-Lenz, for example, a gynecologist who took 
part in many of the early Genitalumwandlung operations (the term literally 
translates as “transformation of the genitals”), wrote in his memoirs that 
because it was difficult for “transvestites to find a job . . . we did everything 
we could to give such people a job at our institute.”53 He points out that 
the institute employed five “male transvestites” as maids, claiming that they 
were “the best, most hardworking and conscientious domestic workers we 
ever had.”54 Levy-Lenz emphasized that no visitor to the institute “notice[d] 
anything” when encountering these maids. Christopher Isherwood, in his 
third-person account of his time at the institute, describes how the disclosure 
that an “apparently female guest was a man” challenged his perception of 
himself: “Christopher had been telling himself that he had rejected respect-
ability,” he writes, but “the Hirschfeld kind of respectability disturbed his 
latent puritanism.”55 Isherwood’s words, which suggest that initially at least 
he was uncomfortable with encountering transgender people, reveal some 
of the fault lines between homosexual and transgender cultures at the time. 
They reinforce why doctors such as Levy-Lenz and Hirschfeld wanted the 
institute to be an oasis for people whose bodies did not match their assigned 
gender and who were, as Rainer Herrn has shown, sometimes in conflict with 
the law because of it.56

The domestic labor of the transgender maids shows that a certain kind 
of class expectation shaped the expression of transvestite femininity at the 
institute, where it was located in the domestic sphere.57 Katie Sutton, in a 
meticulous analysis of the emergence of a transgender subculture and its pub-
lic reception, has shown that a particular kind of “middle-class transvestite 
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identity” dominated debates in Weimar Germany. She reveals that a “politics 
of respectability” underpinned both affirmative subcultural and scientific 
discourses about transvestism, which sidelined those people deemed unre-
spectable, including prostitutes, criminals, “female-to-male and homosex-
ual transvestites [and] individuals who voiced what would now be termed 
‘transsexual’ desires.”58 In 1930 the institute offered rooms to one of the 
newly founded protransvestite organizations, the Vereinigung D’Eon (D’Eon 
Union, named after an eighteenth-century nobleman who lived the later part 
of his life as a woman).59 While it thus supported on a number of levels people 
who wanted to transform their assigned gender, the institute also was part of 
a larger movement of making transvestism respectable.

Arguably the most famous of the institute’s maids was Dora, more com-
monly known as Dorchen, the diminutive form of her name. Born Rudolph 
Richter, Dorchen was referred to the institute by a judge after having been 
arrested for cross-dressing. The institute became the place where Dorchen’s 
body was transformed. In 1922 she underwent a castration procedure, fol-
lowed by hormone treatment, which was overseen by Hirschfeld. In 1931 she 
received a penectomy and a vaginoplasty. The success of these operations was 
widely publicized, publicity that, according to Joanne Meyerowitz, formed 
part of the institute’s attempt to establish itself as the place of expertise for 
Genitalumwandlung.60 It soon became famous not only for its sex change 
work but also for its hormone-related research, including early experiments 
with hormone treatments relating to “rejuvenation” and impotence.61 These 
activities, which show that apparently specialized transgender-related medical 
innovations have close links with treatments considered more mainstream, 
considerably raised the institute’s national and international profile. An 
article in the English-language Malayan Saturday Post, for instance, noted 
that the experiments by Hirschfeld and Bernard Shapiro, one of the insti-
tute’s leading experts on andrology, had led to cutting-edge insights into 
the treatment of impotence via hormonal treatments.62 Thus, technologies 
developed to transform physical sex and those aimed at people adapting to 
heteronormative expectations were interdependent, as the hormone research, 
for instance, was also used in the budding erectile dysfunction and popular 
beauty industries.

Dorchen’s operations were performed by one of the institute’s own doc-
tors, Levy-Lenz, and the surgeon Erwin Gohrbandt, who worked at some 
of Berlin’s most renowned hospitals and who had invented the vaginoplasty 
technique.63 Only a few years later, Levy-Lenz, who was Jewish, had to 
flee Nazi Germany, while Gohrbandt added the role of chief medical ad-
visor to the Luftwaffe (the Nazi air force) to his portfolio. In this role he 
would contribute to discussions about experiments conducted in the Dachau 
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Delhi.103 Here he commented not on the intellectual insights of the students 
but on the “lovely view” he encountered when faced with a large lecture 
theater full of “good-looking female students in their Indian dress.” The 
objectification of Indian women in The World Journey is underscored by the 
inclusion of a photograph that shows Hirschfeld “talking to a thirteen-year-
old mother.”104 It depicts him side on, wearing a light-colored tropical suit, 
literally talking down to the young girl, whose eyes are directed away from 
him and toward the sleeping child in her arms. The composition of the bod-
ies and the way they are hierarchically linked via the direction of Hirschfeld’s 
gaze reinforces the unequal transfer of power between the European sexolo-
gist’s gaze and the young Indian mother who is turned into the object of his 
study.105

While Hirschfeld refers to quite a number of encounters with women 
in India—he laments, for example, a cancelled meeting with Annie Besant 
and mentions that his talk “Love in the Light of Science” at the “Bombay 
Ladies-Branch National Indian Association” had attracted an audience of 
three hundred women—the only example of his citing a woman occurs in a 
description of his time in Darjeeling, when he asked a European woman if she 
was afraid of the “natives” while walking alone, and the woman responded 
that her only worry was “English soldiers.”106 The references to “highly edu-
cated” Indian women such as Kamala and Krishna Nehru, in contrast, are 
not substantiated by similar quotations. Sara Ahmed, writing in the context 
of twenty-first-century debates about sexism and institutional racism, has 
argued that citation practices are a “successful reproductive technology, a way 
of reproducing the world around certain bodies.”107 Hirschfeld’s The World 
Journey illustrates how Western, male-centric knowledge is (re)produced. 
Despite the evidence it presents that Hirschfeld met with both female and 
male sexual reformers, women, and Indian women specifically, tend not to 
figure through their own words in The World Journey. These silences appear 
doubly problematic given the text’s anticolonial framework and emphasis on 
the existence of localized yet internationally connected feminist and sexual 
reform movements. The World Journey is a reminder that prejudice can lurk 
in unacknowledged ways even in projects that overtly proclaim their own 
progressiveness and solidarity with oppressed people.

Retrospection and Zionism

The geographical arc of Hirschfeld’s journey back to Europe was accompa-
nied by an increasingly reflective, paradoxically retrospective and forward-
looking mood. He had already started to think about what might await him 
on return to Europe during his time in India. In a diary entry from October 
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1931, for instance, written while in the Indian city of Patna, he reflected on 
his relationship with Tao Li, describing it as one of the biggest “Gewinne” of 
his travels, a word that carries connotations of both “gain” and “victory.”108 
While he still portrayed the “loyal” and “affectionate” Tao Li as a “pupil,” 
he added a note in English to the German text that expands on their close 
relationship and anticipates a precarious future.109 Formally written, signed 
and dated in the manner of a will, it pronounces Tao Li to be Hirschfeld’s 
beneficiary and asks that, in the event of Hirschfeld’s death during his trav-
els, Tao Li take his ashes to Berlin to hand them over to Karl Giese and Fritz 
Haupstein at the institute. Hirschfeld further stipulates that Tao Li “shall 
keep everything I have with me, especially also my manuscripts and money,” 
concluding with the plea that Tao Li be “considered in every way as a quite 
confidential friend.”110 If the informal will expresses fears about what would 
happen to Tao Li, and to Hirschfeld’s body, after his death, the diary also 
increasingly reveals a sense of nostalgia. The entry for Christmas Eve 1931, 
for instance, written in Alexandria, records Hirschfeld’s plans to take Tao 
Li to a “Bavarian beer hall” in the city because he missed his Institute of 
Sexual Science. Nishant Shahani has argued that queer experience is defined 
by “a certain kind of retrospection” that may take any number of forms—
“returning to a primal scene” and “belated cognition” are just two of the 
examples provided.111 In The World Journey, which is primarily an account 
of historic transformation rather than psychic life, Hirschfeld’s backward 
glances to the time before exile are noticeably rare. This lends extra force to 
the fleeting moments of retrospection, which indicate not only some of the 
emotional pressures on Hirschfeld but that he tried to keep them in check by 
issuing forward-looking pleas to “keep going: work, hope, don’t give up.”112

Besides the Middle East’s geographical proximity to Europe, Hirschfeld’s 
encounters with old acquaintances from Berlin might have prompted his 
thoughts to turn toward the Institute of Sexual Science. On arrival in Cairo 
he found that medically informed sexual debates were thriving, sustained 
both by the renewed interest in Egyptian, Arab, and Ottoman histories that 
developed in response to the British occupation and, as Liat Kozma, has 
shown, by the work of people such as the medical doctor and self-styled sex-
ologist Faraj Fakhri who “presented [himself] as liberating [his] readers from 
the hold of custom and organized religion and thus situated [himself] as the 
vanguard of a modern and enlightened East.”113 Fakhri had spent time at 
Hirschfeld’s institute during the first half of the 1920s, and while Hirschfeld 
does not mention him in The World Journey, he lists numerous encounters 
with Egyptian medical colleagues, representing Egypt as a place in which 
sexual science was thriving. Hirschfeld’s claims are supported by historical 
developments in the country that, from around the 1880s, turned attention 
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“fluent German” during their meeting, setting out his case for why Palestine 
should not be called a “Jewish land.”143 Given Hirschfeld’s tendency to ignore 
other voices, it is significant that he made room for Abd al-Hadi’s account 
of the history of Palestine, including his critique of English rule and the ar-
rival of “100,000 Zionists.”144 Yet rather than engaging with Abd al-Hadi’s 
claims, Hirschfeld shifted the focus to the “extraordinarily difficult situation 
in which Zionism has placed Judaism in Palestine,” extolling the virtues of 
the “brave, joyful, and optimistic” outlook of the Jewish “pioneers” in the 
face of adversity.145

The encounter between Hirschfeld and Abd al-Hadi illustrates the deep 
opposition that already marked lives and politics in Palestine. Elsewhere in 
the text Hirschfeld recounted the fate of a Jewish settler from Poland who 
had set up home with his family near Haifa and was shot dead in his own 
living room one night, killed by an unseen assassin who hid in the darkness 
outside.146 It is likely that this murder was a real event rather than merely anti-
Arab rhetoric. Yet Hirschfeld’s inclusion of it in The World Journey neverthe-
less draws attention to what he does not discuss: the impact of Zionism on 
the Arab and Muslim inhabitants of Palestine. While he mentioned elsewhere 
positive encounters with Arab Christians in Palestine, acknowledged that 
both Jews and Arabs have suffered and caused suffering, and emphasized the 
need for reconciliation, framed in terms of “panhumanism,” “cosmopolitan-
ism,” and Menschenliebe, or the love for other humans,147 The World Journey 
is weighted toward “the achievements of the Zionists in Palestine” in the face 
of Arab resistance.148

From our vantage point today Zionism in 1930s Palestine points to the 
future formation of the state of Israel and what Palestinians call al-nakba, or 
the catastrophe of the forced expulsion from their home.149 At the time when 
Hirschfeld was visiting Palestine, however, his attention was primarily on 
the deteriorating situation in Germany, which made the prospect of a “state-
like” form where Jews could escape from persecution clearly appealing. The 
devastation of the Holocaust would later play an important role in the case 
for the state of Israel.

Hirschfeld closed the written part of The World Journey with a couple of 
lines from Ferdinand Freiligrath’s poem “Trotz alledem” (Despite everything; 
1843), which was inspired by the Scottish poet Robert Burns’s 1795 celebra-
tion of socialism “Is There for Honest Poverty” (also known as “A Man’s a 
Man for A’ That”) and published by Karl Marx. The poem gained popularity 
in early twentieth-century socialist and communist circles for its emphasis on 
egalitarianism. Yet Hirschfeld’s plea for equality is somewhat undermined by 
The World Journey’s visual denouement. The final page of the book is given 
over in its entirety to a photograph of two men. Titled “Arab merchant with 
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(boy)friend,”150 it replaces the political focus of the previous discussion with a 
visual reminder of Hirschfeld’s concern with same-sex sexuality. The picture 
alludes to Hirschfeld’s discussion of his time in Egypt when he had praised 
what he called the “sexual tolerance” of Islam. According to Hirschfeld this 
“tolerance” does not express itself as an overt prohomosexuality stance but 
as the ability to discuss the topic and disagree over it.151 Dialogue, however, 
is precisely what is avoided by the use of a photograph that reverts to a rep-
resentation of Arab men as objects of the gaze of a Western observer, an ob-
server who here apprehends their existence primarily in sexual terms. If the 
image can perhaps be read as a utopian expression of Hirschfeld’s hope that 
same-sex affinities will transgress political and racial divides, it nevertheless 
also shows how easily his focus on homosexuality screened out the lives of the 
people he met on his travels.

(After)Life

Hirschfeld died unexpectedly on May 14, 1935, his birthday, in exile in Nice. 
The last years of his life had been precarious. He had already received news 
of the deteriorating political situation in Germany while still on his travels in 
India and the Middle East. On arrival in Europe, where his first stopover was 
in Athens, Hirschfeld noted that the same kind of “hounding” he previously 
experienced had already caught up with him and that he considered “the situ-
ation at home more atrocious than ever.”152 In the 1920s Hirschfeld had expe-
rienced hate in a way that occasionally left physical damage, as discussed in 
the Introduction. However, it was only when he returned from his travels in 
the spring of 1932 that he actually feared for his life. “I can hardly believe it,” 
he writes in his diary, anticipating a future that would bring death in exile.153

Hirschfeld’s last major appearance among the international sexological 
community was during the congress of the World League for Sexual Reform 
in Brno (Brünn).154 His account of it is brief, focused on describing his ill 
health and the support of Tao Li.155 Hirschfeld’s colleague Edward Elkan 
later remembered that “Hirschfeld was already a very sick man” when he met 
him in Brno, noting that Hirschfeld “was always accompanied by his close 
friend Dr Giese” but claiming not to know “the Chinese doctor” (Tao Li), 
whom he photographed together with Hirschfeld.156 Elkan, a Jewish socialist 
and birth control advocate who had a medical practice in Hamburg, would 
soon experience himself Nazi violence at firsthand. At the beginning of 1933, 
he “was almost beaten to death . . . by a gang of Nazi thugs who attacked 
him. . . . He was dragged from prison to prison and finally, his arm still in 
a sling, allowed to emigrate to London.”157 The year would be decisive for 
Hirschfeld too, starting with an attempt by Bernard Shapiro to remove him 
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from the directorship of the Institute of Sexual Science and culminating in 
the Nazi destruction of the institute, which prompted Hirschfeld to leave 
Ascona “secretly” because he feared that his former colleagues would betray 
him and provoke events that could lead to his arrest or even death by Nazi 
hands.158 To escape this threat he fled to France, where he initially lived in 
Paris with both Karl Giese and Tao Li. He retired to Nice after Giese was 
arrested, imprisoned, and eventually deported from France after “unhappy 
circumstances”—Hirschfeld also described them as a “trif le”—led to this 
chain of events.159 Hirschfeld does not give further details, but according 
to a contemporary observer the events started with an “occurrence” in the 
swimming baths.160 After the traumatic time in Ascona and Paris—in a letter 
to his old friend the sexologist Norman Haire, Hirschfeld writes about his 
“depression” about the events in Berlin—Nice seemed to offer a glimpse of 
hope for Hirschfeld.161 He notes an improvement in health, starts to make 
plans for a new institute, and is emotionally buoyed by meetings with old ac-
quaintances, including Eden Paul, who together with his wife, Cedar, would 
translate and posthumously publish Hirschfeld’s Racism, and Ernst Maass, 
Hirschfeld’s great-nephew, who would be with Hirschfeld on the day of his 
death and oversee the funeral arrangements.162

Despite Hirschfeld’s own life and death being subjected to violence be-
cause of his sexual reform work and Jewishness, his account of his travels 
shows that contrary to his political claims he did not always fully apprehend 
everyone on equal terms. By examining Hirschfeld’s queer exile, then, this 
chapter troubles the European and North American focus of many histo-
ries of sexuality by teasing out some of the coeval developments of modern 
sexuality across the modern world. But most of all it turns attention to the 
lingering influence of long histories of oppression even on those who overtly 
claim to reject racism and sexism. The World Journey, despite its accounts of 
friendship and hospitality, is a text that largely speaks for, rather than with, 
its subjects, and as such is symptomatic of the limits of Hirschfeld’s global 
homosexual rights activism, which often brushed over localized contingen-
cies and individual experience. The World Journey reveals how a degree of 
detachment163 allowed Hirschfeld to screen out the voices of the people he 
encountered on his travels, limiting, to adapt Arondekar and Patel’s words, 
their lives to the exemplary and not the epistemological.164 Given Hirschfeld’s 
avowed support for anticolonialism, feminism, and social justice, The World 
Journey is perhaps most accurately understood as an example of insidiously 
transmitted, rather than necessarily overt, sexism and racism, which exposes 
how affirmative global homosexual politics could retain and perpetuate prac-
tices that support discrimination and exclusion even when speaking out for 
justice.



Coda

How was Hirschfeld’s work received after World War II? I examine in 
the Introduction the complex fate of Hirschfeld’s own archive and the 
serendipitous circumstances that brought some of it back to light, first 

in 1994 and then in the early 2000s. Here I conclude with a consideration of 
Hirschfeld’s discursive afterlife in the postwar years, using the example of his 
reception by Alfred Kinsey and his contemporaries as a way into discussing 
how death and violence animate contemporary debates about queer culture 
and politics. To some extent the Coda is a reorientation of the forward- 
looking understanding of sexual debates in the 1950s, debates that are often 
conceptualized not in the present but as phenomena in anticipation of the sex-
ual revolution and the gay liberation movements. Instead I give centrality to 
the backward glances of Kinsey and his contemporaries to Hirschfeld’s earlier 
sexological efforts, not out of a genealogical impulse—there is no denying 
the deliberate rupturing with the past of much postwar sexual rhetoric—but 
to examine what Sara Ahmed has called the “lines that accumulate privilege 
and are ‘returned’ by recognition and reward.”1 If Ahmed’s concern is with a 
specific “way of inhabiting the world by giving ‘support’ to those whose lives 
and loves make them appear oblique, strange, and out of place,” I explore 
how antiqueer sentiments are transmitted across time before concluding with 
a consideration of the shifts in alignment between power and queer politics 
in the twenty-first century.2
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Hirschfeld and Kinsey in the Nuclear Age

World War II and its immediate aftermath led to the end of what we might 
call the first phase of sexology in Europe. After the war the center of sexologi-
cal research shifted from Europe to America as the rights-oriented sexology 
of Hirschfeld and his colleagues at the Institute of Sexual Science was re-
placed by the large-scale studies of “American” sexual behavior conducted by 
Alfred Kinsey and his colleagues at Indiana University.3 Unlike Hirschfeld, 
whose reception in gay history has been generally positive and sometimes 
reverent, Kinsey’s contribution to American sexual politics has been more 
controversial. While some critics have described Kinsey as a “sex crusader”4 
whose “research and the public debates it stirred in the United States helped 
to legitimate discussion of homosexuality and spur the growth of a gay politi-
cal movement,”5 others have argued that the popularization of the distinc-
tion between “heterosexual” and “homosexual” supported the persecutory 
politics of the McCarthy era,6 not least because, as Janice Irvine has pointed 
out, Kinsey’s “refusal to take stands on political or social issues of the day” 
fashioned a particular “white, middle-class, heterosexual” sexology.7

The diverse responses to Hirschfeld and Kinsey share that they tend to 
examine prewar German and postwar American sexologies separately.8 Yet 
points of connection existed between the geopolitically distinct strands of sex 
research. Perhaps the most obvious link is Kinsey’s impact on West German 
discourses about sex in the 1950s, where his work received considerable public 
attention, not least because the newly set-up American cultural institutions in 
the country—the Amerikahäuser and Deutsch-Amerikanischen Institute—
promoted Kinsey’s work as part of their efforts to “reeducate” and “reorient” 
a German population that had been complicit in the Nazi regime.9 Whereas 
in Germany, as Sybille Steinbacher’s research suggests, Kinsey’s work was 
deployed as part of a sociocultural, American-centric denazification process, 
in the United States Kinsey figured as a scientist whose rational objectivity 
encapsulated the values and scientific optimism of the beginning nuclear 
age. Arguing from the outset that his work represented “scientific fact com-
pletely divorced from questions of moral value and social custom,”10 Kinsey 
insisted in a later work, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (1953), that he 
rejected the common assumption that “sexual behavior is either normal or 
abnormal, socially acceptable or unacceptable, heterosexual or homosexual; 
and [that] many persons do not want to believe that there are gradations in 
these matters from one to the other extreme.”11 In place of the established 
binaries, he presented a model of sexual behavior that favored the metaphor 
of the continuum over the fixed categories of sexual types that had preoccu-
pied many, but not all, earlier sexologists. One might argue that Hirschfeld’s 
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“sexual intermediaries” in their infinite variations anticipated some of Kin-
sey’s thinking, although it is worth noting that Hirschfeld’s emphasis on gen-
der as well as sexual desire was considerably more complicated than Kinsey’s 
Heterosexual–Homosexual Rating Scale. Kinsey mentioned Hirschfeld’s 
work in his first major sexual study, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male 
(1948). These fleeting references constitute unique sites of “deconstructive 
contestation”—points of access to the norms of the postwar past—revealing 
the (homosexual) limits of Kinsey’s avowedly value-free science of sex.12

Not long after Hirschfeld’s visit to the United States in the 1930s, Kinsey 
shifted his research focus from zoology to human sexuality. Acknowledging 
his debts, Kinsey notes that “Hirschfeld deserves considerable credit for hav-
ing tried on a larger scale than anyone had before to ascertain the facts on a 
matter that has always been difficult to survey.”13 By “matter that has always 
been difficult,” Kinsey means homosexuality, a turn of phrase that indicates 
his take on the issue. Kinsey emphasizes his methodological connection with 
Hirschfeld, figuring the German sexologist as a scientific predecessor when 
he argues that “down to the beginning of the present study, no more serious 
attempt [than Hirschfeld’s study of homosexuality] has been made.”14 Yet 
the tone of writing changes quickly. Kinsey takes issue with the fact that 
Hirschfeld’s psychobiological questionnaire was aimed at examining the oc-
currence of homosexuality in German society, as I discuss in Chapter 2. 
Kinsey claims that “the uncritical acceptance of these inadequate calcula-
tions has delayed recognition of the magnitude of the medical, psychiatric, 
social, and legal problems involved in homosexuality, and delayed scientific 
interpretations of the bases of such behavior.”15 Here we find a subtle shift 
in emphasis from the discussion of method to that of readership, as Kinsey 
suggests that Hirschfeld’s work delayed sex research by encouraging an “un-
critical” audience response that perpetuated his “inadequate calculations” 
within a nonscientific sphere. This dismissal problematizes Kinsey’s claim in 
the opening pages of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male that his aim is to 
provide an account of “the man of the street” by “the accumulation of a body 
of scientific fact that may provide the basis for sounder generalizations about 
the sexual behavior of certain groups and, some day, even our American 
population as a whole.”16 The rejection of an audience response in relation to 
Hirschfeld’s work suggests that it was important for Kinsey that the “man on 
the street” did not set the research agenda. This point is reinforced further 
by Kinsey’s reference to Hirschfeld’s “Sex Institute” in Berlin. Kinsey claims 
that Hirschfeld’s data is “uninterpretable,” because the patients and visitors 
who filled out the questionnaire, in Kinsey’s view, did not constitute a repre-
sentative part of society.17 Ironically, Kinsey’s later study, Sexual Behavior in 
the Human Female, would be subject to similar criticism of “methodological 
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inadequacies,” because, as one commentator argued, “almost all [women in-
terviewed] came from urban white collar or professional families.”18

Kinsey’s suggestion that Hirschfeld’s work was too bound up in the 
milieu in which it was produced was a direct jibe against the queer orien-
tation of Hirschfeld’s work at the institute. If Kinsey clothed his critique 
of Hirschfeld in terms of methodological differences, his collaborator and 
coauthor of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male Wardell Pomeroy in a later 
account of their work suggests that methodology was not the main divisive 
factor between Kinsey and Hirschfeld. Pomeroy points out that Kinsey’s 
findings and Hirschfeld’s findings were in fact remarkably similar. For in-
stance, while Kinsey’s provided more varied data on homosexuality in rela-
tion to age, class, and religion,19 overall, according to Pomeroy, his findings 
chimed with Hirschfeld’s, whose “famous questionnaire on homosexuality 
had produced . . . an estimate of 27 percent of such behavior in the popula-
tion, not far from Kinsey’s own figure.”20 Pomeroy goes on to explain that 
Kinsey objected specifically to the-homosexual-as-scientist, claiming that 
Kinsey was “offended by Magnus Hirschfeld’s open proclamation of his 
own homosexuality—not because of the behavior, but because he thought 
Hirschfeld was a special pleader in his work and not an objective scientist.”21 
This helps explain the paradoxical position Hirschfeld occupied in Kinsey’s 
work, acknowledged both as the American’s most important predecessor in 
the study of homosexuality and as someone who “delayed” science because of 
a flawed methodology that drew its conclusions from what Kinsey believed 
to be a biased database: for Kinsey, Hirschfeld’s homosexuality disqualified 
him as a scientist.

Kinsey’s complex relationship with Hirschfeld reveals that he consid-
ered heterosexuality both the norm and an implicit condition of scientific 
objectivity. This reading concurs with observations by some of Kinsey’s own 
homosexual subjects of study in a later reflection of their role in his survey 
of homosexuality. In an oral history project by the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 
Transgender Historical Society of Northern California conducted in 1983, 
historian Len Evans interviewed one of Kinsey’s unofficial informants, 
Samuel Steward, whose account of his working relationship with Kinsey is 
revealing. On the one hand, Steward emphasizes Kinsey’s positive attitude 
toward homosexuality, recalling with great fondness Kinsey’s “liberating 
influence” and explaining that “we [homosexuals in the 1940s and 1950s] 
looked upon [Kinsey] as a savior. He was the liberator. He was our Stone-
wall.”22 On the other hand, however, Steward suggests that Kinsey was keen 
to dissociate himself from the homosexual participants in his work. Pointing 
out that Kinsey engaged “a lot of unofficial collaborators whom he depended 
upon to a very large extent,” Steward notes that these collaborators remained 
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“unofficial” in the sense of not being publicly acknowledged.23 Although this 
could be explained by the persecution of homosexuals at the time, Steward 
claims that there were other reasons too: Kinsey “felt he couldn’t have any ho-
mosexuals on his staff or officially connected with him, because he thought 
it would taint the study.”24 According to Steward’s experience, then, Kinsey’s 
rejection of any official collaboration with homosexuals was not simply a re-
sponse to the repressive political climate of his time but indicative of Kinsey’s 
assumption that homosexuality tarnished scientific authority.

The Discursive Half Life of Homophobia

Kinsey’s disqualification of homosexual authority through the figure of 
Hirschfeld shows how the process by which, as Heather Love puts it, “the his-
tory of queer damage retains its capacity to do harm in the present” is played 
out in the past.25 Kinsey recycled a particular homophobic discourse of the 
prewar years when he discredited Hirschfeld’s authority by emphasizing the 
sexologist’s homosexuality. Overtly, Kinsey set out to challenge norms, argu-
ing, for example, in his later work on female sexuality that “somehow, in an 
age which calls itself scientific and Christian, we should be able to discover 
more intelligent ways of protecting social interests without doing such ir-
reparable damage to so many individuals and to the total social organization 
to which they belong.”26 However, the encounter with Hirschfeld, even more 
than Kinsey’s nod toward Christian America, shows up his own need to 
protect science, making clear that while Kinsey might have been supportive 
toward his homosexual subjects of study, he was deeply invested in not grant-
ing scientific authority to the homosexual to speak for himself.

This kind of policing of authority causes its own damage, as it reshapes 
expressions of homophobia in a way that allows them to return within new 
discourse formations. The reception of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male 
illustrates this point through the ease by which postwar commentators simi-
larly reverted to older assumptions about sexuality when formulating their 
response to Kinsey’s work. Most contemporary American responses to the 
Kinsey reports tended to focus on the extent to which Kinsey’s findings 
reflected accurately on the state of the American population, as well as ana-
lyzing the implications of his findings.27 In West Germany, in turn, Kinsey 
was a feted figure, seen to be part of the inauguration of a progressive new 
nation ready to sever its links with the recent Nazi past.28 That such change 
operated, however, largely on the level of remodeling rather than rupturing 
the locations of power and privilege in German society is indicated, for in-
stance, by the fact that one of the main people promoting Kinsey’s work in 
the country was the journalist Walther von Hollander, who had worked as a 
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scriptwriter at Universal Film AG during the Nazi regime. In contrast to the 
West German and American responses to Kinsey, which were forward look-
ing but heterosexually focused, British commentators picked out Kinsey’s 
claims about the frequency of homosexual practices to distance their own 
nation from these findings. An early response to Sexual Behavior of the Hu-
man Male published in the British Medical Journal in November 1948, for 
example, was at pains to dissociate British national life from what was im-
plicitly figured as the excessive amount of homosexual occurrence found in 
the American population. The article noted that the chairman of the British 
Social Hygiene Council, Fred Grundy, broadly agreed with Kinsey’s findings 
on homosexuality, arguing that “much the same pattern would be found in 
this country [the United Kingdom]” while nevertheless insisting that in Brit-
ain “the incidence of homosexual practices would probably be rather less.”29 
Ensuring that the point about the lesser frequency of British homosexuality 
(and its f lipside, the greater occurrence of heterosexuality in the country) 
not be lost, Grundy concluded with the observation that while “Kinsey had 
brought a fresh breath of realism to the subject of sex behaviour,” the same 
was “perhaps . . . not so much needed over here as it was in the States.”30 
This kind of rhetoric is resonant of older discourses about national stereotyp-
ing that located homosexuality in the realm of the “foreign” and sometimes 
ascribed the occurrence of homosexuality to nations that were considered 
direct political rivals (such as in the French slang term for homosexuality, le 
vice allemand). It also indicates that homosexuality remained a loaded term, 
the bearer of an unwanted otherness whose subjects continued to be figured 
as strange to the nation’s normal life.

That Hirschfeld’s name still had some currency in these debates is in-
dicated by one of the first book-length responses to Kinsey’s work. In 1949, 
London-based Falcon Press published Sexual Behaviour and the Kinsey Report, 
written by two Americans, Morris Leopold Ernst and David Loth. The book 
shifted the tone of debate from Grundy’s defensive position of UK hetero-
sexuality toward a more open attack on the homosexuality of German Na-
zism. Ernst and Loth were influential figures: Loth was a prolific journalist 
and writer, and Ernst was a well-known American lawyer, most famous, as 
the book’s jacket proclaims, “for his defence in cases of so called ‘obscenity’ 
in books such as Havelock Ellis’s The Psychology of Sex and James Joyce’s 
Ulysses.”31 Ernst’s contribution to the publication of these works (which also 
included, for example, Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness) in the United 
States is well documented, alongside his somewhat paradoxical involvement 
in the setting up of the National Civil Liberties Bureau, support for the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation, and anticommunist stance.32 Ernst and Loth 
celebrated Kinsey’s work with patriotic pride, claiming that “the Kinsey 
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Report sets Americans apart. For today Americans are the only nation who 
have some sound scientific basis for knowing what the sexual behaviour of 
their men actually is.”33 Yet if Ernst’s legal work suggests that he was sym-
pathetic to sexual reform, supportive of the dissociation of sex from moral 
and other value judgments, the national framing of the discussion makes 
clear that he and Loth were no neutral observers. They contrast progres-
sive America with an old European world where, as they argue, “the most 
sensational and widely reported trials for homosexual behavior have been 
conducted.”34 The examples they give are both from a German context: The 
first is the Eulenburg-Harden affair of 1907, in which, as I discuss in Chap-
ter 1, a journalist accused members of the entourage of Kaiser Wilhelm II  
of homosexuality, prompting a series of libel trials that dragged both the 
issue of homosexuality and Hirschfeld, who acted as an expert witness on 
the subject, into the German public sphere.35 The second instance Ernst and 
Loth mention is what they call “the Munich blood purge of Captain [Ernst] 
Roehm” in 1934, in which the Nazi founder of the SA was executed. The 
operation ostensibly aimed to rid the Nazi party of men Hitler distrusted 
politically, but it also marks the point when the party distanced itself from 
homosexual members such as Roehm.36

Chapter 4 shows that the complex debates about homosexuality and Na-
zism clearly form part of the distinct national history of Germany and its 
reception. However, conceptualizing the homosexual as a threat to the na-
tion did not start or end with the Nazi regime. It infamously resurfaced in 
North America during the McCarthy era with the report “Employment of 
Homosexuals and Other Sex Perverts in the U.S. Government.”37 This was 
presented to the U.S. Congress in the winter of 1950 and is considered the 
motor that drove the persecution of homosexuals in the decade that followed. 
Ernst and Loth to some extent anticipate these debates, but in a way that im-
plicates both homosexuality generally and Hirschfeld’s sexology specifically 
in Nazism. They write:

One of the great studies in sexual behaviour was that of Hirschfeld, 
who early in the century persuaded 10,000 men and women to fill 
out a questionnaire containing 130 questions. They were what he 
called “psychobiological” questions, but on the basis of them and of 
his medical practice, he reached some conclusions about homosexu-
ality in Germany. One of these was that in the Germany of his day, 
with a population of 62,000,000 there were nearly a million and a 
half men and women “whose constitutional predisposition is largely 
or completely homosexual.” Just how big a proportion of his esti-
mated million and half German homosexuals found their way into 
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Nazi uniform is not known, of course. But a good many of them were 
attracted by the Nazi principles and the society of their fellows in a 
bond which excluded all women.38

The chilling change of direction in the argument, which moves from a de-
scription of Hirschfeld’s “great” work to the suggestion that “a good many” 
of Germany’s homosexual men would have been “attracted by the Nazi prin-
ciples,” illustrates the ease by which homosexuality was aligned with the 
abhorrent without needing further explanation. This is not to deny that some 
Nazis were homosexual but to question the alignment of homosexuality with 
Nazism, which is a way of rendering it hateful and justifying its persecu-
tion and attack.39 Morris and Loth show how easily Hirschfeld’s name could 
still be invoked as shorthand for an old, “homosexual” sexology, which is 
implicated in the rise of Nazism despite the fact that many of the early sex 
researchers, Hirschfeld included, were Jewish and, as in his case, homosexual 
victims of the Nazi regime.

Hirschfeld’s postwar reception shows, then, that homosexuality contin-
ued to be disqualified even, or perhaps especially, in projects such as Kinsey’s 
that overtly sought to replace moral assumptions and social norms with an 
objective scientific approach to sex. If this realization is in many ways unsur-
prising—critics of both “scientific objectivity” and the history of terms such 
as tolerance have demonstrated the limits of rhetorical movements that speak 
progress while retaining the status quo—the backward glances of Kinsey 
and his contemporaries to the early homosexual rights activism nevertheless 
also indicate the complex allegiances and disavowals that demarcated queer 
speakability and livability in the 1950s. While Kinsey’s work in certain re-
spects seems to continue Hirschfeld’s homosexual emancipation project—his 
observations on the frequency of homosexual practice normalize difference 
and in so doing seemingly contribute to a move toward greater tolerance of 
homosexuality within American society—Kinsey’s dismissal of Hirschfeld’s 
sexological authority nevertheless shows up the limits of his objectivity. Kin-
sey’s avowedly apolitical, future-oriented science of sex retains older, negative 
assumptions about homosexuality, as it implies that scientific objectivity is 
contingent on the heterosexuality of the scientist. It was partly via the popu-
lar success of Kinsey’s work that these assumptions were then absorbed into 
postwar culture. If the evidence of the damage perpetuated here is found in 
brief textual encounters, its reach is much broader. It shows how homophobia 
was transmitted through the scientific sphere beyond debates around homo-
sexuality itself: Kinsey’s rejection of Hirschfeld marks the “straight turn” of 
sex research in the postwar years.
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(Im)Mortal Queer

What is gained, then, from tracking the lines and allegiances that bind queer-
ness to violence, including death? Lesbian and gay historians, literary and 
cultural critics, writers, and artists have, initially at least, focused specifically 
on challenging the denials of queer existence by recuperating the past, recov-
ering affirmative evidence of the richness and persistence of queer existence 
across time. The recent rise of lesbian, queer, and trans historical novels and 
(graphic) memoirs, for instance—by Sarah Waters, Alison Bechdel, Jewelle 
Gomez, and Juliet Jacques, to name but a few—has importantly inserted 
trans and female same-sex lives in dominant narratives about (literary) his-
tory and society. Given the pernicious iterations and reemergences of anti-
queer attack against people whose bodies and desires do not match social 
norms and expectations, the importance of such interventions can hardly 
be overstated. Sometimes in such creative and critical accounts the past is 
figured as an affective prop whose “queer touch” caresses and lingers with 
those who feel a connection with historical subjects.40 During the AIDS crisis 
of the 1980s, for example, when the epidemic loss of queer life was widely 
treated with cynicism, contempt, and discrimination, the British novelist 
Neil Bartlett wrote an imaginative biography, Who Was That Man?, that af-
fectively linked Wilde’s life and suffering to Bartlett’s own existence as a gay 
man in London in the 1980s.41 Bartlett’s assemblage of historical fragments 
and autobiographical narrative demonstrates that the figure of Oscar Wilde 
continues to animate gay lives long after his death. Bringing into queer touch 
the losses of the AIDS crisis with the iconic death of the man associated with 
the emergence of the modern homosexual, the novel troubles the heteronor-
mative time of history. At the same time, however, works such as Bartlett’s 
Who Was That Man? are also a reminder that modern queer history tends 
to be told in foundational moments: the trial of Oscar Wilde and the AIDS 
catastrophe are just two of the defining moments in English and American 
male same-sex histories.

Yet queer lives across time are only partly graspable via attention to ma-
jor historical events and transformations. This book examines the violence 
concealed in queer history, which is often difficult to bring into view. Con-
sidering the impact of violence, including death, on the formation of a col-
lective sense of queer existence, I spend time with the dead and the injured. 
But I also try to signal where the “homosexual cause” is implicated in the 
racism and sexism that frame whose lives and deaths are apprehensible in 
modern Western culture and on what terms. My aim here is not to rehearse 
narratives of victimhood but to reveal both queer suffering and the suffering 
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that remained in the blind spots of early homosexual rights activism. One 
of the difficulties in discussing violence and death in relation to queer lives  
is to avoid, on the one hand, oversimplified cause-and-effect narratives about 
the impact of persecution and social denial. And on the other hand, I try 
to circumvent the celebratory imagination that figures some queer deaths, 
including suicide, in heroic and sometimes liberatory terms. This is not to 
say that certain queer deaths cannot or should not be understood as prod-
ucts of specific, devastating circumstances. Chapter 2 in particular shows 
that persecution, social attack, and a cruel carceral system can lead to death 
from physical illness as well as suicide, an insight that does not deny the 
agency and political potential of some self-staged deaths. But to claim, as I 
do, that modern queer culture is shaped by—or through—death and violence 
is fraught most of all because it asks that queer history be accountable not 
only for its dead but for the violence and suffering perpetuated in relation to 
modern same-sex rights activism.

In their introduction to Queer Necropolitics, Jin Haritaworn, Adi Kunst-
man, and Silvia Posocco have pointed out that “in the place of simple di-
chotomies of repression versus visibility, or oppression versus rights . . . sexual 
difference is increasingly absorbed into hegemonic apparatuses, in a way that 
accelerates death.”42 Citing Jasbir Puar’s work they observe “a recent turn in 
how queer subjects are figured, from those who are left to die, to those that 
reproduce life,” noting, however, that this turn still excludes some gender-
non-conforming bodies and that some queer lives “are targeted for killing or 
left to die” with some queer deaths remaining ungrievable.43 If Haritaworn, 
Kunstman, and Posocco are firmly focused on “the present and future(s) in-
cluding . . . haunted futures,” their words nevertheless speak to my concern 
with violence and death in Magnus Hirschfeld’s work. The Hirschfeld Archives 
reveals the limits of queer apprehension at that point in time when homo-
sexual rights activism was first beginning to take shape. The book documents 
the violence that made some queer lives (feel) unlivable even as it also reveals 
how a parochial focus on homosexual rights at times obscured other kinds of 
injustice and suffering, especially in relation to gendered and racial oppres-
sion. A testament to the queer dead whose existence left little trace in the his-
torical archive but whose collective suffering nevertheless caused emotional 
shockwaves that reverberate across time and continue to haunt the present, 
Hirschfeld’s work shows that violence experienced, committed, and ignored 
is an intrinsic part of modern queer culture.
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Hirschfeld’s conception of sexuality on pages 112–121.

111. For a fuller discussion of this case, see Heike Bauer, “Measurements of Civili-
zation: Non-Western Female Sexuality and the Fin-De-Siècle Social Body,” in Sexuality 
at the Fin de Siècle: �e Making of a “Central Problem,” ed. Peter Cryle and Christopher 
E. Forth (Cranbury, NJ: University of Delaware Press, 2008), 93–108.

112. �e phrase is “es [handelt] sich bei der Frau in Algerien um Kolonialverhält-
nisse” in the original short review, “Die Frau in Algerien,” which does not include an 
author or publication details, in MS XIV, p. 91, Magnus Hirschfeld Collection, Kinsey 
Institute.
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113. �e phrase is “Kaiserlicher Bezirksleiter” in the original. Adam Mischlich, 
Wörterbuch der Hausasprache (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1906), title page. See also Adam 
Mischlich, Lehrbuch der Hausasprache (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1911).

114. For a discussion of the role of language and colonial power in southern Africa, 
see Rachael Gilmour, Grammars of Colonialism: Representing Languages in Colonial South 
Africa (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).

115. �e original reads, “Als . . . das geeinte junge Deutschland mächtig er-
stärkte und immer mehr Bedeutung in der Welt gewann, sahen die erstaunten alten 
europäischen Nachbarsvölker diesen Umschwung und Aufschwung nicht gleichgültig, 
sondern a�ektbetont an. . . . Lieben konnten die Völker den Emporkömmling nicht . . . 
darum hassen sie ihn.” Magnus Hirschfeld, Warum Hassen uns die Völker? Eine Kriegspsy-
chologische Betrachtung (Bonn, Germany: Marcus and Weber, 1915), 35.

116. See, e.g., Sigmund Freud, “Femininity,” in �e Standard Edition of the Com-
plete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 22, “New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-
Analysis” and Other Works, trans. and ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth, 1933), 
111–135. For a discussion of these debates, see, e.g., Esther D. Rothblum and Lynne 
A. Bond, eds., Preventing Heterosexism and Homophobia (�ousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
1996); and Barry D. Adams, “�eorizing Homophobia,” in Sexualities: Critical Concepts 
in Sociology, ed. Kenneth Plummer (London: Routledge, 2002), 170–187.

117. �e original phrase is “‘Vandalen,’ ‘wilde Horden,’ ‘reisende Tiere,’ oder, wie 
eine amerikanische Zeitung sich auszudrücken beliebte, ‘die Apachen unter den Völk-
ern.’” Hirschfeld, Warum Hassen uns die Völker? 9.

118. �e phrase is “Missgunst gegen die Entwicklung und Grö��e des jungen 
Deutsche Reichs” in the original. Ibid., 7.

119. “Hatred of the Hun: �e Pathology of It Explained,” Manchester Courier, 
July�5, 1915, p. 8.

120. Charlotte Wol�, Magnus Hirschfeld: A Portrait of a Pioneer in Sexology (Lon-
don: Quartet, 1986), 161.

121. �e original is “Kampf gegen Torheit, Grausamkeit und Mi��verstehn . . . 
ohne Menschenfurcht und Hassen hat er gekämpft—und keinen je verlassen” in So-
phie Hoechstetter, “Dr Magnus Hirschfeld,” Vierteljahresberichte des Wissenschaftlich-
humanitäres Kommitee während der Kriegszeit: Zum 50: Geburtstag von Dr Magnus 
Hirschfeld, 14 Mai 1818 18, nos. 2–3 (1918): 11.

122. �e phrase is “Gefahr und Angri�” in the original. Ibid., 12.
123. �e phrase is “ein Volk [dass] den Frieden und die Arbeit liebte [und] Greuel 

und Grausamkeit verabscheute” in ibid.
124. Hirschfeld, Warum Hassen uns die Völker? 3.
125. Mancini, Magnus Hirschfeld and the Quest for Sexual Freedom, 111.
126. Gilles Tréhel, “Magnus Hirschfeld (1868–1935) et la femme soldat,” L’Esprit 

du Temps, no. 125 (2013–2014): 125–137. See also Gilles Tréhel, “Magnus Hirschfeld, 
Helene Deutsch, Sigmund Freud et les trois femmes combatants,” Psychothérapies 35, 
no. 4 (2015): 267–274.

127. �e phrase is “übermenschlich gross” in the original. See Magnus Hirschfeld, 
Kriegspsychologisches (Bonn, Germany: Marcus and Webers, 1916), 4.

128. “Psychology of War: Notable German Statement,” Hawera and Normanby Star 
(New Zealand), May 1, 1917), p. 2.

129. Ibid.
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130. Magnus Hirschfeld and Andreas Gaspar, eds., Sittengeschichte des Weltkriegs 
(Leipzig, Germany: Sexualwissenschaft Schneider, 1930). �e �rst English translation 
was published as Magnus Hirschfeld and Andreas Gaspar, eds., �e Sexual History of the 
World War (New York: Panurge Press, 1934).

131. �e phrase is “Interregnum des Gemeinschaftslebens” in the original. 
Hirschfeld and Gaspar, Sittengeschichte des Weltkriegs, x.

132. Marhoefer, Sex and the Weimar Republic, 14.
133. For a recent analysis of the liberatory impact of modern gay culture, see Greg-

ory Woods, Homintern: How Gay Culture Liberated the Modern World (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2016).

134. Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire, 7, 206.
135. Jasbir Puar, “Rethinking Homonationalism,” International Journal of 

Middle� East Studies 45, no. 2 (2013): 336, 337. See also Jasbir Puar, Terrorist As-
semblages:�Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2010); the discussions of race and sexual rights politics in Chandan Reddy, Freedom 
with Violence: Race, Sexuality and the U.S. State (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2011); and Cynthia Weber, Queer International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), esp. 47–71. In addition to debates about the deployment of sexual rights 
discourse by certain nation-states, a huge and varied body of scholarship exists on 
same-sex-rights activism and visibility across the contemporary world. For an indica-
tion of the issues at stake, see, for instance, Naisargi N. Dave, Queer Activism in India: 
A Story in the Anthropology of Ethics (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012); 
Prince Karakire Guma, “Revisiting Homophobia in Times of Solidarity and Visibil-
ity in Uganda,” Rupkatha Journal on Interdisciplinary Studies in Humanities 6, no. 1 
(2014): 97–107; and Lucetta Yip Lo Kam, “Desiring T, Desiring Self: ‘T-Style’ Pop 
Singers and Lesbian Culture in China,” Journal of Lesbian Studies 18, no. 3 (2014): 
252–265. 

CHAPTER 2

Material in this chapter was previously published in Heike Bauer, “Suicidal Subjects: 
Translation and the A�ective Foundations of Magnus Hirschfeld’s Sexology,” in Sexology 
and Translation: Cultural and Scienti�c Encounters across the Modern World, 1880–1930, 
ed. Heike Bauer (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2015), 233–252.

1. For studies on the intersections of violence, sexuality, and the persecution of 
queer women and men, see, e.g., Gail Mason, �e Spectacle of Violence: Homophobia, 
Gender and Knowledge (New York: Routledge, 2002); Carolyn J. Dean, �e Frail So-
cial Body: Pornography, Homosexuality and Other Fantasies in Interwar France (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2000); Lisa Duggan, Sapphic Slashers: Sex, Violence and 
American Modernity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000); Günter Grau and 
Claudia Schoppmann, eds., Hidden Holocaust: Gay and Lesbian Persecution in Germany, 
1933–45 (New York: Routledge, 1995); Dagmar Herzog, ed., Sexuality and German 
Fascism (Oxford: Berghahn, 2005); and David K. Johnson, �e Lavender Scare: �e Cold 
War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians in the Federal Government (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004). For an analysis of present-day experiences of homophobic vio-
lence, see Douglas Victor Jano�, Pink Blood: Homophobic Violence in Canada (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2005).
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2. Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality and Lesbian Public 
Cultures (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003), 3.

3. �e expression “di�erent from the others” is a translation of the title of the early 
prohomosexual movie Anders als die Andern (1919), which includes a cameo appearance 
by Hirschfeld.

4. See, e.g., Julia Briggs, Virginia Woolf: An Inner Life (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 
2005), 395–402, which discusses Woolf ’s suicide and contrasts it with the suicides of 
exiled writers such as Walter Benjamin. A diagnostic approach marks �omas Cara
magno’s �e Flight of the Mind: Virginia Woolf ’s Art and Manic-Depressive Illness (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1992). Esther Leslie’s Walter Benjamin (London: 
Reaktion, 2007) discusses his suicide and the range of responses to it since.

5. Jose Muñoz, Cruising Utopia: �e �en and �ere of Queer Futurity (New York: 
New York University Press, 2009).

6. Ibid., 148, 167.
7. Reiner Herrn, conversation with the author, “Humanities Institute 2013: To-

wards a Global History of Sexual Science” seminar, Dartmouth College, July 2, 2013.
8. A�rmative Anglo-American histories of same-sex sexuality that challenge this 

negative stereotyping include John D’Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman, Intimate Mat-
ters: A History of Sexuality in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1988); Laura Doan, 
Fashioning Sapphism: �e Origins of Modern English Lesbian Culture (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 2001); Noreen Gi�ney, Michelle Sauer, and Diane Watt, eds., 
�e Lesbian Premodern (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); Amanda Littauer, Bad 
Girls: Young Women, Sex, and Rebellion before the Sixties (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2015); and Martha Vicinus, Intimate Friends: Women Who Love  
Women, 1778–1928 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004). See also the grow-
ing body of work in other national and transnational contexts—for example, Leila 
Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of Love between Women (New York: New York  
University Press, 2009); Tse-Lan Sang, �e Emerging Lesbian: Female Same-Sex Desire 
in Modern China (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003); Michiko Suzuki, Be-
coming Modern Women: Love and Female Identity in Prewar Japanese Literature and Cul-
ture (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010); and Ruth Vanita, ed., Queering  
India: Same-Sex Love and Eroticism in Indian Culture and Society (New York: Routledge, 
2002).

9. Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 1.

10. Magnus Hirschfeld, “Autobiographical Sketch,” in Encyclopedia Sexualis: A 
Comprehensive Encyclopedia-Dictionary of Sexual Sciences, ed. Victor Robinson (New 
York: Dingwall-Rock, 1936), 318.

11. Magnus Hirschfeld, “Die Gründung des WhK und seine ersten Mitglieder,” in 
Von Einst bis Jetzt: Geschichte einer homosexuellen Bewegung, 1897–1922, ed. Manfred 
Herzer and James Steakley (Berlin: Rosa Winkel, 1986), 48.

12. Andreas Bähr, “Between ‘Self-Murder’ and ‘Suicide’: �e Modern Etymology of 
Self-Killing,” Journal of Social History 46, no. 3 (2013): 620–632.

13. See, for example, Émile Durkheim, Suicide: A Study in Sociology, ed. George 
Simpson, trans. John A. Spaulding and George Simpson (New York: Free Press, 1979), 
326–360. More recent studies include Richard Bell, We Shall Be No More: Suicide and 
Self-Government in the Newly United States (Boston: Harvard University Press, 2012); 
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Howard Kushner, American Suicide (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
1991); Irina Paperno, Suicide as a Cultural Institution in Dostoevsky’s Russia (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1997); Kevin Grauke, “‘I Cannot Bear to Be Hurted Any-
more’: Suicide as Dialectical Ideological Sin in Nineteenth-Century American Real-
ism,” in Representations of Death in Nineteenth-Century US Writing and Culture, ed. Lucy 
Frank (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007), 77–88; Helmut �ome, “Violent Crime (and 
Suicide) in Imperial Germany, 1883–1902,” International Criminal Justice Review 20, 
no. 1 (2010): 5–34; and �omas Joiner, Myths about Suicide (Boston: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2010).

14. For an overview of English suicide laws and their Christian underpinnings, 
see Norman St. John-Stevas, Life, Death and the Law: Law and Christian Morals in 
England and the United States (Washington, DC: Beard Books, 2002), 233–241. Also 
relevant are Barbara Gates, Victorian Suicide: Mad Crimes and Sad Histories (Prince
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988); Olive Anderson, Suicide in Victorian and 
Edwardian England (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987); and Ron Brown’s analysis of the 
changing discourses about suicide in �e Art of Suicide (London: Reaktion, 2001), 
146–193. In Jewish history the mass suicide at Masada is seen as a formative, if con-
troversial, event.

15. Henry Romilly Fedden, Suicide: A Social and Historical Study (London: Peter 
Davies, 1938), 247–248.

16. �e phrases in the original are “die Kraft,” “die Wahrheit,” and “gegen die an 
sich nicht das mindeste einzuwenden war.” Hirschfeld, “Die Gründung des WhK und 
seine ersten Mitlglieder,” 48.

17. �e phrase is “was mir fast that Herz abdrücken wollte” in the original. Ibid.,�48.
18. Friedrich Nietzsche, Also Sprach Zarathustra? Ein Buch für Alle und Keinen 

(Chemnitz, Germany: Ernst Schmeitzner, 1883).
19. �e phrase is “den freien Tod, der mir kommt, weil ich will” in the original. 

Ibid., 109.
20. �e phrase is “der mindestens theoretisch volles Verständnis für die homosex-

uelle Liebe besaß” in the original. Magnus Hirschfeld, Die Homosexualität des Mannes 
und des Weibes (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1984), 421. �e book was �rst published 1914.

21. �e phrase and sentence are “Aufschrei eines Elenden” and “Der Gedanke, daß 
Sie dazu beitragen könnten, daß auch das deutsche Vaterland über uns gerechter denkt, 
verschönt meine Sterbestunde” in the original. Hirschfeld, “Die Gründung des WHK 
und seine ersten Mitlglieder,” 48 (emphasis added).

22. Katrina Jaworski, “�e Author, Agency and Suicide,” Social Identities 16, no. 5 
(2010): 677.

23. Ibid.
24. Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings, 7.
25. Sigmund Freud, letter to C. G. Jung, February 25, 1908, in �e Freud/Jung Let-

ters: �e Correspondence between Sigmund Freud and C. G. Jung, ed. William McGuire, 
trans. Ralph Mannheim and R.F.C. Hull (London: Hogarth, 1974), 125–127.

26. Hirschfeld, “Autobiographical Sketch,” 319.
27. Elena Mancini renders this notoriously di�cult-to-translate name as “�e 

Community of the Self-Owned.” Elena Mancini, Magnus Hirschfeld and the Quest for 
Sexual Freedom: A History of the First International Sexual Freedom Movement (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 181. I prefer my own translation—Community of 
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the Autonomous—because I think it captures better the anarchist political leanings of 
the group.

28. See, e.g., Yvonne Ivory, “�e Urning and His Own: Individualism and the 
Fin-de-Siècle Invert,” German Studies Review 26, no. 2 (2003): 333–352, esp. 338; and 
Robert Deam Tobin, Peripheral Desires: �e German Discovery of Sex (Philadelphia: Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Press, 2015).

29. �ey complained that Hirschfeld already had too many other commitments to 
dedicate himself fully to the leadership of the WhK. However, Hirschfeld ignored oppo-
sition and refused to give up the reins. See MS X, p. 40, Magnus Hirschfeld Collection, 
Kinsey Institute, Bloomington, IN.

30. Ibid.
31. Cathy Caruth, preface to Cathy Caruth, ed., Trauma: Explorations in Memory 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), vii.
32. Hirschfeld, “Autobiographical Sketch,” 317–321.
33. Hirschfeld, “Die Gründung des WhK und seine ersten Mitglieder,” 48 (em-

phasis added).
34. �e cultural historian Peter Cryle, in an extensive survey of eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century French literature, has shown that male anxieties about the wedding 
night are deeply entrenched in the cultural imagination. Peter Cryle, �e Telling of the 
Act: Sexuality as Narrative in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century France (London: As-
sociated University Press, 2001).

35. Hirschfeld, “Autobiographical Sketch,” 318.
36. Victor Robinson, �e Story of Medicine (New York: New Home Library, 1943),�1.
37. Karma Lochrie, Heterosyncracies: Female Sexuality When Normal Wasn’t (Min-

neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 24–25.
38. Ibid.
39. See, e.g., Janice M. Irvine’s excellent dissection of the issues at stake in Disor-

ders of Desire: Sexuality and Gender in Modern American Sexology (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2005).

40. Hirschfeld, “Die Gründung des WhK und seine ersten Mitlglieder,” 49.
41. Magnus Hirschfeld [�. Ramien, pseud.], Sappho und Sokrates, oder Wie erklärt 

sich die Liebe der Männer und Frauen zu Personen des eigenen Geschlechts? (Leipzig, Ger-
many: Max Spohr, 1896).

42. Émile Durkheim, Le Suicide (Paris, 1897).
43. See Ian Marsh, Suicide: Foucault, History and Truth (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2010), 77–192; and Robert D. Goldney, Johann A. Schioldann, and 
Kirsten I. Dunn, “Suicide before Durkheim,” Health and History 10, no. 2 (2008): 
73–93.

44. Karl Marx, “Peuchet on Suicide,” trans. Eric A. Plaut, Gabrielle Edgcomb, and 
Kevin Anderson, in Marx on Suicide, ed. Eric A. Plaut and Kevin Anderson (Evanston, 
IL: Northwestern University Press, 1999), 51.

45. �e expression the “act whose author is also the su�erer” is from Durkheim’s 
Suicide: A Study in Sociology, 42.

46. Hubert Kennedy traces their antihomosexuality in “Johann Baptist von Schwei
tzer: �e Queer Marx Loved to Hate,” Journal of Homosexuality 29, nos. 2–3 (1995): 
69–96.
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47. Friedrich Engels, letter to Karl Marx, June 22, 1869, in Marx and Engels Col-
lected Works, vol. 43, ed. Jack Cohen et al. (London: Lawrence and Wishard, 2010), 
295. �e translation of the French sentence captures the older connotations of cons, 
which is derived from the Latin cunnus and was used in de Sade’s work with the sense 
and force of cunt. Its strength was eroded in the course of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries as it became a common disparaging expression for stupid people. I am grateful 
to Peter Cryle for explaining the linguistic change to me.

48. See Heike Bauer, English Literary Sexology: Translations of Inversion, 1860–1939 
(Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 23–29.

49. �e original sentence reads, “Daß eine große Anzahl Homosexueller sich im 
Zusammenhange mir ihrer geschlechtlichen Eigenart veranlaßt sieht, ihrem Leben 
ein freiwilliges Ende zu bereiten, steht außer Zweifel.” Hirschfeld, Homosexualität des 
Mannes und des Weibes, 902.

50. Ibid., 913.
51. �e passage is “Paare die sich gemeinsam töteten . . . ziehen die Todesgemein

samkeit der Lebenseinsamkeit, Vereinigung im Sterben der sozialen und gesetzlich gebo-
tenen Trennung vor” in the original. Ibid., 905.

52. Quoted in Kevin Anderson, “Marx on Suicide in the Context of His Other 
Writings on Alienation and Gender,” in Marx on Suicide, ed. Eric A. Plaut and Kevin 
Anderson (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1999), 7.

53. �e passage is “Die Homosexuellen leiden nicht an der Homosexualität, sondern 
an ihrer unrichtigen Beurteilung durch sich und andere” in the original. Hirschfeld, 
“Die Gründung des WHK und seine ersten Mitlglieder,” 49.

54. �e phrase is “draußen niemand mehr etwas von ihm wissen wollte” in the 
original. Hirschfeld, Homosexualität des Mannes und des Weibes, 906.

55. �e phrase is “selbst im Falle seiner Verurteilung” in the original. Ibid.
56. Ibid., 903.
57. Ibid., 902.
58. Ibid.
59. Ibid., 913.
60. �e original reads, “Bitte, nach den Motiven unserer Tat nicht zu forschen.” 

Ibid., 914.
61. Adrienne Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” Signs 5, 

no. 4 (1980): 649.
62. Ibid.
63. For a good analysis of the �lm in historical context, see James Steakley, “Cin-

ema and Censorship in the Weimar Republic: �e Case of Anders als die Andern,” Film 
History 11, no. 2 (1999): 181–203. For a critique of the �lm’s commercialization of 
sexuality, see Jill Suzanne Smith, Berlin Coquette: Prostitution and the New Woman, 
1890–1930 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2013).

64. MS XIII, p. 68, Magnus Hirschfeld Collection, Kinsey Institute.
65. Hirschfeld, Homosexualität des Mannes und des Weibes, 899.
66. I discuss the episode more fully in Heike Bauer, “Staging Un/Translatability: 

Magnus Hirschfeld Encounters Philadelphia,” in Un/Translatables: New Maps for Ger-
manic Literatures, ed. Bethany Wiggin and Catriona MacLeod (Evanston, IL: North-
western University Press, 2016), 193–202.
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67. See Paula Bennett and Vernon Rosario, eds., Solitary Pleasures: �e Historical, 
Literary and Artistic Discourses of Autoeroticism (New York: Routledge, 1995), 1–19.

68. Andrew Scull, Social Order/Mental Disorder: Anglo-American Psychiatry in His-
torical Perspective (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 96–118; Jennifer 
Terry, An American Obsession: Science, Homosexuality and Medicine in Modern Society 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).

69. �e full passage is as follows: “Der Arzt, den er in Philadelphia seiner homo-
sexuellen Leiden halber um Rat gefragt habe, ihm geantworted hätte: ‘es gäbe für ihn 
nur drei Möglichkeiten: Selbstbefriedigung (use his right hand), freiwilliger Aufenthalt 
in einer Irrenanstalt (place himself in a madhouse) oder Selbstmord (or better, commit 
suicide).’” Hirschfeld, Homosexualität des Mannes und des Weibes, 899.

70. See, e.g., Joseph Bristow, ed., Oscar Wilde and Modern Culture: �e Making of 
a Legend (Athens: University of Ohio Press, 2008); Ed Cohen, Talk on the Wilde Side 
(New York: Routledge, 1993); Michèle Mendelssohn, Henry James, Oscar Wilde and 
Aesthetic Culture (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), esp. 197–239; Kerry 
Powell, Acting Wilde: Victorian Sexuality, �eatre, and Oscar Wilde (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2011); and Alan Sin�eld, �e Wilde Century: E�eminacy, Oscar 
Wilde, and the Queer Moment (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994).

71. For example, Melissa Knox, in her psychoanalysis of Wilde’s life, A Long and 
Lovely Suicide (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), goes back to Wilde’s 
childhood for the basis of her claim that Wilde was driven by a self-destructive heroism. 
In a more recent study, Salome’s Modernity: Oscar Wilde and the Aesthetics of Transgres-
sion (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2011), Petra Dierkes-�run argues that 
the eponymous heroine of Wilde’s popular play was widely understood as Wilde’s alter 
ego and made even more famous after his death in Richard Strauss’s opera adaptation, a 
reception that drew attention away from Wilde’s own lonely death (78).

72. Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde (London: Vintage, 1988); Arthur Ransome, Os-
car Wilde: A Critical Study (New York: Mitchell Kennerly, 1912), 199.

73. Ellmann, Oscar Wilde, 92, 581–582.
74. See, e.g., Joseph Bristow, “Introduction,” in Wilde Discoveries: Traditions, 

Histories, Archives, ed. Joseph Bristow (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 
1–45; and Carol Lorraine Carano, “Mad Lords and Irishmen: Representations of Lord 
Byron and Oscar Wilde since 1967 (Ph.D. diss., University of Missouri–Kansas City, 
2008),�223.

75. Ashley H. Robins and Sean L. Sellars, “Oscar Wilde’s Terminal Illness: Reap-
praisal after a Century,” �e Lancet 356 (November 2000): 1841–1843.

76. Stefano Evangelista, ed., �e Reception of Oscar Wilde in Europe (New York: 
Continuum, 2010), provides a detailed study of Wilde’s impact. It includes a chap-
ter by Victoria Reid, “André Gide’s ‘Hommage à Oscar Wilde’ or ‘�e Tale of Judas’” 
(96–107), which examines the impact of Wilde’s death on Gide. See also Bristow, Oscar 
Wilde and Modern Culture; Uwe Böker, Richard Corballis, and Julie Hibbard, eds., �e 
Importance of Reinventing Oscar: Versions of Wilde during the Last 100 Years (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2002); and Nancy Erber, “�e French Trials of Oscar Wilde,” Journal of the 
History of Sexuality 6, no. 4 (1996): 549–588.

77. �e phrase is “Hölle der Homosexuellen” in the original. Magnus Hirschfeld, 
“Oscar Wilde,” in Von Einst bis Jetzt: Geschichte einer homosexuellen Bewegung, 1897–
1922, ed. Manfred Herzer and James Steakley (Berlin: Rosa Winkel, 1986), 65.
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78. Yvonne Ivory, “�e Trouble with Oscar: Wilde’s Legacy for the Early Homosex-
ual Rights Movement in Germany,” in Bristow, Oscar Wilde and Modern Culture, 146.

79. Hirschfeld, “Autobiographical Sketch,” 318.
80. �e latter phrase is “schämte sich des väterlichen Namens” in the original. 

Hirschfeld, “Oscar Wilde,” 66.
81. �e phrase is “wie ein unaständiges Wort, bei dessen Aussprache Homosex-

uelle schamhaft eröteten, Frauen die Augen niederschlugen und normale Männer sich 
empörten” in the original. Ibid., 66.

82. According to Hirschfeld, they attached the number J.3.3. Ibid., 67. He might 
have misread the young men’s signs, because Wilde’s actual prisoner number in Reading 
was C.3.3.

83. �e phrase is “den markerschütterndsten Aufschrei, den jemals eine geknech-
tete Seele über ihre und der Menschheit Qual ausgestoßen hat” in the original. Ibid.

84. �e phrase is “still(e) Freud und Ergri�enheit” in the original. Ibid.
85. Ann E. Kaplan, Trauma Culture: �e Politics of Loss and Terror in Media and 

Literature (New York: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 2.
86. Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 2004), 219.

CHAPTER 3

1. �e category sexual abuse of children was introduced into West German law in 
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