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Antisemitism and Sexualities 
Reconsidered

Conference held on Decem ber 13-15, 2021, at the Zentrum 
für Antisemitismusforschung, Technische Universität Berlin 
(TU Berlin). Sponsored by the Ger man Historical Institute 
Washington (GHI), Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft and 
the Zentrum für Antisemitismusforschung at TU Berlin. Con-
veners: Anna-Carolin Augustin (GHI Washington), Sebastian 
Bischoff (Paderborn University), Kristoff Kerl (University of 
Copenhagen) Stefanie Schüler-Springorum (TU Berlin). 
Participants: Nathan Abrams (Bangor University); Christine 
Achinger (The University of Warwick); Jens Elberfeld (MLU 
Halle-Wittenberg); Ruth Ennis (Leipzig University); Sander 
L. Gilman (Emory University); Hans-Joachim Hahn (Uni-
versity of Basel); Deb o rah Hertz (University of California, 
San Diego); Gal Hertz (Tel Aviv University); Dagmar Her-
zog (City University of New York); Elisabeth Janik-Freis (TU  
Berlin); Uffa Jensen (TU Berlin); Car o line Kahlenberg (Uni-
versity of Virginia); Martina Kessel (Bielefeld University); 
Nadja Klopprogge (University of Giessen); Dani Kranz (Ben 
Gurion University of the Negev); Margarita Lerman (Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem/Leibniz Institute for Jew ish Histo-
ry and Culture – Simon Dubnow); Hannah Lotte Lund (TU 
Berlin); Elissa Mailänder (Sciences Po, Paris); Kerstin May-
erhofer (University of Vienna); Lisa Silverman (University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee); Jan Süselbeck (NTNU Trondheim); 
Sören Urbansky (GHI Washington); Lukas Uwira (Viadrina 
EuropeanUniversity);VojinSašaVukadinović(FreieUniver-
sität Berlin); Richard Wetzell (GHI Washington); Benedikt 
Wolf (Bielefeld University).

The prem ise of the Conference “Antisemitism and Sexual-
ities Reconsidered” was to bring the dif fer ences in the role 
sexualities played in judeophobic dis courses at dif fer ent 
times and in dif fer ent regions into view. To expand the tem-
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po ral and geo graph i cal focus of the debate beyond the era 
of  mod ern antisemitism and beyond the bounds of “West-
ern soci e ties” was the ambi tious approach reflected by the 
exten sive range of papers sub mit ted. The key note was deliv-
ered by Stefanie Schüler-Springorum, with a com men tary by 
 Dagmar  Herzog.

The first panel, “White Slavery Narratives around 1900,” was 
chaired by Elisabeth Janik-Freis and dealt with the entan gle-
ments of the so-called Mädchenhandel (traf fick ing of girls) 
by sup pos edly Jew ish pro cur ers and evolv ing antisemitic ste-
reo types once the legal term of “traf fick ing” was established. 
Ruth Ennis and Margarita Lerman expanded the ongo ing 
debate among his to ri ans on how to clas sify the white slav ery 
nar ra tives which high lighted the rela tion between tropes of 
white slav ery and antisemitism. Ennis and Lerman empha-
sized the inter con nec tion between the devel op ment of new 
forms of polic ing migra tion across all  Euro pean empires, 
includ ing the Otto man, and the adap tion of antisemitic dis-
course to enforce these emerg ing prac tices. They suggest-
ed that the so-called Mädchenhandel shifted from car ry ing 
only minor or no pun ish ment to being per ceived as mor ally 
out ra geous, while connecting a “cer tain Jew ish ness” to the 
prob lem. For Lerman, a 1892 trial at Lemberg in which 28 
mostly Jew ish defen dants were accused of traf fick ing wom-
en works as a focal point for the mod i fi ca tion of polit i cal and 
jurid i cal prac tices at hand. Ennis, on the other hand, draws 
her assess ment from the cor re spon dence of Euro pean dip-
lo mats who were among the driv ing forces for new reg u la-
tory frame works concerning traf fick ing in order to toughen 
migra tion laws in gen eral.

Under the title “Sexuality and (Anti-) Zion ism,” the sec ond 
panel on day two began with Deb o rah Hertz’ rich remarks 
on Bertha Pappenheim and her oppo si tion to the Youth Ali-
yah. Hertz focused on the very dif fer ent iden ti ties Pappen-
heim took on. Pappenheim, an Austrian-Jew ish fem i nist 
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and social worker, stood both with the rad i cal fem i nists on 
issues such as the rights of sin gle moth ers and pros ti tutes, 
while also pro mot ing nuclear fam ily arrange ments and oth-
er tra di tional gen der norms – hence her strong cri tique of 
the kib but zim. Pappenheim famously pointed out the an-
tisemitic sen ti ments of the Bund Deutscher Frauenvereine 
lead er ship. Hertz stressed the need to engage in a debate 
about the antisemitic leg acy of Ger man fem i nism. Car o line 
Kahrenberg’s fol low ing talk gave insight into how Palestinian 
Arab s discussed Jew ish women’s bod ies in the early twen-
ti eth cen tury. According to Kahrenberg, the sex talk about 
Jew ish women’s bod ies served as a plat form for anx i eties 
and to cope with the sud den social changes asso ci ated with 
moder nity, such as colo nial rule, Zion ism and shifting gen der 
roles. She con cluded that over time, the female Jew ish body 
became a tool for anti-colo nial strug gle. An impres sive and 
diverse selec tion of lit er a ture, car i ca tures and press arti cles 
illus trates and under pins Kahrenberg’s remarks about the  
alleged pro mis cu ous and Euro pean Jew ish woman in Pal-
estinian Arab  dis course. The panel was con cluded by Vo-
jin Saša Vukadinović, who analyzed the anti-Israeli and
antisemitic sentiments of Alija Izetbegović, former presi-
dent of Bosnia- Herzegovina, and his “Islamic Declaration.”  
Vukadinovićargued that Izetbegović shouldbeunderstood
as an early Jihadist ideo logue, whose recep tion in the West 
remains rather pos i tive.

The third panel titled “Antisemitism and Jew ish Perversion,” 
began with Gal Hertz and his exam i na tion of “Entrepreneurs 
of Vice. Jew ish Sexuality in Viennese Courts,” followed by 
Benedikt Wolf ’s remarks about the con stel la tion of antisem-
itism and anti-homo sex ual ani mus (homo pho bia) exem pli-
fied by Otto Julius Bierbaum’s novel Prinz Kuckuck. Leben, 
Taten, Meinungen und Höllenfahrt eines Wollüstlings. Wolf 
argued that the novel’s reader was sup posed to align with 
the antisemitic pro tag o nist, Henry Felix, who does not know 
he is Jew ish, and Karl, his step brother, who is homo sex ual. 



110 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 70 | Fall 2022

According to Wolf, a link between antisemitism and anti-
homo sex ual ani mus is established through the fan tasy of 
anal inter course which plays an inte gral yet non-explicit part 
in the novel. With ref er ence to Postone, Wolf argued that the 
pro mis cu ous Jew Henry func tions as the per son i fi ca tion of 
uni ver sal inter change abil ity, root less and par a sit i cal. Karl’s 
homo sex u al ity, on the other hand, ech oes this inter change-
abil ity in regard to gen der norms. Although Jew ish ness and 
homo sex u al ity are assigned to two dif fer ent char ac ters, they 
are connected through the marker of mod ern social con tin-
gency. Lisa Silverman then gave an engag ing glimpse into 
her forth com ing book The Postwar Antisemite: Culture and 
Complicity after the Holocaust. In ref er ence to the trial of 
Veit Harlan, Silverman argued that his defense strat egy 
should be con sid ered a pivoting point concerning the def i ni-
tion of the post war antisemite. Karen Niehoff ’s tes ti mony in 
that very trial played a sub stan tial role: She described Lud-
wig Metzger, orig i nal screen writer of the antisemitic film Jud 
Süß, as a com mit ted National Socialist though argu ing he 
was not an antisemite. Harlan’s strat egy on the other hand 
was to por tray Metzger as a typ i cal antisemite, undermining 
Niehoff ’s tes ti mony while absolving him self. To Silverman, 
the new type of defense strat egy employed by Harlan be-
comes a pow er ful rhe tor i cal tool: It grants the accused the 
moral author ity to deter mine who the antisemite is or was 
while obscur ing his or her own proven or well-known antise-
mitic involve ment.

The fourth panel, “Jews, Sexuality, and the State,” started 
with Lukas Uwira on the notion of “Jew ish Polygamy and the 
Alleged Inability to Found a State.” Uwira discussed the an-
tisemitic impres sion pop u lar in the late nineteenth and early 
twen ti eth cen tury that a nation state could only be founded 
upon monog amy – the only pil lar of soci ety which Jews are 
inca pa ble of due to their alleged polyg amy. In par tic u lar, 
Uwira drew a con nec tion between the ideas of “Jews” as un-
able to build a state and, at the same time, as respon si ble for 
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the destruc tion of those states they cur rently reside in. Mar-
tina Kessel con tin ued the panel with her talk on “The Threat 
of Democracy. Identity Politics, Sexual Tropes and the anti-
Jew ish Impulse in Modern Germany.” Drawing on mate rial 
from the satir i cal weekly mag a zine Simplicissimus, founded 
in 1896, Kessel high lighted the appli ca tion of antisemitic 
ste reo types in con tem po rary cul tural arte facts such as car-
i ca tures and post cards. Sören Urbansky closed the panel 
with his pre sen ta tion titled “‘White Slaves’ of Chi na town.  
Interracial Intimacy in Turn of the Century Singapore, Vlad-
ivostok, and San Francisco,” in which he inves ti gated the 
existing sharp eth nic bound aries in impe rial Russia in the  
con text of pros ti tu tion.

The fifth panel, titled “Antisemitism, Gender, and Sexuality,” 
began with Kerstin Mayerhofer’s talk, “‘Quam mulieres men-
struosi sunt’. Perceptions of the ‘Men-Struating’ Jew,” which 
focused on this lesser-known motif of antisemitic rhet o ric. 
She pointed out that Jew ish infe ri or ity was sub stan ti ated 
by the Chris tian claim that Jew ish men are men stru at ing. 
Menstruation was seen as a sign of weak ness or, even worse, 
a sin ner’s mark due to the refusal to accept Jesus Christ as 
the Messiah. A par tic u lar Jew ish gen der dis tor tion was then 
devel oped and inte grated into Chris tian doc trine from the 
twelfth cen tury onward, which con strued Jew ish women’s 
sex u al ity as uncon trol la ble while Jew ish men were fem i nized. 
Next, Jens Elberfeld talked about “Anti-Sem i tism and the 
History of Juvenile Sexuality in Early 20th-Century Germa-
ny”. Elberfeld drew atten tion to the antisemitic usur pa tion of 
a crit i cal cul tural dis course on absti nence that could be wea-
ponized using the imag ery of the Jew as the mod ern sub ject 
par excel lence and its pro mis cu ous desires. Nadja Klopprog-
ge’s paper titled “Joel A. Roger’s ‘Sex & Race’. Exposing the 
Racist and Antisemitic Politics of History” appeared to be at 
the heart of the con fer ence’s inves ti ga tion into the link be-
tween sex u al ity and race, or respec tively antisemitism. Driv-
en by the pur pose to decon struct the myth of a  racially pure 
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lin e age, Rogers iden ti fied sex u al ity as the ulti mate hub for 
rac ist and antisemitic struc tures of social order decades be-
fore Michel Foucault would write his sem i nal series on The 
History of Sexuality. Klopprogge high lighted Roger’s ap-
proach to demys tify rac ist con cepts of white purity on the 
basis of a phe no typic anal y sis of impor tant statesman and 
poets through out his tory.

The final panel of the con fer ence addressed “Contemporary 
Sexual Antisemitisms.” In Nathan Abrams’ paper, “Subvert-
ing the Race. Jews, Porn, and Antisemitism in Contemporary 
Amer i can Discourse,” the author ana lyzed the dis course 
around his own per son as a case study of how antisemitic 
nar ra tives devel oped regard ing his research on the entan-
gle ment of Jews and the porn indus try. Illustrated with ref er-
ences to a col lec tion of right-wing websites, Abrams showed 
how his research was misrepresented as proof that Jews try 
to destroy Gentile mor als through porn. In a rather tra di-
tional antisemitic con spir acy nar ra tion, Abrams is iden ti fied 
as an agent of a greater “Jew ish” plan asso ci ated with hid-
den forces. Afterwards, Dani Kranz intro duced her ambi-
tious research design exam in ing the poten tial link between 
the image of ancient but still per sis tent exoticized Jew ish 
sex u al ity and the “sexy Israeli” among Jew ish/Ger man and 
Israeli Jew ish/Ger man adults. Finally, Jan Süselbeck and 
Hans-Joachim Hahn presented their paper enti tled “Sexu-
ally Harassed by Jews? Contemporary Debates on Berthold 
Woltze’s Genre Painting ‘Der lästige Kavalier’.” Both explored 
the recent memefication of a paint ing from the 1870s which 
kick-started a debate among crit ics and research ers on so-
cial media about its antisemitic insin u a tion and/or tropes. 
Although Woltze is known for ste reo typ i cal depic tions in his 
other works, Süselbeck and Hahn point out that the paint-
ing in ques tion remains rather ambig u ous regard ing its an-
tisemitic por trayal. Both empha size that espe cially from a 
cur rent per spec tive it is dif fi cult to deter mine how the paint-
ing would have been per ceived in the nineteenth cen tury. 
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 Nevertheless, Woltze’s paint ing, implic itly or explic itly, is 
highly charged with antisemitic imag ery.

Sander L. Gilman deliv ered con clud ing remarks. Coming 
from a Freud ian per spec tive, Gilman discussed the poten-
tial ori gins of xeno pho bia. Whether it is con sid ered a nat u ral 
phe nom e non or an aber ra tion of human devel op ment, both 
assump tions tend to pathologize the con cept. To Gilman, 
the more impor tant aspect lies within the con crete social 
and his tor i cal man i fes ta tion of pho bias such as antisemitism 
or rac ism, rather than in their under ly ing struc tures. In or-
der to under stand them, we should approach such phe nom-
ena anti thet i cally: Instead of looking for devi ant behav ior, 
we should ask how “nor mal ity” is delimited? Eventually, such 
an under tak ing might be  able to fil ter out the sym bolic reg-
is ters of dif fer ence that define the polit i cal in ref er ence to 
Georg Simmel. The core mes sage of the con fer ence, Gilman 
argued, was that the ste reo types of devi ant human sex u al ity 
and the image of the Jew as their exem plary embodi ment 
in the world have nei ther vanished nor improved – an argu-
ment bol stered by the extraor di nary papers presented at 
this  con fer ence.

Laszlo Strzoda 
(TU Berlin)


