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The idea that modernity might have had some dark sides
is not really breaking news. Bookshelves, even libraries are
filled with this topic in all its variations, and recent debates
on colonialism and the Enlightenment, on postcolonial-
ism and antisemitism fire up newspapers, social media and
roundtables. So, while this article does not intend to add to
this policy-driven dispute, it will try to show that by thinking
antisemitism and sexuality together, we might discover new
connections and periodizations that can broaden our under-
standing of at least one of them: antisemitism.

My reading of the entanglement of these two categories is
firmly based on what one could probably term a generational
approach not untypical of a young West German student of
history in the 1980s. As a feminist, I was fascinated by what
Claudia Honegger has termed “ruses of powerlessness’, by fe-
male resistance to the impositions of the enlightenment and
the nineteenth-century’s new bourgeois gender order.' At the
same time, Klaus Theweleit’s 1977 bestseller Male Fantasies
opened my eyes to the male side of the coin,? namely to the
fact that gender as an analytical category refers not only to
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women but also to men and thus has something important to
tell us about twentieth-century fascism, among other things.’?
Theweleit’s findings were, in my eyes, closely connected to
the third pillar of my perception of modern history, Theodor
W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment
(1947), which placed the blame for fascism on capitalism and
on the repressive culture of bourgeois society, including its
gendered structure.* Together, these factors produced what
Adorno and Horkheimer called the authoritarian personal-
ity, or: Theweleit’s Freikorps fighters. In Theweleit’s theory,
the fear of physical dissolution, the dissolution of the body,
stands at the core of what he calls fascist personality (which
is not exactly the same as the authoritarian one but has sim-
ilar traits), for this fear has to be contained by all means, by
all kinds of frontiers, defenses, and armors. And this is where
the second category of this paper comes in, namely sexual-
ity: For what human activity, theoretically at least, tends more
towards the dissolution of physical borders than sexuality?
So, it is not by chance that on the other side of this momen-
tum we find the first-mentioned category: antisemitism (and
for that matter: racism) as highly effective ways of defending
any kind of borders.

In order to relate the two of them, however, it is necessary to
assume a specific perspective on antisemitism. While the so-
cial construction of “gender” and its changeability over time
are by now integral, if not indispensable parts of the theoreti-
cal toolbox for historians, this is not the case when it comes to
antisemitism. On the contrary, this field of research is not only
a very contested one, but also one oscillating between what I
would call “closed” and “open” interpretations of antisemi-
tism’s long history. Roughly speaking, two directions can be
identified, which at their extreme ends could hardly be more
different. Emblematic for one such direction is the title of a
study by the late British-Israeli historian Robert S. Wistrich,
Anti-Semitism: The Longest Hatred.® In this perspective
antisemitism is a coherent and cohesive concept, employed
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events and phenomena worldwide, Engel argues for the rad-
ical deconstruction of the concept by means of an exacting
contextualization of the respective historical phenomena to
be described: “Constituting anti-Semitism as an object of his-
torical study, in whatever form and according to whatever
parameters, has diverted and will likely continue to deflect
historians from potentially fruitful ways of investigating the
specific incidents, texts, laws, visual artefacts, social practices
and mental configurations that such rubric customarily sub-
sumes.”®

Between these two starkly opposite poles we can find a grow-
ing number of widely differing attempts to describe animos-
ity toward Jews, among which I would like to single out one
author, who has the rare gift of being able to think in both
directions (even if, this must be conceded, at different tempo-
ral points in his research career). In his 1996 dissertation, the
medievalist David Nirenberg critiqued a teleological under-
standing of antisemitism that completely excludes the local
and temporal context.” While there he had placed his focus
on the historical specificity of anti-Jewish persecutions, in
his second key work, Anti-Judaism: The Western Tradition,
he directed his attention to the continuities of anti-Judaism,
which he regards—in the fundamental contrast of “flesh”
and “spirit”—as defining a structural framework for Western
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thinking since classical antiquity.® Building on Karl Marx,
Nirenberg stresses that anti-Judaism (he consciously avoids
using the term antisemitism)® is not about a history of rela-
tions between real Jews and non-Jews. Rather, what is central
are the “basic tools and concepts ... through which individu-
als in a society relate to the world and to each other,” a “set of
ideas and attributes with which non-Jews can make sense of
and criticize their world.”*

I would argue that it is precisely this binary structure of anti-
Jewish sentiment that forms the arc of cognition between the
two Nirenbergs: on the one hand, the matrix of anti-Jewish
thinking, which over the centuries has repeatedly reactivated
itself anew in totally different contexts; on the other, its abil-
ity, to date too little examined, of being able to enter into link-
ages—in part very stable, in part fleeting and fluid—with all
other possible hostile sentiment and animosity, its capacity
for bonding. This, to be sure, only becomes clearly visible by
means of a careful and exacting historical contextualization.
The potency of antisemitism to bond and intertwine also
determines its obvious tendency toward total incoherence.
This, however, contrasts with the exactingly investigated anti-
Judaism interpretation that Nirenberg develops but helps to
explain the often noted “flexibility” of antisemitism: Jews as
backward and yet as agents of progress, as capitalists and yet
as communists, and, to finally come to our topic, as hypersex-
ual and yet as effeminate."!

By now it has become clear why I have discussed Engel and
Nirenberg here: on the one hand, a focus on sexuality tends
to reinforce the “longest hatred” interpretation: a straight line
from the menstruating Jewish men of the Middle Ages to the
race defiler of the Nazis on to the U.S. porn industry. On the
other hand, this focus can also serve as a lens that sheds light
on the manifold entanglements of the anti-Jewish with other
forms of resentment, which is what I will stress in this contri-
bution—not as a general challenge to our overall approach to
the topic, but rather as a window of opportunity, as a potential
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line of thought that might lead to new insights or connections.
In doing so, I will start with a hypothesis that, for the moment,
still rests on rather shaky grounds but will hopefully instigate
further research. It reads as follows: while there are certain
anti-Jewish images that relate to Jewish (and other) bodies in
the Middle Ages and in premodern times, it is only with the
advent of modernity that Judeophobia becomes intimately
and, it seems, universally connected with gender images and
fantasies about deviant or dangerous sexual predilections, per-
formances or activities. This hypothesis therefore links “mod-
ern antisemitism” not so much to the invention of “race”'* but
rather to the enormous importance of clear-cut gender roles
and ascriptions for the structure of modern, capitalist, and
bourgeois society—a development that would start roughly
with the Enlightenment, and which has been described so
convincingly in its economic, social, and cultural aspects by
Karin Hausen in her pathbreaking article “The Polarization of

The Polarization of ‘Gender Characters.”'?

In order to assess the changes that occurred with the advent
of “modernity,” a look back in history, if only a brief one, is
necessary here. Regarding the monotheistic divide between
Christians and Jews, the need to watch the borders between
the distinct communities was for the first time clearly formu-
lated in church regulations in the results of the 4th Lateran
Council of 1215, which marks the change from a basically
protective albeit hierarchical to a repressive Christian theol-
ogy towards the Jews and—nota bene—towards Muslims. The
Council’s Canon 68 deplores:

In some provinces a difference in dress distinguishes the Jews or
Saracens from the Christians, but in certain others such a confu-
sion has grown up that they cannot be distinguished by any dif-
ference. Thus, it happens at times that through error Christians
have relations with the women of Jews or Saracens, and Jews and
Saracens with Christian women. Therefore, that they may not,
under pretext of error of this sort, excuse themselves in the fu-
ture for the excesses of such prohibited intercourse, we decree
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that such Jews and Saracens of both sexes in every Christian
province and at all times shall be marked off in the eyes of the
public from other peoples through the character of their dress.

It is very clear, therefore, that special dress codes or marks for
Jews and Muslims were introduced in order to prevent sexual
contacts between the different religions, contacts that could
lead to a blurring of religious difference and might eventu-
ally lead to conversion. While the decree obviously points to
quite extended social and sexual contacts between the differ-
ent groups (and others, since, later on, it would be extended
towards heretics, prostitutes and lepers), sexuality—or rather
its prohibition—here merely serves as an instrumental bar-
rier and not as something that in its specific quality is formed
by Jews or Muslims and therefore dangerous. Sex was sex, so
to speak, and what had to be avoided was its outcome: social
intimacy and offspring.

A similar function can be observed with regard to the visual
presence of Jews and Muslims in the medieval imagery. First
of all, it is important to note that this imagery was far less
static, homogenous, and aggressive than our present-day
gaze is inclined to think. Sara Lipton has reconstructed the
development of images of Jews from benign, if exoticized,
figures connoting ancient wisdom to increasingly vicious
portrayals inspired by (and designed to provoke) fear and
hostility."* Interestingly enough, these changes occur only
after the Fourth Lateran Council in the thirteenth century,
meaning they seem to have worked hand in hand with stricter
segregation. In a similar line, Alexandra Cuffel has analyzed
medieval Jewish, Christian, and Muslim uses of gendered
bodily imagery and metaphors of impurity in their visual and
verbal polemic against one another. Foul smell, bodily fluids
and states, and animals were employed as powerful tropes
to mark religious opponents as sinful, filthy, and unaccept-
able, with a special emphasis on women. By defining and
denigrating the religious “other,” each group, sharing basic
assumptions about purity, wielded bodily insult as a means
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of resistance, of inciting violence, and of creating commu-
nity boundaries.'® In my lay view, we might also place the
idea of menstruating Jews or the famous Judensau sculptures
at Christian churches within this tableau of religious com-
petition which by the invention of somatic markers served
to foster biological ideas of difference and, at various times
in history, persecution. Cuffel’s study is fascinating insofar
as these purposes are remarkably similar to how we would
describe the intentions of modern antisemitism, while at the
same time this was apparently a joint monotheistic, that is
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim endeavor—if we leave aside
the differing power relations over time and space.

As far as the Jews are concerned, they were obviously the
most vulnerable group in this triangle, and it is their depic-
tion, illustrating religious difference, that over the centuries
transmuted into purported physical difference. One topic,
however, is conspicuously missing in these visual narratives,
a topic that would in later centuries develop into a key symbol
of Jewish difference and a powerful trigger of sexual fanta-
sies of all kinds—namely, circumcision. In those few Chris-
tian texts that mention it, there is hardly any trace of the later
obsession with this tiny missing part of the male Jewish body.
Rather, it is taken as yet another symbol of Jewish theologi-
cal arrogance or stubbornness or both; see Luther, for exam-
ple.'” As such, it was reflected upon by Jewish intellectuals as
well, such as Spinoza, who argued that “they have incurred
universal hatred by cutting themselves off completely from
all other peoples.”'® As Sander Gilman has demonstrated, the
practice of de-circumcision—medical ways of reconstruct-
ing the foreskin—became fashionable and feasible only in
the nineteenth century.'” There are sources, especially med-
ical ones, that focus on Jewish physical difference in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century, although at the beginning
rarely with negative overtones. The circumcised penis was at
that time not automatically considered unmasculine. Rather,
it could serve as a trigger for Christian fantasies about the
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sexual potency of Jewish male competition. One can find tell-
ing illustrations of this, for example, in the 1790s in the let-
ters written to the Swedish diplomat Gustav von Brinckmann
by young Wilhelm von Humboldt, who was obsessed with
talking about “the circumcised,” that is male Jews, while both
frequented the literary salons of Jewish women, Rahel Varn-
hagen and others, as enthusiastic guests.? Their behavior can
serve as a fitting example for the ambivalent nature of the pe-
riod around 1800, where the role of women and of Jews came
under scrutiny at the same time and with similar intellectual
fervor, resulting in hundreds of books and pamphlets argu-
ing for or against female and Jewish difference—or, to put it
differently, when the great promise of equality, fostered theo-
retically by Enlightenment philosophy and in practice by the
French Revolution, had to be watered down in order to main-
tain fundamental hierarchical structures between the sexes
and between the religions. One should not forget that this was
a long and torn historical process, the outcome of which was
far from certain in the beginning.”

If we take, for example, the debates on general conscription
between 1780 and 1810 in Prussia, it becomes clear that their
main focus was on military homogeneity and how to maintain
it if everybody were called to arms. In these debates, doubts
about the Jews as soldiers were generally connected with their
religious and cultural otherness, and only a few authors men-
tioned an alleged physical incapacity. And if they did so, this
incapacity was attributed to the lamentably poor condition
of health among the (impoverished) Prussian population as
a whole rather than to specific male Jewish traits. By marked
contrast, the advocates of compulsory military service for Jews
in this debate argued for Jewish inclusion by citing certain
especially masculine qualities ascribed to the Jewish charac-
ter, features that had evolved historically and were ostensibly
proven. In 1784, one Prussian minister wrote that the Jews’
“hot oriental temperament (that) would render them furious
in attack,” while “their cunning and mischievous nature (rec-
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ommended them) for the tasks of reconnoitering.” Neither he
nor his colleagues were sympathetic toward Jews, but rather
thinking in terms of utility and how to make use of the “manly
strength” of their Jewish underlings. It is important to note,
thus, that in the early nineteenth century the physical ability
of Jewish males was not doubted, and their masculinity was
not yet called into question. But again, we need to be cautious
about sweeping conclusions: At that time, around 1800, the
general concept of “patriotic manliness” was far less milita-
ristic than later. Rather, manliness was closely bound up with
bourgeois virtues like loyalty, piety, readiness to sacrifice and
fraternity, all family values claimed by both religions, Chris-
tianity and Judaism.?> We cannot understand the dynamics
of anti-Jewish resentment if we do not take into account its
entanglement with general society, in this case with the gen-
der discourse of the time—something that might sound banal
to gender historians, but is fiercely debated, as shown above,
among historians of antisemitism.

It was thus not by chance that it was Jewish women who bore
the brunt of what was to become the “modern” anti-Jewish
discourse, probably the only time in the long history of Jud-
eophobia. This discourse was closely entangled with an anti-
feminist one: First and foremost, the women of the famous
Berlin and Viennese salons were denied their femininity, the
standard reproach against educated women and one that is
still prevalent. Letters, pamphlets, and stage plays from that
era are replete with malicious representations of educated
women/Jewesses behaving in an affected manner. With the
demise of the literary salons and the advent of the Resto-
ration period after 1815, however, Jewish women vanished
from the field of view of the Judeophobes, only to come back
more or less a hundred years later as dominant spouses of
the by then feminized Jewish male, or more frequently, as an
ambivalent, erotically threatening fantasy in the image of the
“Beautiful Jewess’, who as an exotic temptress, an Oriental,
darker-skinned beauty, inspired male sexual fantasies.?
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It is interesting to note that, again, here we find entanglements
with anti-Muslim depictions, which by the nineteenth cen-
tury, had morphed into what would later be called Orientalism.
Achim Rohde has written extensively about the links between
German orientalism and modern antisemitism, links that were
defined by the still (or again) powerful idea of a Christian Occi-
dent, or Abendland, or by the dichotomy between “Aryan/
German” on the one side and “the ‘Semites” on the other.*
Directed towards the Muslim world, the Othering consisted
in creating an inferior but threating outside enemy, whereas
antisemitism targeted the enemy from within. While the old
“Turks before Vienna threat” lost much of its power during the
nineteenth century and morphed into narratives of colonial
superiority, we can still find traces of this link during the Ger-
man Empire when, for example, Treitschke calls Jews “Asians”
and warns of “Asian Hordes” threatening Germany’s well-
being. In contrast to antisemitism, however, there always existed
an ambivalent gaze towards the Muslim world, one that would
combine exotic cruelty with exotic erotism, and in this regard,
the dark beautiful Jewess with the equally dark and beautiful
inhabitants of the Harems from Granada to Damascus.*

None of this—no beauty, no exotism, no desirable sexuality
—is part of the image of the Jewish male in the early nine-
teenth century, which over time became firmly anchored in
the ideological discourses of German nationalism.?*® Now,
doubts emerged about whether Jews were really physically
fit for military service, a key argument being their supposed
proclivity to being flat-footed. This purported minor mal-
formation was to mark the Jews unfit to serve in the military
ranks, because, as Sander Gilman has pointed out, in times of
the glorification of the foot soldier as a hero and the liberal
citizens’ militias in the period 1815 to 1848, the alleged flat
foot rendered sustained marching difficult and thus served as
concrete proof of the inability of the Jewish male to integrate
into the community of able-bodied citizens of the state.*”
Nonetheless, the physical exclusion and segregation of the
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male Jewish body did not emerge in a comprehensive way
until the last third of the nineteenth century, when “the Jew”
was construed as the counter-image to the classical “Greek”
ideal of masculine beauty, which suggested the unity of the
ideal body and perfect spirit or intellect.?

It was in this context that the topic of circumcision came up
again and was used as a symbol of sexual deviance: Parallel
to the process of pathologizing sexuality in general, the cir-
cumcised penis was now transformed from a symbol of reli-
gious stubbornness—or reluctance to assimilate to bourgeois
habits—into a conscious mutilation of a perfect (Greek/
German) organ with unpredictable consequences, includ-
ing an alleged proclivity for venereal diseases.?* According to
this logic, it was out of sheer necessity that Jews took to other
unspeakable sexual practices, thus seducing or perverting
young innocent females.’* While male Jewish sexuality be-
came deviant ( but also produced fears of sexual superiority),
it was at the same time pathologized in a manner very similar
to that of women and—as newcomers to the bourgeois sexu-
ality discourse—homosexuals: as devoid of self-control and
subject to their base carnal desires. From this, similar psycho-
logical traits were deduced: Women in general, Jewish men,
and homosexuals in particular, were all considered prone to
melancholy or hysteria, but also deemed immoral, devoid of
character, manipulative, mendacious, and unpredictable.®
Needless to say, these supposed psychological traits were
also reflected in the image of the Jewish (and homosexual)
body, which from the last decades of the nineteenth-century
onwards was always described as unmanly and unmilitary,
chubby and wimpish, and suffering from flat feet, a flat chest,
and poor posture.* Antisemitic representations of the Jewish
male were ambivalent about Jewish potency and impotence,
just as they persistently blurred the distinctions between the
genders and/or hinted at deviant sexual practices. In contrast
with earlier discriminations and exclusions, these venom-
ous attacks on male Jewish gender and sexual identity were
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now, at the turn from the nineteenth to the twentieth century,
firmly anchored in the body and supposedly substantiated by
science as fundamentally organic in origin. A hundred years
after the discussions on civil equality for women and Jews,
normality and deviance were defined in medical, biological,
and psychological terms and the result was now unambiguous:
the norm was male, heterosexual, and Christian; by contrast,
deviance was female, homosexual, and Jewish. Antisemitism,
racism, homophobia, and misogyny had thus become closely
entangled in the antimodern vision of a clearly demarcated
and hierarchically structured society.*

Around 1900, this development found its posthumous liter-
ary climax in Otto Weininger and his 1903 publication Sex
and Character, 600 pages of misogynist furor with anti-Jewish
sidebars, which soon became a must-read in educated (male)
bourgeois circles, even though one might wonder in hind-
sight whether this popularity was also related to the author’s
Jewish background and to his suicide.** As resentful as his and
so many other writings of the time might have been, they did
not yet become socially and politically influential. It took a
disastrous war and its aftermath to turn ideas that had previ-
ously been considered crazy or marginal by many into tools
for political action. Now, these gendered images of Jews and
biological ascriptions of gender served to consolidate a na-
tion (in Germany, but not only there) whose fundaments had
been shaken by military defeat, revolution, regime change,
and economic crisis. In a world perceived as having been
turned upside down, feminized men and sexually potent
women now represented a confusion of gender and, as David
Biale has insisted, the sexuality of the Jews became “a threat
to an ordered world, a barbaric affront to civility.”** Thus, it
was the symbolic moral degeneration of the nation that had
to be counterattacked and overcome at any cost.

Again, this attack was directed against emancipated women
and Jews, but it was Jewish men and women that represented
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this threat in the most coherent and capacious way, while
gentile women, albeit in subdued form, obviously had to re-
main part of the national project.’® Their Jewish sisters, how-
ever, now turned into the veritable incarnation of the femme
fatale. In an even more dramatic variant, specifically on the
cinema screen of the 1920s, she transmuted into the sex-ob-
sessed vampire or man-murdering monster—far removed
from the exotic, but salvable sweetheart of Christian men
in the nineteenth century. And in order to understand the
dynamics of the 1920s, one must be aware of the fact that
these images were now to be found not just in novels, bour-
geois journals or theater plays, but circulated wildly by all the
means available to modern mass culture and especially those
with a visual appeal: tabloids, illustrated magazines, mov-
ies, cabarets and last but not least postcards.*” Furthermore,
as far as antisemitism proper was concerned, these images
had moved, in the words of Shulamit Volkov, from the written
to the spoken word, from the pamphlets, articles, and books
of the nineteenth century to Goebbels and Hitler’s speeches
at the election campaign rallies of the 1920s.?® Both, the vi-
sual and the visceral, directly targeted the emotions of those
involved. So, by the 1930s, racist moral norms regarding the
body and sexuality had become deeply anchored mindsets.
But it was only with the transfer of power to the National
Socialists that these norms were translated into laws.

In order to fully grasp the difference that the Nazis’ ascent
to power made for the relationship between antisemitism
and sexuality, one must examine the distinct fields involved
here: As is well known, antisemitism moved from propaganda
to state policies, from words into deeds. It is important to
note, though, that the National Socialist preoccupation with
breeding and purity did not start or end with the German-
Jewish population. From the very beginning, Nazi biopolitics
targeted German non-Jews as well: persons with disabilities,
the “feeble-minded’, the “hereditary ill’, the socially deviant
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in whatever variant; all these groups were objects of severe
legislation from 1933 onwards,* and it is not by chance that it
was especially women who bore the first brunt of this aggres-
sion, as symbolized in the 400,000 forced sterilizations.*
Parallel to the manifold repressive policies imbued with the
phobia of undesirable procreation or miscegenation, sexual-
ity in a positive and desirable sense became a central part in
the construction of the Volksgemeinschaft.

As Dagmar Herzog has shown, National Socialist Germany
witnessed permanent talk in about sex, but this discourse
remained ambivalent in nature.”’ This became especially
clear in the “race defilement” trials, proceedings that were
initiated after the passage of the Nuremberg Laws (1935) and
which the German press had a field day reporting on.** The
female partners of the men charged were sometimes ques-
tioned in the dock about their sexual preferences in ways that
accorded special weight to the proof or admission of so-called
“abnormal practices” While such accounts of “deviant” Jew-
ish sexuality were to be found in the local sections of Ger-
man newspapers on a weekly basis, if the reader moved on
to the paper’s “world politics” section, he or she could find
even more horrendous stories there from the summer of 1936
onwards. For the coverage of the incipient Spanish Civil War
was characterized by a breathtaking mixture of mostly sadis-
tic erotism and violence, committed by the external archen-
emy: Bolshevism.* It is this close conjunction of desire, fear,
lust, and violence that seems to me to typify sexualized propa-
ganda in Nazi Germany—which did not operate in antisemitic
terms only but would be extended in a variety of ways towards
other internal and later external supposed threats: from the
homosexual and/or asocial to the Bolshevik and/or Slav.
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While this tableau of enemies was not a German specific-
ity but rather common—in cultural variations, of course—to
all European fascisms, it was its public staging in the middle
of German towns and villages over several years that might
explain its specific ferocity and longue durée. In a large-
scale study, Michael Wildt has described the genesis of the
Volksgemeinschaft by means of anti-Jewish violence inflicted
in rural Germany and analyzed the so-called race defiler
parades as a ritual of public humiliation.* Such events, at
which Jewish males accused of race defilement were forc-
ibly paraded through the streets of their home town, began
to occur more frequently during the summer of 1935, so that
the Gestapo even spoke of a “kind of race defilement psycho-
sis.”* In numerous localities public amusement at the pillory
morphed into brutal violence, while the number of denun-
ciations of race defilers skyrocketed after it became a legal
offense with the passage of the Nuremberg Laws in Septem-
ber 1935. Both the wish for harsh punishment and the great
numbers of people watching these public rituals account for
the success of a policy of segregation driven by fantasies of
an abnormal sexuality. Even if we concede that the behavior
of the bystanders was not always clear-cut and unambiguous,
the bystanders do form part of the triangle that characterizes
violence as a social process, which Teresa Koloma Beck has
aptly described as something that is “not only exercised and
suffered, but also observed and judged.”*®

Interestingly, this triangle came under duress when, during
the war, the race defilement phobia was extended to another,
much larger group: the Polish and later Soviet prisoner of
war and slave laborers.”” With the outbreak of the war, the
ideologies and practices of sexual segregation against Jews
were applied to Poles in strikingly similar wording: In the
“Poland Decrees” issued in March 1940 the image of the
Slavic Untermensch, the “subhuman’, was radicalized and
connected to the already demonized Jews. The compulsory
wearing of an identifying badge for Poles was introduced 18
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months before the “Jewish star” in Germany, and in a leaflet
from spring 1940 with the heading “How to behave toward
the Poles”, it was explicitly stated: “Just as it is considered the
greatest disgrace to become involved with a Jew, any Ger-
man engaging in intimate relations with a Polish male or fe-
male is guilty of sinful behavior. Despise the bestial urges of
this race!”*

Thus, if in the 1930s the sexual-racist anxieties of the regime
had targeted mainly German-Jewish males, stigmatized for an
allegedly deviant sexuality, after the outbreak of the war the
rage of propaganda turned against German women and their
“moral inferiority’, while the “racial inferiority” of their Pol-
ish partners was taken for granted. The punishments for both
were much more draconic: The involved Polish and later the
Soviet POWs, in contrast with Western prisoners of war, were
without exception sentenced to death and executed pub-
licly.” The German women were paraded through the streets
and had their hair shorn at the market square in front of large
crowds. Here, too, the extreme brutality of such events is evi-
denced by numerous series of photos.* The public humilia-
tion of these German women was followed by imprisonment
for several years, with loss of honor, and, from 1941 on,
internment in a concentration camp, which often ended in
the inmate’s death.

The step of victimizing German, non-Jewish women in public
for a sexual act probably produced mixed feelings in the audi-
ences, in particular among the female onlookers. The “unrest
in the population,” according to police sources, appears to
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have become so perceptible that directives were issued at
the end of 1941 to do without the public rituals of humilia-
tion on the street. This, however, enraged some of their male
Volksgenossen in such a way that they consequently called
for the death penalty for women who had become intimately
involved with foreigners. They justified this by stating that
these women were committing “the greatest crime that can at
all be imagined in National Socialist Germany.”*!

Such wishes for eradication, even of female members of one’s
“own” group, prove once more the destructive power that rac-
isms can unfold—if they are solidly anchored in the body via
images of gender and concepts of sexuality, and interwoven
with emotions of fear and desire, excitation and loathing,
attraction and repulsion. And perhaps, one might speculate,
it is precisely the ambivalence of the emotions bound up with
this in the way described—the simultaneity of aversion and
attraction, but also of shame and desire—which produces the
untrammeled aggression. Klaus Theweleit has written exten-
sively about this mechanism in wartime, in the fight against
“red women” in the postwar revolutions of 1918/19 and the
fantasies about female Jewish partisans in the Second World
War.”? Based on a vast array of empirical material and impres-
sive case studies, Regina Miihlhduser, Elissa Maildnder, and
Wendy Lower have argued that it was the specific colonial
and racist setting of the war in Eastern Europe that produced
an extremely widespread sexualized violence against wom-
en, regardless of their ethnic background, even though this
was forbidden in “racial” theory.”® Thanks to their (and many
other) works, we do have some knowledge about the perpe-
trators’ mindset and more specifically about how the mili-
tary dealt very differently with these crimes on the Eastern
and Western fronts, which, again, is proof of the overarching
power of racial practice.

At the home front, the outcome of this often mortal mix of
antisemitism, racism, and sexualized violence left palpable
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traces in German memory.”* As the Israeli historian Efrat
Yeger has recently shown, the experience of various forms of
(often gender-based) violence—in her case, in the Berlin dis-
trict of Prenzlauer Berg—characterized both the last war years
and the early postwar years, for victims and perpetrators
alike, albeit differently.* It is thus more than just an inter-
esting experiment to adopt this perspective when assessing
the ways in which Nazi antisemitism as the apotheosis of sex-
ualized racism morphed into its “democratic” variant of the
Federal Republic and whether, and (if so) why it changed its
specific sexualized character on the way.

If we take a look at the years 1943 to 1949, the answer is easy
and not very surprising, thanks to the intensive work on the
postwar era that has been done in the fields of gender, Dis-
placed Persons, and Jewish history.*® With the turn of the war
after the defeat at Stalingrad and the intensification of the air
war in Germany, German males were slowly losing not only
the war but also their role as protectors of wife and children at
home. The intensified Nazi propaganda highlighting the threat
that Jewish-Bolshevik rapists posed to German women took an
indirect toll on German soldiers, whose fierce resistance in a
militarily desperate situation appears to have been rooted to
no small extent in the idea that they were protecting their fam-
ilies from the same atrocities that they themselves had com-
mitted or at least witnessed at the Eastern front. Thus, more
German soldiers died in the last year of the war than in the five
preceding ones.”” Those who survived came home as losers
between 1945 and 1955, where they met with a female popula-
tion that had learned to take control of their own lives and the
lives of their families.”® The surprisingly short story of female
redomestication and male reconstruction after the war is not
our topic here, but there is a clear connection to the sexualized
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antisemitism and racism of the Nazi era. The rage first directed
against the Jewish seducer of the 1930s and then against the
“unfaithful wife” of the 1940s, which had let off steam in the
rituals of race defilement, appears to have crossed over seam-
lessly into postwar shared outrage and indignation over Ger-
man women consorting with American soldiers, the so-called
Ami-Liebchen (“sweetheart of the Yankee soldier”).*® Even in
the case of the tens of thousands of German women raped by
Soviet soldiers at the end of the war, male German represen-
tatives often insinuated that, in reality, the women had “vol-
untarily consented.”®® So while even the rebuilding of gender
hierarchies depended on racist images, the same is true of the
overall stocktaking of Germans after the war. As Frank Biess has
shown, Germans “experienced the post war society as a world
upside down with completely inverted social hierarchies.”®!
The fear of revenge, so masterfully orchestrated by Goebbel’s
propaganda since 1940, became omnipresent—just as the mil-
lions of Polish and Russian slave laborers had been in the last
years of the war. But now these former slave laborers were free,
and their sheer existence meant that the worst racist nightmare
had come true. The fear and aggression this produced would
shape the German handling of them and especially those who
remained somehow stranded in the country for the decades to
come, a situation that was exacerbated by the feeling of racist
superiority that quickly became operative again after 1949.

In case of the Jews, the fear of revenge was much more com-
plex or, to put it differently: traditional antisemitism fulfilled
its role. In Nazi propaganda, the “world enemy” was at all
fronts, staging an implacable air war against German cities
and raping German girls in East Prussia. Germany had been
fighting a war against “the Jews” by trying to kill all of them
—which 37 percent of Germans in 1945, after capitulation,
still deemed as having been necessary for the country’s safety.
It should come as no surprise that, after the great defeat, the
occupying forces were consequently all perceived as “Jewish”
or “Jew Protectors.”%
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Germans complained about the few surviving Jews being
favored by the US occupation forces in housing, food, and
everything else, while their behavior was continuously
described with adjectives like cheeky, brazen or unabashed.®
These anti-Semitic aggressions found their perfect projection
in the “sneaky Jewish black marketeer” on the one hand and
in the figure of the powerful and vengeful Jew on the other,
be it Henry Morgenthau or Philipp Auerbach, the self-con-
fident commissioner of the Bavarian state government for
religious, political, and racial victims of the Nazis, who suc-
cessfully defended the rights of the formerly persecuted and
was driven to suicide in 1952 by an obviously anti-Semitic
German judiciary.®

Fantasies about Jewish men as wily and vengeful still fitted the
traditional gendered imagery of antisemitism, and it is fasci-
nating to see how much of the early revenge fantasies revolved
around the images of sexualized racist and anti-Semitic poli-
cies. There were rumors, for example, about a marriage ban for
Germans or a plan to parade Nazi women shorn and marked
with swastikas through the streets. But with the advent of
German sovereignty, blatantly sexualized images of the Jew-
ish “Other,” so powerful in the decades before, seem to have
mysteriously disappeared from the still potent antisemitic
universe, at least in Germany. Descriptions such as Rudolf
Augstein’s 1950 characterization of the Jewish lawyer Joseph
Klibansky as a “mixture of a Roman tribune and a carpet
dealer from Smyrna” who moved around the court room “with
the agility of a racoon and the habitus of a pinguin” vanished
from the media—or at least I suppose they did, because, to my
knowledge, no research has been done on this specific topic
for the Federal Republic or the GDR.% This hypothesis is not
to be confounded with the absence of antisemitism, which, as
is well known, aside from age-old practices like attacking cem-
eteries or Jewish institutions, would, in the coming decades,
focus on the Nazi past and the German guilt for the Holocaust,
while officially being completely tabooed, first by the Allied
occupiers and then by both German states.®”
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So, the question is: where did the gendered imagery of the
anti-Jewish resentment disappear to? What happened to the
sexual anxieties associated with the threatening “Other” for
so long? The first and obvious answer that comes to mind
is, of course, racism: First, the black American soldier and
the “Slavic rapist” took all the brunt, later to be followed by
migrant workers of various waves and provenances up to this
very day. Empirical material and social science research on
this subject abound but seem to cover only half of the story.*
In his book about German Angst, Frank Biess analyzes some
very concrete projections of postwar anxieties that had strik-
ing structural similarities and caused veritable moral panics
at the time. The first figure, in the 1950s, was the ominous
“recruiter” for the French Foreign Legion, who supposedly
corrupted the fatherless male German youth with a mixture
of an elegant, rather feminine appearance and a veiled, mali-
ciously seductive and greedy agenda.®® While the “recruiter”
clearly overlaps with the figure of “the homosexual,” at a time
of fierce and unbroken homophobia and persecution, he
shares the mixture of deviance, hidden activities, and dan-
ger to the fatherland with “the communist,” undoubtedly the
new archenemy in divided Germany at the height of the Cold
War.” “Similar to the recruiter,” Biess argues, “the ‘commu-
nist’ inherited many markers of the preceding stereotypical
enemy, the Jew, and thus became a familiar figure in new
garb.”™ Even though Jewish and (homo-)sexual markers be-
came less and less obvious in the coming decades, which
saw the Sympathisant (“sympathizer’, a derogatory term used
with reference to the Baader-Meinhof terrorist group) or the
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“asylum seeker/Muslim” as new variants of this threatening
figure, one can conclude with Biess that all of them integrated
certain traditional antisemitic features.”

In this context, and if one follows the hypothesis, proposed
by Werner Bergmann and Rainer Erb, that antisemitism
was taboo in West Germany and thus only survived in pri-
vate communication, the publication of Martin Walser’s key
novel Tod eines Kritikers can serve as a striking example of
the return of the repressed.” For in Walser’s novel the figure
of the famous Jewish literary critic (and Holocaust survivor)
Marcel Reich-Ranicki is construed in a way that fulfils all the
gendered anti-Jewish clichés of the 1920s and 30s: ugly, de-
formed, lecherous, impotent, deviant, greedy, etc. Whether
the author was reassembling childhood memories from the
infamous Stiirmerkdsten—display boxes showing the latest
issue of the antisemitic Nazi newspaper Der Stiirmer—here,
or just following his own (old-age) male fantasies, this book
seemed curiously anachronistic in 2002 because, at the
beginning of the new century, the sexualized antisemitic vi-
sion of the Jewish “Other” had long morphed into its oppo-
site, namely philosemitism.™

Whether it had to do with the complete discrediting of Ger-
man military manliness, with German guilt or with sheer
material necessity, very soon after the war ended, Jewish men
suddenly became highly attractive for German women—and
have remained so ever since.” As Barbara Steiner has shown,
besides “mixed” couples that met in hospitals or Displaced
Persons camps, with the women always in a subservient posi-
tion, there were others, mainly women who were actively
searching for survivors to marry. After the foundation of the
state of Israel, Jewish men could add the image of the victor
to their male portfolio, and Paul Newman in “Exodus” plus
the war of 1967 provided an almost unbeatable mixture.™
Jewish men had turned into symbols of masculinity, while
Jewish women were carrying arms without being turned into
threatening Flintenweiber: the beautiful Jewess, so it seems,
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remained intact even (or especially) with an Uzi dangling
from her tender shoulder. In the case of their male counter-
part, the antisemitic cliché of the sex-driven, prurient Jew was
turned into that of the best lover on earth.”

This rather surprising shift hints at a related development to
be discussed here: that of changed gender roles in general. As
is well known, role models for men and women in the West
underwent profound changes from the 1960s onward, dis-
crediting both military masculinity and docile femininity.” It
remains an open research question as to how far this played
out in the disruption of the connection between sexualized
antisemitic images and antisemitism as a political conspirato-
rial world view. My hypothesis would be that with the continu-
ous blurring of clear-cut gender images in the last decades, the
ambivalent sexual character of “the Jew” simply does not serve
as a threat anymore in a world full of sexual/gendered ambiv-
alences and has thus become useless for antisemitic mobili-
zation. What is more: with the upsurge of radical right-wing
nationalism and populism in recent years, it seems that “gen-
der” and “Jews” have almost changed places. Nothing serves
as a better “symbolic glue,” in the words of Andrea Petd, for
the highly heterogenous populist movements’ rejection of the
(neo-)liberal order than the fight against “gender” or, in Ger-
man: Gender-Gaga.” It remains an open question whether this
might, in the end, re-activate sexualized anti-Jewish images, or
whether the Jewish string-puller will remain “invisible” behind
the scene, working incessantly to flood the European continent
with masses of Muslim/Arab immigrants to take over the task
of “destroying German female purity” from a whole parade of
predecessors in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: Jews,
Franco-Africans, Afro-Americans, and Russians.

So how can we make sense of the persistence of these entan-
gled mechanisms, of “sexual fantasies operating through
racism and racial fantasies operating through sexualized
imagery,” as Aidan Beatty so pointedly put it?*° First of all,
it seems obvious that even though the imagery, antisemitic
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and racist, was present already in premodern times, it was
only with the advent of modernity, introducing a solidly
constructed new gender order, including cemented forms of
acceptable und unacceptable sexuality, that these entangle-
ments developed their totalitarian and often deadly power.
We miss much of this story if we only look at the anti-Jew-
ish strand of it, however seductive it may be in order to trace
long and longer durées. Furthermore, if we take seriously one
of the few uncontested findings of research on antisemitism,
namely that anti-Jewish resentment, ideology or practice
always refers to the self-image of the antisemite, then we have
to look at the whole picture: the longing for a pure, homoge-
nous, heterosexual, antimodern, strong community of “real”
men and “real” women inherently entails the enumeration of
the many enemies of this vision, even though often enough
and until today “the Jew” is at the core of it all.
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