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Praise for Hitler's Favorite Jew 

“This is a splendid book, scholarly and perceptive. Janik has brought 

rare sympathy and understanding to the enigmatic and provocative 

Austrian writer.” 

—Svante Nordin, Professor Emeritus of History of Ideas and 
Sciences, Lund University 

 

“Everybody who studies European culture around 1900 talks about 

Weininger, must talk about him, and very often simply reproduces 

prejudices against the author. Allan Janik has studied Weininger for 

many years and has read him very carefully. His book, far from 

being uncritical, is an unprejudiced introduction to the thought of a 

philosopher who is very typical of his time, both of its negative and 

its positive aspects.” 

—Sigurd Paul Scheichl, Emeritus Professor of German, 
University of Innsbruck 

 

“Essential reading for all those interested in the philosophy, the 

culture and the arts of fin de siècle Vienna. Finally a comprehensive 

volume on Otto Weininger that dissolves the enigma and sheds 

light on why, despite his infamous reputation and deeply disturbing 

views, he made sense to people as diverse as Ludwig Wittgenstein, 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Elias Canetti, and Hermann Broch.” 

—Carla Carmona Escalera, Assistant Professor of Philosophy, 
Universidad de Sevilla 

 

“Allan Janik’s book on Otto Weininger is especially interesting for 

the way he situates Weininger’s writings and ideas in a framework 

of contemporary European literature and thought. I particularly 

found his references to Weininger’s relationship to Henrik Ibsen in a 
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cultural context where he has been largely ignored fascinating. This 

is a great comparative study.” 

—Helge Rønning, Professor Emeritus and Former Chair of the 
Norwegian Centre for Ibsen Studies, University of Oslo 

 

“You may be excused if you have never heard of Otto Weininger; 

but Adolf Hitler, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and James Joyce all heard of 

him and were impacted by his life and ideas. If you have heard of 

Weininger, it is likely you heard a condensed and distorted version. 

Few figures from the 20th Century are more deserving of a new and 

careful reexamination of their life and legacy. Allan Janik conjures up 

the long-lost context of beliefs and debates in turn-of-the-century 

Vienna that alone give sense to the views, and more importantly 

the arguments, that Weininger advanced. No one is better suited 

than this author to write this book. No one alive knows more about 

the era, the location, and the mindset in which Weininger operated. 

Janik is able to slice through the clichés surrounding Weininger, his 

life, his death by suicide, and his legacy, and offer a fascinating and 

accurate portrait of the man and his work.” 

—James C. Klagge, author of Simply Wittgenstein and Professor 
of Philosophy at Virginia Tech 

 

“Otto Weininger is seen as the bad conscience of Vienna 1900: 

misogynistic, antisemitic and anti-modern: ‘Hitler’s favourite Jew’. 

Yet Weininger was also admired by many in Vienna 1900, including 

Ludwig Wittgenstein. How could this possibly be? Allan Janik shows 

us a quite different Weininger: in the context of his time, as a 

deeply ethical thinker. Through an admittedly tragically flawed, but 

nonetheless brilliant argumentation, Weininger sought to champion 

tolerance for homosexuality, and demand that men respect women, 

based on an ultimate faith in human decency, in a world whose 

misogyny, homophobia, antisemitism and cynical exploitation of 

others he decried. This is an eye-opener about a much-maligned 

and misunderstood figure of Vienna 1900.” 
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—Steven Beller, author of Vienna and the Jews, 1867-1938: A 
Cultural History 

 

“For a generation now, Allan Janik has been the preeminent expert 

on Otto Weininger, and tireless in his efforts to emancipate the 

much-misinterpreted Viennese philosopher from the clutches of 

assorted bigots as well as one-dimensional scholars. Janik’s 

fundamental argument has always been simple—we must read 

Weininger historically, not in the light of later history or of current 

politics—but he has always established it with layer after layer of 

evidence drawn from a range of disciplines, all of it illuminated 

by his unique understanding of the fin-de-siècle Viennese milieu. 

Hitler’s Favorite Jew is not only a synthesis of Janik’s previous work 

but studded throughout with hitherto-unknown nuggets of 

information and fresh insights. Anybody seriously interested in 

understanding Weininger, the roots, contexts, and ramifications of 

his work or their many disparate interpretations and legacies must 

read this book, but it will also be indispensable for scholars working 

on virtually any aspect of turn-of-the-century Central European 

cultural history.” 

—Chandak Sengoopta, Professor of History, Birkbeck College, 
University of London 
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Preface 

This is a book about the life of Otto Weininger (1880–1903), as well 

as his works and their reception. Why write about this Austrian 

philosopher, who is often considered to be a crazy, anti-Semitic, 

misogynist fanatic? 

One reason may be that Adolf Hitler, who was born eight years 

after Weininger, opined that his countryman was the only “decent” 

Jew he had ever heard about. This was a twisted assessment from 

a warped mind, for Hitler considered Weininger “decent” only 

because he committed suicide upon gaining insight into his own 

character as a Jew. The idea of Weininger, the ultimate Jewish self-

hater, is one of the dominant streams in the Weininger reception. If 

it were the whole story, there would be little more to say about him. 

Some commentators like Jacques Le Rider and William Johnston 

intimate that a 23-year-old, even one who studied philosophy and 

psychology at Vienna University and learned several foreign 

languages at an early age, could never have been so bright as to 

produce the sophisticated views that Weininger had during his 

short lifetime. But if young age were not conducive to a gifted 

mind or exceptional talent, then what about prodigious composer 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, or the 19th-century writer Georg 

Büchner, who produced several of the most powerful, path-breaking 

works in modern German literature before his untimely demise at 

24, or the French mathematician Évariste Galois, who developed an 

eponymous theory in the early 1800s before dying in a duel at age 

20. There is no lack of evidence that youth can be genuinely brilliant, 

and Weininger was one of those geniuses. The sheer breadth of his 

knowledge and imagination demonstrate that. But in many ways, 

Weininger was and still is a mysterious figure. 

The enigma surrounding Weininger arises from the fact that 

highly respectable intellectuals, like philosopher Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, have found inspiration in his work. Curiously, Russian 
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philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev produced as good an explanation as 

we are about to get concerning the enigma surrounding Weininger. 

In 1909, Berdyaev wrote in a clairvoyant review of the Russian 

translation of Weininger’s seminal work, Sex and Character: An 

Investigation of Fundamental Principles: 

This book has already brought attention to itself, and it 

is deserving of attention. It would not be so fine a thing, 

however, were Weininger to come into a faddish vogue, if 

there were to obtain a wide circulation of certain of his 

ideas, which can prove fresh and interesting, ideas, having 

justification in the passionate subjectivity of his rich 

individuality, but harmful and trite for mass consumption. 

And thus one might wish that Weininger be properly 

appreciated, while one might also wish that Weiningerism 

not become a stylish fad. In the youthful book of Weininger 

there is a sweep of genius, and from his sombre book wafts 

an air of freshness: This is a very stimulating and inspiring 

book. 

(trans. Fr. S. Janos) 

There are scarcely more fitting words to describe Weininger and the 

problematic nature of his thought: it was precisely because there 

was a stroke of genius in him which emerged in the works of others, 

even if it is not always recognizable in his own. 

True, he may have fuelled the fires of misogyny and anti-

Semitism, but he also sounded a clarion call of ethical and aesthetic 

reform in the eyes of Austrian writer Karl Kraus and the figures who 

represented the moral counter-culture in Wittgenstein’s Vienna. 

He is at once an object of intellectual abuse and adulation; apart 

from a handful of scholars, nobody, neither friend nor foe, pays 

any attention to his arguments or precise words. So, our point of 

departure is the veritable yawning abyss between his works and 

their reception at the hands of a motley crew of figures ranging 

from Hitler to Irish writer James Joyce. The mind-boggling nature 
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of that reception has conferred upon Weininger an image that is 

scarcely commensurable with his real persona and the intentions 

implicit in his writings when they are carefully read in their 

historical context. Two works, among many, have exercised a 

particularly powerful, though dubious, influence on current 

reception of Weininger: Jacques Le Rider’s 1982 book, Le cas Otto 

Weininger: Racines de l’antifémininisme et de l’anti sémitisme (The 

Case of Otto Weininger: Roots of Anti-Semitism and Anti-Feminism), 

which perfectly illustrates what author Waltraud Hirsch has 

condemned as the anachronistic and oversimplified approach to 

Weininger—approach that is typical of literary scholars lacking a 

sense for the essentially philosophical character of Weininger’s 

work in all its conceptual complexity. There is also Joshua Sobol’s 

play, The Soul of a Jew: Weininger’s Night (Weiningers Nacht). The 

latter speculates about the circumstances of Weininger’s suicide, 

distorting completely but convincingly his relationship with 

Vienna’s mayor Karl Lueger and the Christian Social movement, in 

an otherwise gripping drama. 

Further, confusion about Sex and Character also played a role 

in badly skewing his image in the Anglo-Saxon world, particularly 

regarding women and Jews. What contributed to this 

misunderstanding was a truly wretched, bowdlerized English 

translation published in 1906, which remained the only Weininger 

text available in this language for 100 years, concealing considerably 

more than it revealed about Weininger. 

With respect to the original German text, publishers Matthes & 

Seitz reprinted in 1980 the original edition published in May of 1903, 

which was assumed on the basis of the phrase “unaltered printing” 

(unvera ̈nderte Auflage) on the front page found on all circulating 

copies of Sex and Character to be definitive when it actually was 

not. In fact, all subsequent printings were unaltered printings of 

the second printing which Weininger corrected and substantially 

revised just before he committed suicide (only the second and third 

printings which have virtually disappeared from circulation make 

that clear). From the fourth printing on, it looked as if the edition 
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was identical to the first. The considerable differences include 

mystically-oriented texts about the consequences of his 

philosophical dualism that he added before he died. The situation 

after the publication of the Matthes & Seitz edition left a confusing 

situation that was only clarified with the publication of Waltraud 

Hirsch’s little read dissertation and the InteLex edition, which has 

met a similar fate. 

Weininger’s suicide at just the point when Sex and Character was 

making a huge splash in his native Vienna had sparked all sorts of 

bizarre but baseless interpretations, further contributing to various 

distortions still at play today. Precisely because Weininger’s impact 

on the turn-of-the-century Vienna (and not only there) was so 

significant, these misrepresentations have paved the way to an 

equally distorted picture of Vienna and its culture at the time—an 

erroneous image that persists to this day. This book is not intended 

as an apology for Weininger; it is a plea to read him intelligently and 

accurately so that readers can make their own informed opinions of 

the man and his work. Numerous paradigm changes in science and 

society militate against that, so a large part of our efforts is devoted 

to identifying and elucidating them. A brief list of some of the most 

relevant of those can serve as a reminder of why Weininger is so 

difficult to get into perspective today. 

The political and social infrastructure that defined public values 

at the time was a constitutional monarchy in which aristocracy 

retained most of its pre-modern privileges, rather than a republic 

granting all citizens equal rights. The liberals in that society enjoyed 

their social position on the basis of their wealth and education 

(although they were displaced in the city of Vienna politically after 

1897). Society was hierarchical, not egalitarian, with democracy 

instated only after 1918. Thus, the Viennese upper-middle-class was 

smaller and in its own way as exclusive as the aristocracy, whose 

traditions of “conspicuous consumption” and patronage of the arts 

were mirrored in its salons. This order with all its stately pageantry 

would give way to chaos in the post-World War I Europe. In 

personal matters, Puritanism that strictly condemned sex outside 

Preface  |  xiii



of marriage (hypocritical as it could be) was the order of the day, 

while the sort of sexual permissiveness that we know today was on 

the rise. Morality was largely a matter of abstinence; that would 

give way to self-indulgence in the Jazz Age. The study of sexuality 

too was largely a matter for forensic medicine and moral theology; 

those subjects would later become overshadowed by biology and 

public health as the primary sources of truth. The dominant trend 

among Jews in Vienna was assimilation, which was not mere 

conformism but the pursuit of German high culture, even in Austria. 

It would be replaced by Zionism and Jewish nationalism in the years 

leading up to World War II, as anti-Semitism became ever more 

increasingly ensconced in all quarters of society. All of these factors, 

and many more, separate us from Weininger, so that understanding 

him and his world involves many mental adjustments. In matters 

of biological science, for example, he was trying to fathom how 

Nature determines human sexuality in a context in which neither 

the bearer nor the mechanism of heredity was known. The 

composition of blood was similarly not yet discovered. Therefore, 

Weininger had no chance of telling a story that even vaguely 

corresponds to our understanding of these matters. Most of the 

hurdles are fairly clear if one takes the time and effort to identify 

them. We have to work hard to re-contextualize Weininger. 

But it is not impossible. From about 1990, a more accurate 

scholarly picture of the historical Weininger began gradually to 

emerge from academic research. Hannelore Rodlauer’s meticulous 

edition of Weininger juvenilia in the volume Otto Weininger, Eros 

und Psyche: Studien und Briefe 1899-1902, with its rich introduction 

and full documentation established Weininger as a field for serious 

research and not mere polemic; whereas Steven Beller’s path-

breaking Vienna and the Jews 1867-1938, published at roughly the 

same time forcefully reminded us of how profoundly the spirit of 

liberal, enlightened Judaism, which Weininger represented, 

thoroughly permeated Viennese culture at its apogee. A series of 

my own essays, along with the digital critical edition of Weininger’s 

complete works and correspondence, as well as the spin-off 
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documentary volume, “Die Männer der Zukunft”, Ein Materialband 

zu Otto Weininger (“The Men of the Future,” An Otto Weininger 

Sourcebook) in 2010 by Waltraud and Klaus Hirsch, contributed to 

changing the situation radically. Today, we finally have a reliable 

Weininger text corpus including a critical edition of his German 

texts, competent translations of the major works into English by 

Ladislaus Löb and Steven Burns, as well as a rich documentation 

of the immediate intellectual atmosphere from which Weininger 

emerged. The exemplary English translation of Sex and Character

by Löb, replaces the truncated, distorted 1906 edition that 

Wittgenstein rightly condemned to G. E. Moore as “beastly.” So, 

there are far fewer excuses for getting Weininger wrong than there 

were in the past. Yet people manage to do so still. The present 

investigation continues efforts to set the record straight by 

clarifying the issues surrounding Weininger’s texts and his 

reputation. 

Sadly, scholars have scarcely taken notice of all the crucial 

changes in our understanding of Weininger’s life and works, as well 

as the context in which he developed. All too many of them have 

a way of simply restating the common view of Weininger as the 

ultimate sexist and racist, blithely ignoring the latest developments 

in research. This book, therefore, must also be an investigation 

into the nature of scholarship in cultural historiography and the 

responsibilities it implies. Scholarly responsibility is linked to the 

best standards of intellectual practice. That is obvious enough. Yet, 

there are circumstances in which some of us can be tempted to 

ignore them. For example, there exists a certain tendency in 

practice to consider that rigorous standards do not have to be 

scrupulously maintained in connection with a thinker like 

Weininger, whom everyone realizes was a fanatical misogynist and 

anti-Semite. As cultural historians, we pay a price for that sort 

of moral repugnance which is far greater than we are inclined to 

suspect. What militates against this realization? Self-righteousness 

is a great danger, but not the only one; there are also vast 

transformations in conventional wisdom, the state of science and 
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culture, etc., which have altered how we see the world. Still, the old 

prejudices have not changed. Ours is a radically different world from 

Weininger’s and from the traumatized 20th century, but sufficient 

trauma abides with us to ensure that the rhetoric of old is still 

distressingly capable of working its evil ways. 

Weininger has inspired an enormously wide range of responses: 

he has been venerated as a saint and castigated as Beelzebub. The 

breadth of his reception is only matched by its intensity. These 

responses have colored the views of scholars seeking to come to 

grips with him. Many academics need to say something about him 

because of his influence upon some truly creative figure or other, be 

it Arnold Schoenberg or Gertrude Stein, to name but two. Being for 

the most part at a loss as to how to comprehend the bizarre, arcane 

text of Sex and Character and its extravagances, they fall back on 

those “standard” views that fit their own political preferences best. 

These, in turn, are frequently determined by statements, 

celebratory or notorious, by recognized historical figures such as 

Hitler or Wittgenstein. Let us begin by looking at a couple of 

paradigm cases that only make it more perplexing to evaluate, or, 

indeed even to describe, Weininger and his work. 

Allan Janik 

Vienna, Austria 
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1901 Study “Eros and Psyche” unpublished, registered with the 

Academy of Science in case of conflicts about the priority of 

discovery. 
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Acknowledgements: 50 Years' 
Worth! 

The origins of this little study go back some 50 years and my debts 

are, correspondingly, many. They begin with the late Professor G. 

H. von Wright, Ludwig Wittgenstein’s first biographer in whose 

biographical sketch I first encountered the name Otto Weininger in 

1964. Following von Wright’s suggestion, I managed to find a copy of 

the first English translation of Sex and Character at the Bryn Mawr 

College Library in 1965. I read it with a puzzlement that went far 

beyond mere disbelief. How could Wittgenstein have got anything 

out of that nonsense? True, there were a couple of statements about 

logic, ethics, and aesthetics, but could that be enough to maintain 

that Weininger was really important for Wittgenstein? Well, maybe. 

In those days we knew nothing at all about Wittgenstein apart 

from the fact that he was some sort of mystical oracle. In 1966, 

I met Professor von Wright in person. To my utter astonishment, 

he thoroughly endorsed my early work on Schopenhauer as an 

influence upon Wittgenstein, insisting that if I wanted to continue 

my work on something like a “Germanic” background to 

Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, I needed to read Weininger On Last 

Things, especially the section on “Animal Psychology.” The text was 

difficult and understanding it was almost impossible, given my 

mediocre knowledge of German and the peculiar character of the 

text itself. 

So my initial encounter with Weininger was an enormously 

puzzling experience. My Wittgenstein research had begun under 

the aegis of an absolutely brilliant philosopher with a profoundly 

modest strain, Michael Slattery of Villanova University, with whom I 

did my MA thesis. In the course of 1964-1965, a little circle formed 

around Slattery that met every Saturday night to discuss issues 

within philosophy and questions concerning philosophy and 
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culture. Michael and his wife Lisa, Richard Gaffney (along with his 

future wife, Susan Karutis), and I were the original members. Lisa 

Slattery was not merely a professor’s wife. Her father, Franz Hellens, 

was one of the moving forces in French literature in the first half 

of the 20th century (André Gide insisted that Hellens had invented 

surrealism in his superb novel Mélusine in 1917, though he did not 

approve of surrealism as such). Her mother was Russian, and she 

had grown up speaking her native language until she was four years 

old. Her erudite Russian nanny, Natalie, who had grown up in the 

last days of Tsarist Russia, was still with the family in the mid-60s. 

When Lisa told her about this wild character, Weininger, Natalie 

responded that she could well remember the powerful impact his 

work had on women in pre-revolutionary Russia. This was a great 

source of amazement and puzzlement for me then, only to be 

surpassed when the Gaffney sent me a link to Nicholai  Berdyaev’s 

1909 review of Sex and Character as I was writing this book, i.e., over 

half a century later. This is all the more amazing because Berdyaev 

was a thinker we read passionately in the 60s and 70s, spurred on by 

Michael Slattery. Briefly, without the interest and encouragement 

of the Slattery Circle, nothing that I have done subsequently would 

have come into being. My debt to them is as enormous as it is now 

old. 

The late Bernhardt Blumenthal, my colleague at LaSalle College 

(now University) in Philadelphia first put Weininger’s original 

German text into my hands in the early spring of 1973, when he 

heard that I would be taking a research year in Austria, working 

on the role of philosophy in the periodical Der Brenner (Innsbruck 

1910-1954) for which Weininger would form an essential background 

element. Upon first peering into the text, I was flabbergasted to 

discover that it was substantially longer than the translation I knew, 

and became even more astonished to find some 135 pages of notes 

and references appended to the text of which there was not the 

slightest mention in the English translation. In fact, Weininger had 

fully documented his very strange views. It was clear to me from 

that moment that this book was the perfect subject for a study in 
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the History of Ideas, the subject in which I had received my Ph.D. 

at Brandeis University in 1971. It would be amiss not to mention my 

debt to Kenneth Barkin, with whom I studied German history there. 

Apart from the rudiments of that subject, which he transmitted to 

us with admirable erudition, clarity, and wit, he impressed upon his 

students the need to avoid being entrapped by what subsequently 

became known as “political correctness.” He taught us that the 

practice of history demands courage as much as knowledge. I 

remain grateful for that example. 

From 1969 I had two important interlocutors in all matters 

concerning Wittgenstein and Austrian culture. The first was Marcel 

Faust, whom I met in Vienna in February of that year. He shaped 

my image of Viennese culture more than any other individual, then 

or now, on the basis of enormous reading and personal experience. 

The second was Walter Methlagl, founder and director of the 

Brenner Archives until 2000, who was not Weininger’s friend but 

highly informed about him—and a host of other themes central 

to all of my work on Wittgenstein and Austria—from his studies 

of the Brenner. Professor Methlagl was also profoundly concerned 

with the re-contextualization of cultural debates in Austria from 

1900 onwards. I have greatly benefited from his vast knowledge 

and critical skills in nearly everything that I have done from 1969 

onwards. The same holds true for Professor Gerald Stieg of the 

University of Paris, whom I also met on my initial visit to Innsbruck 

in 1969. His penetrating research into Austrian letters and politics, 

Karl Kraus, Franz Kafka, Elias Canetti, etc., have made him into an 

expert of the Weininger reception in literature. It was Gerald Stieg, 

who first suggested to me, as I recall around 1983 in connection with 

Weininger’s strong impact on Kafka’s portrayal of women, that On 

Last Things was at least equally important as Sex and Character for 

understanding Weininger’s impact upon writers. At the beginning of 

my first longer stay at the Brenner Archives, I also met one of their 

no less learned colleagues, Sigurd Paul Scheichl, whose importance 

for my work on Weininger cannot be overestimated. As Austria’s 

leading authority on the rhetoric of anti-Semitism, in the course 
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of innumerable conversations of all degrees of intensity, he has 

provided me with a mine of information and literature about the 

subject, which has been crucial for my orientation; he has also been 

an invaluable interlocutor over the years. 

The idea of writing a book about Weininger originated with a 

completely unexpected letter from Otto’s younger brother, Richard, 

that I received at the beginning of my first lengthy stay in Innsbruck 

in the autumn of 1973, six months after Wittgenstein’s Vienna had 

appeared. He wrote, from the Hôtel de Paris in Monte Carlo, to 

congratulate me on having written so well about his brother and 

invited me to visit him in his office at 415 Madison Ave. in New 

York when I was back in the USA. Upon meeting him, I expressed 

surprise that he found what I had written about his brother to be 

particularly good. In fact, I had only sketched the main lines of 

his infamous book without commentary. To which he responded 

passionately: “but you did not condemn him like everyone else.” Like 

his father before him, who never ceased to be concerned about 

Otto’s fate—as his intense correspondence with Karl Kraus in the 

InteLex Weininger Materialband attests—Richard wanted to see his 

brother treated fairly, without being able to say exactly what he 

meant by “fair,” beyond not being prejudiced against him. This 

concern by Weininger’s family is striking and cries out for 

explanation. It is possible that their concern for Otto’s reputation 

is a consequence of the Weininger name being dragged in the mud 

by the Viennese newspapers in the 1870s, when his grandfather, a 

goldsmith, was tried and punished for selling artifacts that he was 

supposed to be restoring for the Kunsthistorisches Museum and 

replacing them with his inferior copies (I am grateful to Christian 

Witt-Dürring for this information). In any case, Richard Weininger 

very much wanted me to write a fair book on his brother, something 

that was for all sorts of reasons impossible then. Richard thought 

that to be a simpler task than it actually was. I wish that he had lived 

to see this book. 

In the mid-1970s, I was also challenged to make some sense of 

Weininger by one of the great historians of philosophy in the 20th 
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century, Richard Popkin. He was one of my mentors at Brandeis, 

who had single-handedly rediscovered the importance of 

skepticism as the motor of modern philosophy from the 

Reformation onwards. No armchair skeptic, he had also written 

three books on the Kennedy assassinations (he was the first to 

doubt in print that Lee Harvey Oswald had acted alone). His version 

of almost everything in modern thought differed radically from all 

conventional wisdom. So he argued with far more force and power 

than any outsider could imagine that the most important 

philosopher in the 17th century was not René Descartes, with his 

new mathematical ideal of rationality. Popkin posited that this 

honor should be bestowed on Isaac La Peyrère’s, the first to argue 

that there had been human beings on earth before Adam, who was 

not the first man but the first Jew. As curious as that seems, after 

a lengthy discussion with Dick Popkin, you were prepared to take 

the idea seriously. When I mentioned that I would like to work 

on Weininger, he responded, “Why? He was crazy!” That comment 

coming from Dick amounted to throwing down the gauntlet. It was 

and still is a special challenge to articulate the positive side of 

Weininger’s thought and its implications for subsequent 20th-

century thinkers for him. It is a pity that Popkin could not live to see 

this book. 

In 1977 it looked like I was on my way to publishing a book on 

Weininger. That summer at the Second International Wittgenstein 

Symposium at Kirchberg am Wechsel in Austria, where I read my 

first paper on Wittgenstein and Weininger, I met the most original 

of the writers on Wittgenstein, J.C. Nyíri. In the course of that 

memorable week, Professor Nyíri mentioned to me that he was 

about to undertake editing a series of reprints of classical works on 

the history of Austrian philosophy and that he could include in it 

the original text of Weininger’s Sex and Character with a lengthy 

introduction written by me. This would have been a perfect setting 

for the study in the history of ideas in the form of a lengthy 

introduction to a reprint edition that I had toyed with. 

Unfortunately, difficulties with the publisher prevented the 
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realization of the project. And then, to everyone’s astonishment, 

another German publisher produced the reprint edition that we 

had planned, making our idea superfluous. Nevertheless, I remain 

grateful for Professor Nyíri’s stimulation and encouragement. 

Despite the setbacks, I knew that I had come far enough with 

Weininger not to quit now. My first focus of attention in the late 

1970s was to investigate Weininger’s conjectures about the biology 

of sexuality. To that end, I read everything I could get my hands 

on concerning the state of biological science around 1900. That 

literature revealed a chaotic situation concerning knowledge of 

genetics and heredity in which Weininger’s speculation need not 

be considered the mere pipe dreams of a crank. Through my 

association with the Boston University Center for the Philosophy 

and History of Science, I met Diana Long (then Hall). She had heard 

of Weininger and knew that nothing good was associated with him. 

So she was surprised to the point of shock when, in the course of 

our first serious discussion about Sex and Character, I put a stack 

of file cards about four inches high into her hand; all the names 

of scientists were listed there. As she flipped through them, she 

uttered, “these are all the right people!” From that point on, she 

assisted me greatly in finding my way around the biology of sex, 

such as it was around 1900. Interestingly, she was able to help me 

when Michel Foucault, whom I had visited the previous year to 

discuss Lombroso and Degeneration Theory, could not. His interest 

in these ideas was primarily on account of their political implication; 

their scientific status at the time did not interest him. 

I was no less interested in following up on Weininger’s views 

about psychology in their historical setting. I had the good fortune 

to be at Wellesley College in the late 1980s, where my colleagues 

Laurel Furamoto and Larry Finnison played host to the meetings of 

the New England Colloquium for the History of Psychology. When 

asked to speak to the group, I was allowed to present some open 

problems that my work on Weininger had raised. I was interested 

in terms like “neurasthenia” that are ubiquitous in discussions of 

mental illness during Wittgenstein’s time, but virtually impossible to 
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understand from that context alone. The discussion that followed 

was highly informative but, beyond any expectations, an elegant 

elderly lady stopped me in my tracks when she remarked, “Well, 

when Gertrude Stein spoke about Picasso, she always mentioned 

Weininger.” I remain grateful to the stimulus that Marianne Täuber 

provided in that remark. Later, on the basis of it, I would be less 

perplexed than many to discover that Gertrude Stein’s work, The 

Making of Americans, was deeply indebted to Weininger, whose 

Sex and Character she had first encountered and enthusiastically 

devoured while studying psychology with William James at Harvard 

in the early years of the 20th century. At Wellesley, I drank in Owen 

Flanagan’s knowledge of the early history of psychology, and Linda 

Gardiner’s inexhaustible knowledge of problems of method in the 

History of Ideas. 

At the 1977 Kirchberg Wittgenstein Symposium, I met Gershon 

Weiler, who invited me to lecture in Tel-Aviv on, among other 

subjects, Weininger. My trip there was organized from Paris, where 

I was spending a research year in 1978-1979, by Professor Weiler’s 

longtime friend and colleague, Eugène Fleischmann. A French 

scholar, Paul Giniewski had written a book on Simone Weil with the 

title Simone Weil ou la haine de soi, Simone Weil or Self-Hatred, in 

which he alleged that there was a parallel to Weininger in Madame 

Weil’s thought. It was my introduction to this difficult subject, which 

was then widely discussed in Paris. These Jewish philosophers of 

Hungarian origin had deep roots in the Habsburg Monarchy, which 

made us close friends and partners in a multi-dimensional lively 

conversation that continued until they passed away at the end of the 

1980s. 

In the period around 1980, I gained access to the first editions 

of Weininger’s books, and, indeed, more or less the whole of the 

early literature on Weininger in German from Harvard’s magnificent 

Widener Library. Astonishingly, nearly all of these volumes 

contained the inscription “Gift of Professor William James” and his 

bookplate. The first edition of Über die letzten Dinge (On Last 

Things) in that collection bears the stamp Rezensionsexemplar, 
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review copy. James does not seem to have reviewed the book, but he 

certainly knew somebody who wanted him to do so. Perhaps it was 

someone in or around Wilhelm Wundt’s laboratory in Leipzig. We do 

not know. This episode, like the preceding ones, helped to make my 

interest in Weininger positively consuming. 

In Austria Rudolf Haller, who had almost single-handedly 

rediscovered the largely forgotten and neglected Austrian tradition 

in philosophy, was also keen that I come to Graz to lecture about 

little-known aspects of Austrian thought that included Weininger. 

He and his assistant, Dr. Heiner Rutte, were valued interlocutors in 

matters concerning Weininger. While writing a critique of Jacques 

Le Rider’s study of Weininger in 1983, I found that it was impossible 

to find an important quotation that I had previously cited from 

the English edition in the (then) new reprint edition of Sex and 

Character. With Heiner Rutte’s assistance, it was possible for the 

first time to establish that there was a difference between the first 

edition of the book and all subsequent editions, which are supposed 

to be identical with the first edition but are not. In fact, Weininger 

himself had made a number of changes and corrections to a second 

edition before he died. 

In the spring of 1983 I made the acquaintance of a lively, frustrated 

young English scholar, who had come to Vienna to do research 

on the paramount importance of the Jews in the development of 

Viennese culture in 1900, and in the society in general. Steven 

Beller’s frustration was the result of vainly seeking an organizing 

concept for his research. I said that was not surprising because it 

was impossible to determine whether the Jews of Vienna, who were 

also a major element in its liberal middle class, were so interesting 

because they were Jewish or because those Jews were liberal. It was 

the problem of the chicken and the egg. This objection seemed to 

catalyze this thinking. Half a year later, Beller was able to convince 

me it was the tradition of Jewish Enlightenment that informed their 

liberalism, providing their enormous cultural and intellectual 

vitality. Weininger turned out to be exemplary of that. Since then, 

we have been in continual dialogue about all aspects of Viennese 
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culture and a host of other matters. The extent of my debt to him 

can hardly be expressed. 

In 2005, I had the great pleasure of being a Visiting Professor 

at the Centre Georges Canguilhem of the University of Paris (then 

Jussieu, now Grand Moulins). In the course of the month that I spent 

there, its Director, the indefatigable Dominique Lecourt, asked me 

if I would be interested in giving a course of five lectures on Otto 

Weininger in the context of the history of science. This was a 

wonderful opportunity to recapitulate all of my thinking on 

Weininger in an interesting and unusual context, but just the sort of 

context that I had in mind when working on Weininger. I am very 

grateful to Professor Lecourt for that opportunity. 

However, my greatest debt is to Dr. Hannelore Rodlauer and Dr. 

Waltraud Hirsch who have established a sound textual basis for 

scholarly inquiry into Weininger and the context in which he 

worked—the former in her excellent edition of the juvenilia that 

Weininger sent in 1902 to the Imperial Academy of Science to 

protect his claims to originality (an obsession with young Viennese 

of the fin de siècle), and the latter for her acribic investigation of 

the various printings of Sex and Character, which ultimately led to 

producing the digital critical edition of his entire corpus of writings 

and letters, as well as the spin-off volume of supplementary 

materials around Weininger that came to light in the course of 

producing the critical edition. In that effort, the learned Dr. Klaus 

Hirsch came to play an increasingly crucial role. I dedicate this 

book to them with enormous gratitude and in admiration of their 

scholarship. In both cases, superb contributions to our knowledge 

of Weininger were rewarded by nothing less than the contempt 

of the academic community for working on such an allegedly 

scandalous theme when seeking further financing for research. This 

is an absurd, unjust, and intolerable state of affairs. Nowhere have 

I experienced the short-sightedness of academia more profoundly 

and tragically than here. 

I am deeply grateful to Marjorie Perloff, Sigurd Paul Scheichl, and 

the Hirsches for making helpful comments on the text. Steven Beller 
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read and re-read the last drafts and did yeoman service generally in 

helping me avoid all sorts of pitfalls, large and small. I am especially 

indebted to him. Helena Bachmann, Simply Charly’s editor, did her 

utmost to make my text comprehensible. The remaining errors are 

mine exclusively. 
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Introduction: The Enigma: 
Weininger’s Complex Legacy 
to Posterity 

In his Eastern front military headquarters called the Wolf’s Lair, 

Hitler asserted this on the night of December 1, 1941: “Dietrich 

Eckart once told me that he was acquainted with only a single 

decent Jew, Otto Weininger, who took his own life when he 

recognized that the Jew lives from the deterioration of other 

nationalities.” Ten years earlier, Ludwig Wittgenstein, who was six 

days Hitler’s junior, wrote, “Boltzmann, Hertz, Schopenhauer, Frege, 

Russell, Kraus, Loos, Weininger, Spengler [and] Sraffa have 

influenced me. [my emphasis A. J.]” In 1992, in his Introduction 

to James Joyce’s Ulysses, Irish scholar Declan Kiberd noted, “Joyce 

derived from Otto Weininger’s book Sex and Character the notion 

of womanly men; and he applied the phrase to Bloom.” In mid-1903, 

three months before Weininger’s suicide, Swedish playwright 

August Strindberg wrote Weininger, “in the end—to see the Problem 

of Woman’s Nature solved is a release for me—please accept my 

admiration and my gratitude.” Weininger’s impact on our culture is, 

for better or worse, undeniable and enormous. 

We have a full spectrum of Weininger aficionados: the anti-Semite 

par excellence, the 20th century’s most influential philosopher, its 

greatest writer, and one of the three fathers of modern drama (along 

with Henrik Ibsen and Anton Chekov), arguably its most brilliant 

misogynist. There are, of course many, many more manifestations 

of the fascination that Weininger exerted upon the century’s 

intellectuals: Gertrude Stein’s main work (as was probably her 

insane idea of nominating Hitler for the Nobel Peace Prize because 

of his anti-Semitism), The Making of Americans, is thoroughly 

imbued with Weininger’s ideas, as is Elias Canetti’s Auto-da-Fe 
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(although Canetti would vehemently, and deviously, deny it later in 

life). The young Hermann Broch was no less taken by him and there 

is much to be said that modern concern with turn-of-the-century 

Vienna, which originates with Carl E. Schorske’s Fin de siècle Vienna, 

Politics and Culture, actually began in 1940 with Broch’s celebrated 

essay “Hofmannsthal and His Times.” That seminal work is 

fundamentally a refined Weiningerian perspective on that “joyous 

apocalypse .” Most amazingly, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, arguably 

the Mother of American feminism, reflected in print on the merits of 

Weininger’s view of sexual attraction. The closer you look, the more 

you find, when you seek Weininger’s traces in our culture and then 

in the most unexpected places. 

While juxtaposing the texts cited above, some questions emerge: 

how on earth could Weininger have appealed to such different 

figures? What led him to produce a corpus that could inspire such 

diverse thinking? The texts cited above all merit full discussion, 

which shall follow in due course. However, there are some further 

points that need to be underscored at the beginning of our inquiry. 

For many of Weininger’s readers, Hitler’s remark serves to classify 

Weininger once and for all. He was an insightful, self-hating Jew 

who was consistent enough to execute the logical implications of 

his insight. He was driven to madness and, ultimately, self-

destruction by realizing fully what his ideas implied. His suicide 

was rooted in a perverse integrity. This widely spread interpretation 

assumes that there is a direct link between what he alleged in his 

book and his suicide; a presumption that has been maintained by 

Weininger’s friends and foes alike. This essay will show that there 

is no substance to the charge because Weininger’s claims in Sex 

and Character fully contradict the thesis that we find vulgar anti-

Semitism there. Returning to Hitler, in making this allegation he 

claimed to have heard about Weininger from his Munich “mentor” 

Dietrich Eckart, who is seldom the subject of investigation in 

discussions of Weininger. We shall have to correct that. 

Much of the literature about Weininger is hearsay, even in 

respectable circles. All claims about him must be subject to the 
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careful scrutiny that is now possible thanks to the new critical 

edition of his works and letters. That is not to deny that Weininger’s 

words have fuelled the fires of racism and misogyny until this day, 

especially in France and Italy, where he has long been a favorite of 

Fascists and post-Fascists. Textual nuances and contextual niceties 

are hardly stock-in-trade in those quarters. Unfortunately, 

Weininger’s words can be, and have been, all too easily 

instrumentalized by bigots in aid of some of the most dubious 

causes. 

On the other side of the Weininger reception, we find 

Wittgenstein, who, as we have seen above, has claimed that 

Weininger influenced him significantly. On August 23, 1931, the 

philosopher wrote to his Cambridge colleague, G. E. Moore: “I can 

quite imagine that you don’t admire Weininger very much, what 

with that beastly translation and the fact that W. must feel very 

foreign to you. It is true that he is fantastic but he is great and 

fantastic. It isn’t necessary or rather not possible to agree with 

him, but the greatness lies in that with which we disagree. It is his 

enormous mistake which is great. i.e. roughly speaking if you just 

add a ‘~’ [negation] to the whole book it says an important truth.” 

It has long been known that Wittgenstein held Weininger in high 

esteem but, for the most part, philosophers have been at a loss to 

explain why. Nor have they had much luck explaining convincingly 

how his “influence” can be found in Wittgenstein’s philosophical 

works, despite considerable speculation on the theme. So, there is 

ample room for speculation here too. In any case, Wittgenstein put 

his finger on one important aspect of the Weininger reception: the 

power of his seemingly bizarre ideas to stir the imagination. 

On this score, the most important case in point is James Joyce. His 

adaptation of some of Weininger’s ideas about bi-sexuality would 

appear to be a fixed point in the literature on the background to 

Ulysses, but there is little to explain how Weininger found his way to 

Bloom’s Dublin and how such a deeply committed humanist could 

be inspired by him. In both cases, the community of scholars has 

been confronted with something shocking. Strindberg found clear 
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traces of his plays The Father and Miss Julie in Weininger that the 

latter admitted were there (although Strindberg himself had a highly 

problematic side to his brilliance). In any case, all of this needs to be 

brought into perspective, as this book will do. 

Weininger’s allegations 

It may appear as though Weininger made it too easy to cull texts 

from Sex and Character that strongly reinforce the idea of its author 

as a rabid racist, woman-hater, and anti-Semite. Just consider the 

following theses that may be gleaned from his text: 

About Woman 

Woman is thoroughly sexual. 

Woman’s physiology determines that she is incapable of 

rational thinking. That implies that she is neither artistically 

creative nor moral in her nature. 

Woman is completely nihilistic. 

All Women are either mothers or prostitutes, fully 

egocentric or entirely without a self. 

Only Women are happy. 

Women, like children, idiots and criminals, should not be 

allowed to participate in public life. 

Love and understanding are incompatible. 

It is important to point out here that the German word that 

Weininger uses for Woman, “Weib,” has almost completely changed 
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its meaning since his day. Today, Weib is roughly equivalent to 

“Bitch,” whereas in Weininger’s day, “it could be a value-free 

synonym of the purely descriptive term “Frau.” For all his 

questionable views on women, Weininger’s text offers no evidence 

that he ever intended to use ‘Weib’ in itself as a disparagement…,” 

Ladislaus Löb wrote in his translator’s preface to Sex and Character. 

So, readers of German, who have lots of advantages in approaching 

Weininger in general, do not entirely lack major hurdles themselves. 

This is one of the main reasons for re-contextualizing his work. 

About Jews  

Jews are very feminine. 

Jewish anti-Semitism proves that nobody who really knows 

Jews can like them. 

The concept of the citizen fully transcends the Jew. 

It is impossible to imagine a Jewish “Gentleman.” 

The real Jew has no self and thus no intrinsic value. 

The Jew is more lecherous that the Aryan man. 

Jews lack depth. That is why there are no Jewish geniuses. 

Agility of mind among Jews is really lack of conviction. That 

explains why there are so many Jewish journalists. 

The Jew is an unbeliever, profoundly unreligious. 

The Jew’s eroticism is sentimental, his humor is satire. 

The spirit of modernity is Jewish. It is the affirmation of 

sexuality on the part of the morally weak man. 
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Why did Weininger write so provocatively if he was not a fanatic? It 

is not easy to understand, especially when he emphatically rejected 

all forms of discrimination, legal and moral, alongside these 

allegations. 

In rejecting the women’s emancipation, Weininger sharply 

insisted 

that he is not objecting to the idea that: 

A woman gives the orders in her house, while her husband 

no longer dares to contradict her. 

She walks in unsafe areas at night without the protection of 

an escort. 

She lives on her own. 

She visits men. 

She is allowed to hear discussions of sexual topics. 

She desires to earn an independent living. 

She desires to study at a conservatory or a university. 

Briefly, woman’s desire for external equality with men. 

In short, he found none of these scandalous ideas of his time 

problematic; since that is true, Weininger should be classified as 

a progressive. He had a problem with women’s desire to possess a 

male soul, which her biology rules out. Today, the very notion of the 

soul itself is so far from the center of our collective consciousness 

that we can do little more than chuckle at the mere mention of the 

idea. Moreover, the fact that Weininger’s arguments about sexual 

differentiation are embedded in obsolete biological assumptions, 

theories, and conjectures upon which he erected his Kantian-

inspired moral message is enough to make us laugh. On top of 

that, his own pet theory turns on an analysis of Male and Female 

as Ideal Types, both physiologically and psychologically, leaving his 
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assertions about types and individuals open to all sorts of confusion. 

All of that, of course, requires a fuller explanation, which will be 

provided later. Naturally, we see sex differences and their biological 

and social bases, sex and gender, quite differently today because 

of our understanding of DNA and testosterone. But we should not 

forget that even today the last word has not yet been spoken in 

these matters, but whatever that word is, it will take us still farther 

away from Weininger. Furthermore, appearances are also deceiving 

here. Be that as it may, contrary to what we tend to expect of 

him, Weininger is adamant that congenital inferiority cannot ever 

justify persecution. Indeed, in his view, with its deep roots in the 

moral philosophy of Kant, it demands tolerance on the part of the 

intellectually and morally superior because the most basic 

command of reason is to always treat personality in ourselves and in 

others as an end and never merely a means. Thus, he writes towards 

the end of his book with crystal clarity: 

Justice is one and the same for both Man and Woman. Nobody 

must presume to deny or forbid Woman anything as being 

“unfeminine,” and it is a vile judgment to find a man who 

has killed his adulterous wife not guilty, as if, legally, she 

had been his possession.… this book is the greatest homage 

ever paid to women…. Most people theoretically pretend to 

respect Woman and practically despise women all the more: 

I have reversed this relationship…. Man must overcome the 

aversion against the masculine woman in himself, which is 

nothing but common selfishness. (Löb, 307) 

A few pages further the full radicalism of Weininger’s view is stated 

in no uncertain terms: 

Thus at last the demand for abstinence on the part of both 

sexes is fully explained from the supreme view of the 

problem of Woman, seen as the problem of humanity (Löb, 

311, my emphasis, AJ). 
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In literature, the problem that Weininger addressed is precisely 

the one that Leo Tolstoy posed in The Kreutzer Sonata: how can 

there be moral relations between the sexes? It is scarcely a theme 

that we can recognize as a problem 100 years after the Jazz Age, 

which turned the tides in these matters. Its solution is the one 

proposed by Richard Wagner in Parsifal: abstinence (which was in 

the air in Weininger’s day, as the teetotalers of the era remind us). In 

Weininger’s view, only when men abstain from sexual relations with 

women are both truly human. 

What is the obstacle to realizing that ideal? Weininger’s answer 

is “Judaism.” This term presents us with even more problems than 

Weib. The first thing to be said about Judentum (Judaism in German) 

is that it is an immensely complex notion that can refer to the 

Jewish religion and its practices, the Jewish ethnic and the values 

it represents and, more negatively, a set of dubious character traits 

ascribed to Jews by those who consider them interlopers. So, it 

is not easy from the start to speak of Judaism in a precise way. 

Weininger made the situation even more complicated by 

characterizing Judaism in a way that is virtually unthinkable today: 

I do not mean either a race or a nation, and even less a 

legally recognized religious faith. Judaism must be regarded 

as a cast of mind, a psychic constitution, which is a 

possibility for all human beings and which has only found its 

most magnificent realization in historical Judaism. 

He went on: 

That this is so is proved by nothing if not by anti-Semitism…. 

The aggressive anti-Semite … always exhibits certain Jewish 

peculiarities; sometimes this can even show in his 

physiognomy, while his blood may be entirely free of any 

Semitic admixture. 

And then he added, anticipating his alleged nemesis, Jean-Paul 
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Sartre, and his biggest Austrian critic, Ferdinand Ebner, Martin 

Buber’s Christian precursor as the philosopher of I and Thou, 

Nor could this possible be otherwise. Just as we love in 

others only what we would like to be completely but never 

are completely, so we hate in others only what we never 

want to be, but always are in part. 

As Weininger would understand it, Judaism is an attitude 

characteristic of our culture that encourages selfishness and 

belittles moral idealism. That such a pseudo-ideal should be the 

target of an ethical critique of modern society seems strange to us, 

but we forget that Weininger lived in an idealistic culture dominated 

by the notion that progress was the result of the application of 

scientific knowledge to the physical world (the Vienna Circle 

originated in Weininger’s Vienna with one of his fellow students, 

Victor Kraft, as a senior member) and oriented towards solving 

social problems. The concrete embodiment of the middle class’s 

social reform was to be found in Vienna’s private charitable 

organizations; they were focused on everything from educational 

reform to world peace and the abolition of poverty. During World 

War I, such idealism disappeared, which is yet another factor that 

makes The World of Yesterday so very difficult for us to understand 

today. Old science is funny and old values are absurd. But we need 

to understand them if we are going to solve the enigma of Otto 

Weininger. To this end, our study is divided into nine chapters: 

The Road to Eros und Psyche 

The Viennese Origins of Sex and Character 

Sex and Character I: Early Sexology and the Theory of 

Plasms 

Sex and Character II: Towards a Psychology of Male and 

Female 
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Sex and Character III: The Lot of Men and Women in 

Weininger’s Moral World: What is and what Can Be 

Judaism and anti-Semitism 

Weininger’s End: Suicide 

Hitler, Wittgenstein and Joyce: Three Weiningerians? 

Weininger’s Legacy 

It should be clear from the outset that our account of these matters 

is highly compressed and selective. A full discussion of these 

themes, including adequate documentation, would require a small 

study in itself. Our aim is not to sidestep the challenge of producing 

such a full account, but to suggest clear guidelines with respect to 

which clues should be followed and which are blind alleys. Briefly, 

we aim at something like a Prolegomena to Any Future Study of 

Otto Weininger that would clear the path of scholarship from a 

century’s worth of detritus that has obscured the actual contours 

of Weininger’s work. At best, the task requires a valiant effort and 

even that is no guarantee of success, so great are the obstacles 

to attaining historical clarity surrounding Weininger and his work. 

However, it is just that challenge that makes him the perfect subject 

for a study in the history of ideas today. 
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1. The Road to Eros und 
Psyche 

Otto Weininger was born in Vienna on April 3, 1880. At birth, he 

was given the Hebrew name Schlomo. It is unclear if that name 

was ever used. He took his own life exactly 23 and one-half years 

later, the night of October 3-4, 1903. His father Leopold Weininger 

was a goldsmith who produced fine copies of classical works. He 

was an enthusiastic Wagnerian, who regularly made pilgrimages 

to Bayreuth, sometimes bringing his eldest child, Otto, with him. 

Briefly, Otto was recognizably Leopold’s son: he was also critical 

of Jews but, nevertheless, objected to the anti-Semitic statements 

in Otto’s infamous book, Sex and Character. Leopold was a typical 

strict Viennese bourgeois from whom his son sought to establish an 

independent identity by leaving home as soon as possible despite 

his own limited financial possibilities. He was clearly perplexed by 

his son’s suicide and sought to find ways of making Otto’s life and 

death comprehensible, as did his daughter Rosa and his youngest 

son Richard right up to the latter’s death in 1979. Leopold was 

particularly keen on insisting that his son was in no way mentally 

disturbed as some people, including close acquaintances, 

suggested. Immediately after Otto’s death, Leopold began an 

intensive correspondence with Karl Kraus about his deceased son 

and the reactions to his death. 

In 1898, Otto graduated from Vienna’s Piaristen Gymnasium, 

where his teachers included the philosopher and pioneer 

sociologist Wilhelm Jerusalem. Jerusalem was a highly gifted thinker 

with Jewish heritage to whom a career as a university professor was 

closed because he refused to convert to Christianity. In any case, 

Weininger was a bit of an obstreperous pupil, whose performance 

depended on his interest in a given subject. He was superb at 

languages. At the age of 16, he submitted to the journal 
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Indogermanische Forschungen (Indo-European Research) a 

conjecture about the meaning of the Homeric expression “nwrops,” 

which remains unexplained to this day. Weininger was also an active 

member of the Viennese Sociological Society and became a close 

friend with its leading light, Friedrich Otto Hertz. The organization 

sponsored lectures by such figures as Hermann Bahr and Ricarda 

Huch. An account of how Weininger’s contributions to the 

discussions were received has survived. In the words of Max Ermers, 

later biographer of Viktor Adler, “when he took the floor—in the 

old social science educational society, everyone listened intensely, 

although it was difficult to follow him. He spoke of Avenarius, Mach’s 

empirio-criticism, Hering, and Simmel. Yet, far beyond his 

phenomenal knowledge, Weininger seemed to us to be unusual and 

important. He spoke uncompromisingly, flickeringly apostolic and 

with the glowing inspiration of ultimate certainty. He was 

somebody.” 

Weininger began his university studies in 1898, the year after 

the university accepted its first female students. Sponsored by his 

teacher Jerusalem, Weininger was admitted to the Vienna 

Philosophical Society that year. This made him most definitely a part 

of the Viennese intellectual elite. 

The Philosophical Society was founded in 1888 around the 

towering figure within Austrian philosophy at that time, Franz 

Brentano, by far the most influential thinker in the Habsburg 

Monarchy at the turn of the century. As a married ex-priest, 

Brentano could not work as a professor in Catholic Austria, so his 

friends and supporters founded the Philosophical Society as a semi-

public vehicle for him to pursue his philosophical 

interests—“philosophical” in the broad sense of dealing with the 

burning scholarly, social and historical questions of the day. Its 

membership included the crème de la crème of the university’s 

professors and the Viennese intelligentsia generally. In Weininger’s 

time, Brentano had long deserted Vienna for Florence but the likes 

of Ernst Mach, Sigmund Exner, Friedrich Jodl, Ludwig Boltzmann, 

Sigmund Freud, and Houston Stewart Chamberlain, to name but a 
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few, sat together regularly at the Society’s meetings, along with a 

few select students like Weininger and the slightly younger Stefan 

Zweig, who had to pass an examination to gain entry to the group. 

However, once they were members, they enjoyed in principle the 

same rights and privileges as the illustrious professors. 

Through Professor Alois Höfler, the Society’s President, 

Weininger and seven other students from the Society, including 

Victor Kraft, later a member of the Vienna Circle, took part in the 

proofreading and textual correlation of a study that Höfler had 

prepared for the Prussian Academy Edition of the works of Kant. 

This was doubtless in connection with Höfler’s critical edition of 

the Metaphysical First Elements of Natural Science (Metaphysische 

Anfangsgründe der Naturwissenschaften), published in Volume IV 

of that celebrated edition in 1903. Little wonder that Weininger’s 

method of arguing from ideal types in Sex and Character would be 

(loosely but clearly) based upon Kantian principles. 

Friedrich Jodl, with whom Weininger would write his dissertation, 

was the senior professor of philosophy in Vienna and a leading light 

among Viennese free-thinkers (to the dismay of Catholic thinkers as 

different as Brentano and Boltzmann). Jodl was a mover and shaker 

in the huge complex of voluntary associations that grew up in liberal 

Vienna; the Philosophical Society was among the most prominent. 

The aim of such voluntary organizations was to promote causes 

contributing to social reform and based on humanistic principles 

prevalent in the turn-of-the-century Vienna, especially the Verein 

freie Schule (the Society for Liberated Schools), which struggled 

for the emancipation of Austrian schools from the domination of 

the Catholic Church. Be that as it may, Jodl was the main spirit of 

the Vienna University Philosophical Society. Its lectures took place 

in the university, but its discussions were organized in Leopold 

Mitzko’s restaurant nearby. This arrangement was reportedly made 

to prevent altercations between Jodl and the voluble Boltzmann, 

who said of himself, apparently indirectly alluding to Jodl, 

“philosophy makes me nervous.” 

In 1901, Weininger joined a group that read and discussed Richard 
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Avenarius’s Critique of Pure Experience intensively each week. At 

this point, he was deeply immersed in the positivist empirio-

criticism of Avenarius and Mach, a form of philosophy based 

exclusively on natural science. His enthusiasm for Avenarius would 

know no bounds, as would his knowledge of empirio-criticism. That 

would change radically a year later when he encountered the critical 

philosophy of Kant in the context of Höfler’s Kant project for the 

Prussian Academy. Kant would inspire Weininger’s main work in 

philosophy. 

However, Weininger did not neglect student life either. He keenly 

sought the advice of Hermann Swoboda (then Freud’s patient and 

pupil, and later professor of psychology at the University of Vienna) 

about joining a fraternity (Verbindung). Failing in these efforts (for 

reasons unknown), Weininger and his friends founded their own 

fraternity with the tellingly Nietzschean name, Dionysia. 

Interestingly, it admitted Jews and Christians but also placed its 

members under the obligation of fighting duels when their honor 

was challenged. Importantly, this was after 1896, when German 

nationalist fraternities excluded Jews from such affairs of honor. 

Weininger himself is on record as having won a duel with a sabre, 

fought to decide who would get a place in the anatomist Emil 

Zuckerkandl’s lectures. 

Weininger seems to have been one of those students who was 

passionately interested in anything remotely related to philosophy. 

During his studies, he had contacts with almost half of the 

professors on the faculties of philosophy and medicine. They 

included Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Freud, Mach, Boltzmann, his 

philosophy professors Jodl and Laurentz Müllner, the Italian 

philosopher and mathematician, Giovanni Vailati as well as 

prominent intellectuals like Houston Stewart Chamberlain and 

Rudolf Kassner and, perhaps even the young Martin Buber, who was 

studying in the same department as Weininger. He heard lectures by 

the leading medical scholars in his time such as Carl Toldt, Sigmund 

Exner, Julius Wagner-Jauregg, and many others, and was fully 

conversant with studies in sexuality, such as they were at the turn of 
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the century in Vienna—one of the few centers where sex was taken 

to be an important subject of scientific study. 

Briefly, Weininger was a prime representative of a sort of paragon 

of the ambitious over-achiever that can still be found at the 

University of Vienna (and other universities in the world ). 

Wittgenstein was impressed with him, as the first outside of the 

inner circle around Freud, to recognize that the future of the study 

of the mind lay with the author of The Interpretation of Dreams. 

Freud’s Studies in Hysteria would provide Weininger with a key 

to understanding the deepest aspects of the problem of moral 

relations between the sexes. 

It was not mere chance that led him to assert that the future of 

psychology lay with Josef Breuer and Freud (Löb, 240). That future 

was to provide a fuller and richer account of our “inner lives.” One 

need merely compare Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis (1886) 

with Breuer and Freud’s Studies in Hysteria (1895) to appreciate the 

sorts of “paradigm shifts” that were taking place within psychiatry. 

What Krafft-Ebing could describe in a few paragraphs based on 

a brief interview and external observation, Freud would spin into 

a complex, lengthy narrative, which could only be written after 

an equally complex, lengthy period of intense dialogue between 

doctor and patient. In short, Krafft-Ebing aimed mainly at informing 

judges about the typical forms of perversity and only secondarily 

at contributing to a science of sexology, whose structure and 

foundations he could scarcely imagine; Freud’s aim, on the other 

hand, was to assist suffering people. Thus, the former related all 

explicit discussions of the sexual act in Latin for the protection 

of the ignoble mob, as did Albert Moll who, in his path-breaking 

Investigations into the libido sexualis (1897, partial English 

translation 1933), transformed the theological expression libido into 

a psychological term, much to the dismay of many conservative 

theologians). In fact, Freud was doing little less than wresting 

psychiatry from the hands of the lawyers and judges, giving it a 

firm footing among the healing arts. That Freud would win the day 

was far from clear in 1903. But Weininger had a deep understanding 
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of the problems that any putative candidate for the title “science 

of the mind” would have to face, so he recognized that Freud’s 

contribution was of monumental significance. 

At the same time, Weininger left no stone unturned in keeping 

up with the latest cultural developments in the capital. There was 

scarcely a musical or theatrical event that he failed to attend and to 

discuss with his friends. 

Upon completing his studies in 1902, Weininger left the Jewish 

community and embraced Protestant—not Catholic—Christianity 

with the help of Pastor Zimmermann, who was noted for his 

carrying out quick and easy conversions. This might have been 

in anticipation of pursuing a career in public service for which 

conversion was a necessary condition. Not much is known about 

this conversion, only that in the end, Weininger rejected the option 

of habilitation—a requirement for teaching at European 

universities—and an academic career. 

Weininger made a trip to Christiania (today’s Oslo) to see Ibsen’s 

Peer Gynt performed in Norwegian on the stage, traveling via 

Bayreuth, Leipzig (perhaps to look at Wilhelm Wundt’s laboratory 

there), and Copenhagen from July to October 1902. A year later he 

traveled to Rome, where he could behold Michelangelo’s Jeremiah 

with astonishment and admiration, before going on to southern Italy 

and Sicily. 

Men of the Future (Die Männer der Zukunft) 

Contrary to what Jacques Le Rider and others have asserted, 

Weininger was anything but an isolated figure in Vienna. As an 

active and highly-thought-of member of one of Vienna’s most 

respected elite associations, The Vienna University Philosophical 

Society, Weininger was an insider. He also was at the center of 

a lively group of young contemporaries. They called their 

“Stammtisch,” as they referred to themselves, “The Men of the 
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Future,” doubtless a reference to Richard Wagner’s “music of the 

future” that should revolutionize a culture gone flabby, seems to 

have come into existence in later 1901. In general, Stefan Zweig’s 

The World of Yesterday was very much their world. Zweig, (1881-1942) 

himself was clearly fascinated by his fellow student and member of 

the Philosophical Society, as his essay “Passing by an Unobtrusive 

Person—Otto Weininger” (Vorbeigehen an einem unauffälligen 

Menschen—to Weininger) clearly demonstrates. Apart from 

Weininger, there were five regular members of the group: Arthur 

Gerber (1882-1942), Moritz Rappaport (1881-1939) Oskar Friedländer 

(1881-1940, later known as Oskar Ewald), Emile Lucka (1877-1941), and 

Hermann Swoboda (1873-1963). Rappaport and Gerber would edit 

Weininger’s posthumous publication On Last Things and his Journal. 

The association had the characteristics of a fraternity. It was not 

the world of a brooding, alienated misfit. All the Jews in the group 

converted to Christianity, Lucka to Catholicism, the other three to 

Protestantism, with Gerber re-converting to Judaism in 1917. 

The members were convinced that they were living in an 

unheroic, uncreative age, a “value vacuum,” as Hermann Broch, 

himself a Weininger enthusiast, would put it much later in his 

seminal essay, “Hofmannsthal and his Times.” Anyway, it was 

incumbent upon bold young men like them to do something about 

it. The ideas of the newly emerging scientific philosophy as 

represented by Ernst Mach and Richard Avenarius were 

passionately discussed in connection with the moral views of 

Friedrich Nietzsche and Immanuel Kant. They were all students 

of Friedrich Jodl, who seemed to have shared his liberal vision of 

the future. In his critique of knee-jerk Nietzscheans, Jodl insisted 

that the real “Overman” (Übermensch) was neither an arrogant and 

egoistic individual, nor a world-weary, neurasthenic aesthete, but 

part of a community of intelligent, patient agents diligently but 

firmly dedicated to the improvement of society on the basis of 

knowledge. Such ideas could scarcely have been foreign to the “Men 

of the Future” that Jodl’s students believed themselves to represent, 

whatever their specific project might have been. Two of them, 

The Road to Eros und Psyche  |  19



Swoboda and Friedländer/Ewald left their mark on Weininger’s 

chef-d’oeuvre Sex and Character. Retrospectively, they could 

scarcely have been more mistaken both about themselves and the 

future. 

In any case, four of the five members who met around Weininger 

were Jews. One, Gerber, died in Auschwitz (possibly in the presence 

of Heinrich Himmler); another, Lucka, passed away painfully and 

pitilessly in Vienna from cancer, completely without painkillers; a 

third, Ewald, who suffered from depression after the death of his 

wife in 1932, was deported to the concentration camp in Dachau but 

was rescued only to die in isolation in exile in an English Catholic 

seminary in 1940; the fourth, Rappaport, died of natural causes in 

1939, subjected to all the indignities that Jews had to suffer after the 

union between Austria and Nazi Germany the year before. The fifth, 

Swoboda, who was known in Freudian circles for his involvement 

in the controversies concerning proprietorship of the discovery 

of human bisexuality, which involved Weininger, lived a long life 

basking as well as he could in the dreary post-war Vienna. 

All of them were preoccupied with Weininger long after his death 

in 1903. None interpreted his death in the same way. That the 

“Stammtisch” and “The Men of the Future” dissolved after 

Weininger’s death attests to his significance to the group. 

Comparisons with the older circle around Friedrich Hölderlin that 

included Georg Wilhelm Hegel and Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling, and 

the contemporary one around Stefan George are not entirely beside 

the point. None of Weininger’s colleagues had left their mark on 

history as they expected in their youth. 

However, that is not to say that they did not try. All of them 

later published and/or lectured publicly. Each left one or more texts 

reflecting on the life and work of the unforgettable Weininger, in 

which we find considerable disagreement about his mental state 

in his last days. Friedländer/Ewald became a lecturer in the 

department of philosophy in 1908, writing extensively, especially 

on the philosophy of religion. Kraus complained in 1910 that Ewald 

cashed in on his friendship with Weininger posthumously. 
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Rappaport studied the natural sciences before taking a degree in 

philosophy. He edited Weininger’s posthumous essays under the 

title On Last Things (Über die letzten Dinge) in 1904. He also had 

a successful career in business. His books are studies of the links 

between socialism, religion, and the Jewish question, as well as 

occultism and racial theory. Lucka was an independent scholar who 

earned his living working in a Viennese bank. He was a strongly 

independent thinker and a prolific author of works of fact and 

fiction. In 1918, the eminent German journalist, Franz Servaes, 

portrayed Lucka as an intellectual lone wolf, whose works revolved 

around the tragedy of human religious and artistic strivings against 

the background of their erotic, characterological, and intellectual 

conflicts. His study, Otto Weininger, His Works and Personality, 

written at the behest of Leopold Weininger in 1905, remains one of 

the clearest, most intelligent, and least agitated contributions to the 

literature on his revered friend. Gerber edited Weininger’s journal 

and a selection of letters with a memoir in 1919; he was perhaps 

the least prolific. His sparse writings were mostly fictional. They 

include a novel with the intriguing title, The Pope’s Venus, dealing 

with the Borgia pope, Alexander VI. (There is only one existing 

copy in Leipzig to which access is restricted. The two known to 

be in Vienna, are lost.) Gerber had a reputation as an excellent 

speaker and was well known in adult education circles. Swoboda 

carried studies of law and philosophy to a successful conclusion. 

Already an active member of the Vienna Philosophical Society, he 

taught Psychology and its History in Vienna in 1905, becoming a 

professor in 1925. He was Weininger’s closest friend during most 

of Weininger’s student days, at the end of which he was replaced 

in Weininger’s estimation by Gerber and Rappaport. The studies of 

the role of periodicity in human development that he carried on 

throughout his life were sufficiently significant to win him a place 

among the Founding Fathers of biorhythmics, for which he is still 

remembered. Apart from Weininger’s notoriety, only he of the “Men 

of the Future” has not faded into oblivion. 

Two philosophical themes were introduced into the discussion of 
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the “Men of the Future:” the work Avenarius and Kant. The former 

was the very paradigm of sophisticated monistic philosophy of 

science that assiduously endeavored to avoid the extremes of 

spiritualistic metaphysics and crude scientific materialism. The 

latter, who was central to Sex and Character, sought just as 

assiduously to establish the internal logical limits of knowledge and 

action. Avenarius was a friend and ally of Vienna’s first professor of 

philosophy of science, Ernst Mach. His “empirio-criticism” was the 

subject of a virulent polemic in 1908 by none other than Vladimir 

Lenin, who saw Mach and Avenarius as undermining Marxist 

realism. Weininger seems to have introduced his circle to Avenarius 

with an overwhelming enthusiasm only to replace him a year later. 

Weininger’s first attempts to formulate and solve the mysteries 

surrounding sexual differentiation and attraction, in the form of the 

essays, Eros and Psyche: A Bio-psychological Study and Towards a 

Theory of Life, vaguely corresponded to the two parts that would 

constitute Sex and Character. They were sent to the Austrian 

Academy of Sciences in the Spring of 1901 to protect the author’s 

claim to originality; “The Men of the Future” were deeply concerned 

with being original. There was no worse calumny than to accuse 

a young Viennese intellectual of being a “mere epigone” in those 

days. This was also the society into which Sir Karl Popper was 

born. His whole career in philosophy was an attempt to prove his 

own originality, come what may. In any case, Weininger showed 

these very primitive studies to Freud and not the text of Sex and 

Character. So, Freud’s criticism that Weininger was wildly 

speculative needs to be put into perspective: he was certainly right 

about the text he saw but his justified criticism would scarcely apply 

to the much more sophisticated Sex and Character, although that 

would have been unacceptable to him as well for similar reasons. 

Weininger’s mind was speculative but not undisciplined. He, like 

Freud, was responding to what he saw around him in Vienna in 1900. 
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2. The Viennese Origins of 
Sex and Character 

Our age is not only the most Jewish, but also the most 

effeminate of all ages…. This age has the distinction of being 

the first to have not only affirmed and worshipped sexual 

intercourse, but to have practically made it a duty, not as 

a way of achieving oblivion as the Romans or Greeks did at 

their bacchanals but in order to find itself and to give its own 

dreariness a meaning. 

(diese Zeit hat auch den Ruhm, die erste zu sein, welche 

den Koitus nicht nur bejaht und angebetet hat, sondern wie 

zur Pflicht erhoben hat: nicht um sich zu vergessen, wie 

der Römer, der Grieche im Bacchanal, sondern um sich zu 

finden und der eigenen Ödigkeit erst einen Inhalt zu geben.) 

Sex and Character, Ch. XIII, 299 

Few Weininger texts have enraged his readers more than this one. 

We will devote considerable space to analyzing it in various stages 

of our presentation. Our first contention is that the allegation bears 

foremost on Viennese society around 1900. Why, then, did 

Weininger make such an ire-inciting pronouncement? The best way 

to answer this question is to examine the standard view of Austria’s 

capital as it was at the turn of the century. 

The Failure of Liberalism 

On the most widely accepted historical account of the “joyous 

apocalypse” that was Vienna in 1900, the sensational outburst of 
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cultural energy was in part a consequence of the withdrawal of 

middle-class youth from public life in the previous decade. In 1895, 

when the generation of the Gründer, i.e., the founders of the Dual 

Monarchy’s modern economy, who had amassed fabulous fortunes 

after the opening of the economy in 1867, were defeated in the 

political sphere in Vienna by the radical populist Christian Social 

party. The installation of the Christian Social anti-Semitic mayor 

Karl Lueger two years later by a grudging Emperor Francis Joseph 

was a blow to the city’s Gründer;  the Viennese upper-middle-class 

never recovered politically (it never ceded its cultural hegemony) 

and failed to establish a rational tone in public life. The younger 

generation was disillusioned with politics and public life, 

withdrawing into a fantasy world in which emotion replaced reason 

as the guide to all aspects of life, be they political or cultural. Rabidly 

anti-Catholic and anti-Semitic German nationalism, the more 

opportunistic but frequently no less extreme anti-Semitism of the 

Christian Social Movement and, if we are to believe Carl Schorske, 

who articulated the classic formulation of this view of Old Vienna, 

even Zionism, embodied the new irrationalism in politics. Parallel to 

those political developments, in cultural matters “art for art’s sake” 

became the rallying cry of an entire generation of privileged youth 

that crystallized in the values of the Secession and Jugendstil art 

movements. Wealthy, self-seeking, irresponsible young people, like 

the ones populating Arthur Schnitzler’s plays such as Anatol, Liebelei 

and Reigen (La Ronde), rejected all forms of social engagement in 

order to cultivate their aesthetic sensibilities. Their “Romanticism 

of Nerves” (see below) ensured that Sigmund Freud would not lack 

neurotic ladies in search of a cure. 

It must be emphasized, as it frequently is not, that the truth in this 

latter image of Vienna certainly does not apply to the whole society, 

only to a part of the upper-middle class at best. But the striking 

character of the personalities and artworks that embody it most 

fully has been so strong as to be powerfully misleading—precisely 

because both their individuality and the art they produced remain 
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so vividly captivating to people prone to sentimentality and 

nostalgia. 

What was there to lament about, prompting an insider to judge 

these modern developments to be “Jewish” and “effeminate?” The 

sheer prominence that Jews attained in the public sphere during 

the Age of Industrialization, especially those forming the vanguard 

of Vienna’s (and the Monarchy’s) economic industrialization and 

political modernization, meant that their children increasingly 

withdrew into the fantasy world after their political eclipse in 1897. 

Thus, Jews had become a motor for cultural and intellectual 

development, despite constituting merely 10 percent of the 

population; yet they represented 30 percent of the Gymnasium-

educated intellectual elite and were able to set the tone of cultural 

life long after their political enemies’ rise to power. What was 

effeminate about that withdrawal? 

To understand how politico-cultural developments in Vienna 

between 1867 and 1900 might be considered “effeminate,” we need 

merely to consider the transformation in the associations of the 

words “young” and “youth” (Jugend) that took place then. From 

Napoleonic times onwards, youth was in its very nature liberal, anti-

authoritarian, and even revolutionary—in a word “heroic,” as were 

liberal movements called Young Ireland, Young Germany, and Young 

Italy, which enthusiastically advocated national unity. In Vienna, 

young people aimed at completing the unfinished business of 

creating a unified civil society, which the older generation of 1848 

had failed to do. In the 1870 election, a group of ambitious young 

outsiders, who pressed to become insiders within Austrian liberal 

politics, pressed for reform of their patrician party from the bottom 

up. They would extend the party base and its German character 

along progressive lines, although decidedly not in the fanatical 

direction that would later develop under Georg von Schönerer and 

Pan-Germanism. However, by 1900 the Jugend had abandoned the 

challenges of social engagement for the pursuit of “beauty” (Arnold 

Schoenberg would say mere comfort) as an end in itself. Now the 

dominant form of art in South Germany and Austria was 
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“Jugendstil,” the equivalent of art nouveau, sharing the same 

rejection of political engagement in the arts. The most distinctively 

“modern” aspects of Viennese culture (die Moderne) around 1900 

were the Secession, the Wiener Werkstätte and, of course, the group 

of writers around Hermann Bahr, (the Young Vienna), as well as 

works that emerged from the School of Applied Arts—steeped, as 

they were, in the aestheticist ideology of “art for art’s sake” and 

addicted to dandyism. 

With the election of Lueger, the enfranchisement of the lower-

middle class, who paid five, rather than the previous 10, gulden in 

taxes (when the average working man earned roughly 400 guldens 

annually), political power became linked with what we today call 

“populism,” in the form of chauvinistic nationalism and anti-

Semitism. An aesthete’s withdrawal from public life could plausibly 

be considered effeminate in an age when sex roles were sharply 

differentiated from each other, with political pursuits being 

identifiably masculine in character and cultural ones clearly 

feminine. That would be no less true of the substitution of style for 

substance in politics in the mass movements that emerged in Vienna 

in Weininger’s day. In any case, the idea modernity is Jewish and 

effeminate is hardly implausible, given the values of the epoch and 

the state of Viennese culture. Contrary to much that has been said 

about him, this is how Weininger saw Vienna in 1900. We will say a 

great deal more about his way of developing these ideas later. Here 

we must establish the plausibility of the idea that Sex and Character

was a response to the state of Viennese culture as Weininger saw it. 

Peer Gynt: A Vicarious Experience of Narcissistic 
Living 

Although the sources that Weininger drew upon in formulating his 

views in Sex and Character are clearly identified, the goals they 

served are much less apparent. Surely, his project was rooted in 
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an interpretation of the Viennese culture of the time, but how? To 

get an idea of his goals in writing Sex and Character, we should 

begin with a close look at the collection of his essays and aphorisms 

that Moritz Rappaport published from Weininger’s papers a year 

after his death—On Last Things, from which his objectives emerge 

more clearly. In particular, “On Henrik Ibsen and his Poem Peer 

Gynt;” which Weininger wrote ostensibly to commemorate Ibsen’s 

75th birthday in 1903, provides a clear picture of his estimate of 

the aforementioned  “joyous apocalypse.” His interest in Ibsen dates 

to August 1902 and was presumably motivated by having seen Peer 

Gynt, which had its premiere at the Burgtheater in May of that 

year. Despite—or perhaps because of—its being poorly understood 

and performed, as was the case everywhere then, Weininger was 

sufficiently impressed by Ibsen’s work to learn Norwegian. 

Moreover, he traveled to Oslo (then called Christiania) to see the 

play performed in the original language. The result of his 

preoccupation with Ibsen was a substantial essay on Peer Gynt and 

the problem of narcissism that can be read even today as a serious 

contribution to the literature on the great Norwegian writer (cf. 

Asbjørn Årseth’s magisterial study of the animal in human nature 

in Ibsen’s oeuvre, Dyret i Mennsket) and a devastating critique of 

Viennese vanity. Moreover, the choice of Ibsen as a foil for exposing 

the emptiness in the lives of Vienna’s “Golden Youth”—wealthy and 

fashionable young people—was anything but arbitrary. 

The allegedly “modern” element in Viennese culture associated 

with “Young Vienna”—a society of writers who met in the city’s 

fashionable coffeehouses—as well as the Jugendstil arts movement, 

was decreed into existence by Vienna’s literary pope, Hermann Bahr, 

in an essay in 1887 simply entitled “Henrik Ibsen.” It emphasized 

how Ibsen had overcome Naturalism and introduced a new 

“Romanticism of Nerves” in expressions that Bahr would later wield 

as slogans reflecting the ideals of modern Vienna. Weininger, on the 

other hand, was critical of the state of cultural conditions at that 

time: 
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Lately a new element has been added to that earlier 

obsequiousness [connected with the then-fashionable hero-

worship]. The light-footed dancing legs of Zarathustra 

ideals, the cool gracefulness of the south German waltz, of 

mindless student song and artsy-craftsy armchair effusion 

had to come together to evoke and assert it in the face of 

all German-Scandinavian seriousness. I mean the lie of the 

“stylized life” of great men, which degrades those people to 

artists… 

To Weininger, the importance of Ibsen in this context rested on his 

critical attitude to everything “modern.” This allegation was directed 

against a superficial reading of Ibsen as a brilliant innovator in his 

use of language or a militant champion of women’s rights, which 

ignored the ethical substance of his work. Thus, the life-style and 

mentality that gave rise to Viennese Modernism and the 

philosophical point of Ibsen’s play as a critique of lying and 

narcissism make it an essential element in Weininger’s critique of 

the “cultural hothouse” (Carl Schorske) that was Vienna 1900. 

The reference to the waltz is an obvious allusion to Vienna, but 

what is here loosely translated as “artsy-craftsy armchair effusion” 

(kunstgewerbliche Lehnstuhlschwärmerei) is relating clearly to the 

Kunstgewerbe Schule (The School of Applied Arts) where the values 

of the Secession, Jugendstil and the community of artists called the 

Wiener Werkstätte, were firmly ensconced as the basis of education 

in design (to the ire of the famed architect Adolf Loos). That 

institution was dedicated to infusing classical ideals of beauty into 

the banalest of everyday objects. It was based on the premise that 

craftsmanship should serve art. 

The reference to the stylized life completes Weininger’s picture 

of what Schorske has termed Jugendstil’s “culture of grace,” so 

perfectly embodied in the Secession’s 1902 Beethoven Exhibition: “If 

ever there was an example of collective narcissism,” Schorske wrote, 

“this was it: artists (Secessionists) celebrating an artist (Max Klinger) 

celebrating a hero of art (Beethoven).” The passage is particularly 
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rich in allusions to Weininger’s assessment of the state of Viennese 

youth at the end of the 19th century. They include: 

the critique of the pursuit of comfort and the cultivation 

of subjectivity in the form of “frissons” characteristic of the 

world of the Viennese operetta, 

the contrast between the superficial inspiration from 

Nietzsche and his critique of an aestheticism that degrades 

people into artists, 

a subtle reference to Nietzsche as schizophrenic, at once 

Wagner enthusiast and Wagner’s severest critic, 

and, 

German-Scandinavian moral seriousness exemplified by 

Ibsen’s critique of the “Lebenslüge” (hypocrisy) and 

considered as a strict parallel to Kant’s analysis of lying as a 

paradigmatic example of immorality.” 

Moreover, it also contains a crucial, lightly veiled allusion to the 

Prophet of Viennese Modernism, Bahr (who, for whatever reason, 

is never mentioned directly by Weininger) in the denunciation of 

degrading people by making them artists. Bahr had asserted, “this 

is our religious idea: to breed men into artists;” i.e., precisely what 

Nietzsche had castigated Wagner for doing. 

Little wonder that Weininger took none other than Ibsen to be 

such an important critic of Viennese culture, and that Weininger 

would go to considerable efforts to tear down the bridge that Bahr 

had erected between Ibsen and himself because of a superficial 

understanding of Ibsen’s stylistic achievements. Weininger, to the 

contrary, set out to demonstrate, after reading Peer Gynt, that Ibsen 

was an uncompromising critic of exactly the sort of narcissism and 

aestheticism that Bahr advocated. In fact, Peer Gynt illustrated the 

central aspect of Kant’s moral philosophy—the utter immorality of 

lying—so as to wean people away from the temptations to ego-
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centrism in the world around them. Ibsen scholars today find in his 

works strong traces of philosophical thinking, variously attributed 

to his reading of Kierkegaard or Hegel. The exact nature of Ibsen’s 

knowledge of philosophy remains an open question to which 

Weininger delivers an interesting, learned, and socially relevant 

answer: it was one of Ibsen’s supreme aesthetic achievements to 

compose a play that provided a moving vicarious experience of the 

ultimate emptiness of living egoistically. 

Weininger considered Peer Gynt to be a tragedy of monumental 

dimensions, one that bears comparison with Sophocles’ Oedipus 

Tyrannus or Shakespeare’s King Lear. Ibsen showed with 

considerable brilliance of form and expression how a life lived on 

an exclusively egocentric basis, no matter how pleasure-filled it 

might be, is actually empty and, ultimately, self-deluded and self-

destructive. 

So, the likable rogue, Peer, can carry on the slave trade and even 

murder when it is to his advantage. Like the onion that he peels 

layer by layer, there is nothing at the center when all is said and 

done. This is the emptiness that passes for fullness, which 

Weininger found in Vienna’s “copulation culture,” as he called it 

in Sex and Character. He considered Peer Gynt to show the way 

beyond Narcissism. Like Kierkegaard (who, paradoxically, wrote half 

a century before Weininger but was only rediscovered around the 

time of his death), he was certain that only the vicarious experience

of narcissism could lead to its overcoming. Prohibitions were 

counterproductive, only conveying a sense of titillation upon the 

forbidden. This was the philosophical function of fiction: to facilitate 

the thrills and chills of a life devoted to pleasure, without having to 

live that way, such that the experience of its actual vacuity could be 

profoundly felt by the reader. The idea is as old as Plato’s “myths:” 

likely stories, whose gripping characters can move us to think 

concretely about the deep implications of what we do and how we 

do it. Kierkegaard’s way of handling Don Juan, Faust, and Wandering 

Jew legends represented an apogee in this indirect mode of 

communicating ethics existentially. 
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All of this is presented in Peer Gynt in a rolling, lyrical language 

equal to the best poetry of the 19th century—Ibsen, we should not 

forget, was one of the great lyric poets in the Norwegian language. 

Although he discarded the verse form in his plays after Peer Gynt,

he expressed the wish to write his last play in verse, if only he knew 

which one that would be. As his last play in verse, Weininger placed 

Peer Gynt plausibly at the center of Ibsen’s oeuvre, both in terms of 

form and content. 

Weininger on Politics and Politicians 

What we do not find in Weininger’s Ibsen essay is a critique of 

politics. For that, we must look elsewhere. In Sex and Character, he 

roundly criticizes the illiberal “Jewish” idea (about which we shall 

have a great deal more to say in due course) that people could 

be discriminated against based on the membership in a particular 

group. So, the slogan “buy only from Christians” is typically Jewish 

in his ironic view. In fact, it was a well-known rallying cry in Vienna’s 

anti-Semitic Christian Social Party. Moreover, Weininger saw 

nothing particularly praiseworthy in its charming but unprincipled, 

enormously popular leader, Mayor Karl Lueger (the greatest 

German mayor ever, according to Hitler). For Weininger, Lueger 

was a typical politician, a tribune of the people, who attains power 

by prostituting himself, and making people feel happy through lies 

and deceit. Contrary to Thomas Carlyle—whose view of heroism 

as the criterion against which human action is to be measured he 

otherwise greatly admired—the greatest of politicians never create 

anything culturally worthwhile because they never aspire to 

anything more than merely satisfying the base instincts of the 

vulgar crowd. Lueger was no exception. Nor did he look back to 

better days when politicians walked the straight and narrow path. 

Far from longing for a lost Golden Age, Weininger condemned 

politics itself as the ultimate immorality. Political leaders like Oliver 
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Cromwell, Napoleon, and Otto von Bismarck—the venerated hero 

of the German nationalists everywhere—were not great enough to 

be immoralists; they were simply sophisticated businessmen, “more 

steel baron, more American millionaire, more great chess player 

[Schachspieler] than actor [Schauspieler] (as Napoleon was), more 

stock market [Börse] than evil [böse],” Weininger wrote in a lengthy, 

impassioned denunciation of politics in a letter to Swoboda in June 

1902. In the same letter, he uncompromisingly condemned a host of 

celebrities of the era as mediocrities: Gerhart Hauptmann, Hermann 

Sudermann, Richard Strauss, Arthur Schnitzler, Otto Julius 

Bierbaum, Frank Wedekind, Richard Dehmel, Max Liebermann and 

Detlev von Liliencron. With respect to politics, Weininger opined 

that Plato had summed the matter up a long time ago: misfortune 

will visit human society until philosophers become kings or kings 

become philosophers. In any case, the two “modern” Viennese, anti-

Semitic mass movements, German Nationalism and the (ostensibly) 

Catholic Christian Social Movement were equally anathema to him. 

These movements were based upon nothing less than sex appeal, 

which Max Weber would popularize as a category of sociological 

analysis a bit later under the rubric “charisma.” 

Heroic Ideals and Social Reform 

The challenge that the brilliant, budding philosopher perceived 

around him was that of supporting the cause of moral heroism 

in a narcissistic society. Here again, Ibsen provided him with an 

important, if not the only, example of such selfless heroism in An 

Enemy of the People, a play whose powerful depiction of courageous 

citizenship has lost none of its poignancy right down to this day (as 

we still see reflected in theater programming). The spirit with which 

Weininger approached his task was typical of Viennese liberal social 

reformers of his day, which was contrary to the rising tide of the 

cult of self-enchantment prevalent at that time. In contrast to the 
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hedonism of the Secessionists and Young Vienna, these movements 

were idealistic both in the philosophical and the ordinary sense of 

the term. 

Around 1900, idealistic programs for social reform of all sorts, 

corresponding to Friedrich Jodl’s notion of the philosophy of the 

future and the true Overman, virtually competed with one another 

for the support of the liberal intelligentsia in the western world. 

Pacifism, abolitionism, and feminism were all aspects of the liberal 

efforts to create progress based on the growth of knowledge. 

Although the social and cultural situation in London, Paris, New 

York, and Berlin were very different, 19th-century liberalism had 

what we might term a monolithic cultural ideal, perhaps best 

summed up in Auguste Comte’s slogan “savoir pour prévoir pour 

pouvoir” (knowledge to predict to reform society rationally). Vienna 

was no different from the other great cities in its pursuit of liberal 

social reform. Scientifically informed individuals with an idealistic 

commitment to self-sacrifice and social reform would be the 

bearers of progress in a genuinely modern society. Weininger’s 

impassioned plea for sexual continence should be seen in this light. 

Who are we talking about when we refer to idealists in Vienna 

in 1900? In general, they were left-oriented liberals, who neither 

endorsed Manchester liberalism nor socialism. They were liberal 

social reformers, like the English Fabians, whose programs were 

ethically based. For that reason, they are justly described as 

idealistic. Thus, it is not surprising that one of the most prominent 

programs should be called the Ethical Movement. The Viennese 

Ethical Society was founded on a German model by Wilhelm Börner 

in 1894. Its motor rapidly became the freethinking Jodl, Börner’s 

mentor and Weininger’s doctoral supervisor, who held one of the 

two chairs of philosophy from 1896 until his death in 1914; Jodl 

was also the spokesman of the prestigious Vienna Philosophical 

Society from 1903-1912, as well as president of the influential League 

of Monists. The Ethical Society aimed at promoting enlightened 

humanistic individualism. As such, its efforts centered on 

emancipation from religious intolerance and authoritarianism by 
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endorsing a movement to secularize education, the so-called 

“Liberated School Movement.” It sought to develop an alternative 

to Catholic-controlled state education by creating a private school 

system (paradoxically, it was parallel to what American Catholics 

were attempting at the same time with their parochial school 

system, i.e., to overcome “Nativist” American prejudices against 

them). This too became institutionalized in the form of the Liberated 

School Association in 1905. Other similar idealistically motivated 

programs for social reform included Josef Popper-Lynkeus’s Society 

for the Prevention of Hunger, 1912; the Society for Defense against 

Anti-Semitism (1891), which was founded by the distinguished 

professor of internal medicine Hermann Nothnagel and Bertha von 

Suttner’s husband Arthur; the General Austrians’ Women’s 

Association, 1890; and Bertha von Suttner’s Austrian Society for 

Peace, 1891. There were also numerous associations for promoting 

justice and charity. Harriet Anderson’s study of middle-class 

feminism, a movement to allow women access to the world of 

work—especially the liberal professions—but not necessarily political 

emancipation, lists some 14 such associations related to that 

movement alone. Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi’s Pan Europe 

movement of the 1920s continued this tradition after World War 

I. One of the most prominent literary exponents of the idealistic 

mentality that permeated these movements was the liberal writer 

Marie von Ebner-Eschenbach, who was directly associated with 

many of them. A leading authority on middle-class social reform 

groups wrote: “In most of the Austrian reform societies … Jews 

… played a leading role; it is therefore almost easier to list the 

exceptions: Marianne Hainisch, Rosa Mayreder, Wilhelm Börner, 

Edgar Herbst, R. N. Coudenhove-Kalergi and a few others.” 

Weininger, it seems, was no exception in his aspirations at least. 
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Immoral Morality: Marriage and Prostitution 

Karl Kraus was the tireless champion of the defenseless, especially 

prostitutes and homosexuals, persecuted by relentless police and 

even more relentless press. It is certainly not accidental that Kraus 

immediately recognized an ally in Weininger with the publication of 

Sex and Character. 

By the middle of the 19th century in the German-speaking world, 

as in Victorian England and the puritanical United States, “sexual 

morality became to a surprising degree synonymous with morality 

in general.” This effectively transformed morality into a family affair, 

as it tied morality, particularly as understood by the middle classes, 

to the conception of sexual roles established within the patriarchal 

family. In this view, the family was a community based on love. 

The father figure was a benevolent despot in whom all authority 

was vested. The mother’s function was to make a home for her 

husband, which would be a cultivated refuge from the ruthlessness 

of the robber-baron capitalism that he practiced on the job. The 

wealth that he so assiduously accumulated during the day would 

enable him to enjoy cultural life in his wife’s salon. Her role was 

to humanize the environment. The home should be a center of 

spiritual, moral, and intellectual sensitivity. Together, the couple 

would beget and educate children to be wise enough in the “ways of 

the world” to ensure for themselves a sufficient amount of freedom 

(i.e. wealth) to enjoy “the finer things in life.” Unfortunately, things 

did not always work out that way in practice, as the copious 

literature on hypocrisy and the double standard in Victorian society 

attests. 

Frequently, middle-class marriages were little more than mergers 

between commercial ventures. Choosing a wife was as much a 

matter of consolidating interests as it was of love. The closer we 

get to the 20th century, the more acutely conscious people tend 

to become of this cleft between theory and practice. As early as 

1893, the Hungarian social critic and pioneer Zionist, Max Nordau, 

The Viennese Origins of Sex and Character  |  35



condemned middle-class marriage as a form of socially sanctioned 

prostitution, coining the term prostitution-marriage (Ehe-

Prostitution). Nordau authored the notorious polemic, Decadence 

(Entartung). He also became an admirer of Weininger’s concept of 

morality in developing his notion of “muscular Zionism.” 

Paternal despotism became increasingly less benevolent as sons, 

who relied on parental money to support themselves, were 

dominated by their fathers well into their late 20s and early 30s. 

Unable to afford their own households, they were without 

legitimate sexual outlets and turned to prostitutes. The “sweet 

young things” (the süße Mädels that we find in Schnitzler’s works) 

were in fact poor peasant girls, often from nearby Slovakia, who 

drifted to Vienna in search of work as servants in middle-class 

houses. But the poor wages they received forced them to 

supplement their sparse incomes by selling their “services” to young 

men who would wine and dine them. Thus, prostitutes were social 

outcasts who performed an important function in a puritanical 

society. 

The lot of middle-class girls was no more attractive. While it was 

typical for young men to marry late, females were pressured to 

wed as early as possible. Yet young women were deliberately kept 

ignorant of their own body’s natural functions. How could women be 

anything else than enigmatic under these circumstances? That they 

should be likely candidates for hysteria goes without saying. Some 

men in Vienna were concerned about the matter. In fact, Weininger 

and his teachers—Jerusalem, Jodl, and Ludwig Boltzmann—were the 

first champions of women’s causes. 

In turn of the century Vienna, a socially and financially 

appropriate husband was not necessarily a man that a young woman 

could love, so spouses were often unequal sexually. Little wonder 

that a certain puritanical attitude to sex was a norm in middle-

class marriages. How else could a worldly, 30ish male and an utterly 

inexperienced girl get married? Loveless unions were common and 

the institution of marriage was not linked to emotional fulfillment. 

This was not unique to Vienna; however, when combined with the 
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narcissism represented by Viennese modernism, the result was 

explosive. Husbands continued their bachelor habits, while wives 

took lovers in their search for fulfillment. This was certainly not a 

universal scenario but the literature of the day, especially the works 

of Arthur Schnitzler, show that these arrangements were quite the 

norm. 

The hypocrisy involved in publicly espousing chastity while 

privately consorting with prostitutes was lost on no one. 

Increasingly, a cult developed that preached the immorality of 

“morality” itself. That divorce was banned by the Catholic Church 

exacerbated the situation in every respect. The alternatives for a 

couple that could no longer bear to be together were drastic indeed. 

Annulment was possible, but the ecclesiastical courts were 

conservative in pronouncing a marriage canonically invalid. It was 

possible to divorce abroad but not easy to arrange. Legal settlement 

with concomitant property settlements was feasible, but it 

precluded remarriage. Further, separation placed the woman in an 

extremely precarious situation, for apart from her loss of social 

identity in a culture where her position in society was derived from 

her husband’s status, she was sure to have problems supporting 

herself and a household. The simplest solution often seemed to 

be to retain the facade of marriage, while clandestinely living 

independent lives. 

Kraus took it upon himself to unmask this “inverted” set of values 

by exposing the Viennese double standard with respect to sexual 

mores in a satirically relentless manner. While we must take care 

not to confuse history with literature, no one has represented 

certain typically Viennese self-perceptions regarding the game of 

love better than Arthur Schnitzler. One need merely consider (as 

we cannot here for reasons of space) his devastating unmasking of 

the tragedy of middle-class masculine hypocrisy in The Far Country 

(Das Weite Land), arguably his masterpiece, for insight into marriage 

at its worst. It is hardly accidental that with the publication of Sex 

and Character, Kraus immediately recognized an ally in Weininger. 
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Towards the Principles of a Philosophy of 
Sexuality 

What can a philosopher like Weininger do to reform such a society 

morally? That question would determine the program of Sex and 

Character. He must show us where we are, how we got here, and 

what we can do to improve the status quo. That was quite a 

challenge, and Weininger knew it. As a philosopher, he investigated 

the principles constituting the sexual basis of human action in 

individuals, which determine their interaction in society 

conceptually rather than empirically. What factors are decisive in 

masculinity and femininity? What is inherited—and how? What is 

acquired during one’s lifetime? How can society become 

“effeminate?” How can we rise above our natural inclinations to 

combat this process? From his study of Mach and Avenarius, 

Weininger knew that any such enterprise must be solidly based on 

the findings of natural science, that is, Darwinian biology, which 

explains the way things have evolved. 

From his wide studies in science, medicine and the infant 

discipline of sexology such as it was around 1900, Weininger was in 

an excellent position to rise to such an enormous challenge, if we 

are to believe Jodl’s evaluation of Weininger’s doctoral dissertation, 

which was largely identical to the “scientific” first part of Sex and 

Character, 

it deserves to be recognized that the author has endeavored 

to assemble a rich array of biological, psychological and 

pathological learning as well and a multitude of observations 

of his own on the most varied biological phenomena, as well 

as wide reading, with great facility and insight in the service 

of his hypothesis. The referee is convinced that the result, 

whether it should turn out to be verifiable or not, will permit 

us to see much that is now known in a new light and to take 

notice of much that is currently unknown. 
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From his eye-opening encounter with Kant’s critique of David 

Hume, however, Weininger knew that morality had to be anchored 

in a rational account of the way things ought to be that could 

only be based on philosophy. Biological science could explain much 

about the origin and nature of human sexuality, but would require 

an entirely new form of psychology comparable to what Nietzsche 

advocated, and taking important clues from Freud’s work on mental 

illness in women. 

However, the New Psychology for which he would passionately 

plead had to be one that was developed hand-in-hand with a 

rigorous concept of moral obligation. Such a science would embrace 

the study of “normal” behavior in explaining the sexually determined 

aspects of human nature, i.e., how we act in practice and at the 

same time what it means to be capable of heroically transcending 

the limits of conventional mores—for instance, living chastely (which 

would surely have appalled Nietzsche). That would define the scope 

of his undertaking in writing Sex and Character. 

The idea of human bisexuality would be Weininger’s key to 

establishing the framework for the analysis of and solution to these 

problems. Sex and Character laid out the principles on which any 

scholarly explanation of the status quo had to rest, as well as the 

philosophical basis of the solution to the malaise that beset his 

society. How did he set upon his task? 
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3. Sex and Character I: Early 
Sexology and the Theory of 
Plasms 

Weininger wrote Sex and Character as a generalization, articulation, 

sympathetic critique, and philosophical justification of programs 

for enlightened social reform through the application of scientific 

principles to social problems. It is scarcely possible to re-

contextualize his reasoning in developing his diagnosis of and 

remedy for the malaise in his society in the way we have done with 

his biography. The argument is so highly ramified as to run beyond 

the space available here and the figures so obscure that general 

readers would find the resulting discussion tediously abstruse. The 

best that we can offer is a summary of the main points as they 

aid us to clarify the meaning of his enterprise, but we should have 

no illusions that we are doing more than exploring the tip of an 

iceberg. In turning to the theme of science and social reform in 

1900, we extend our discussion from Vienna to the whole of Europe 

and modern culture as such. 

The social reformers whose work Weininger critically builds upon 

include the Italian prison reformer, Cesare Lombroso, and his 

successors, the path-breaking English sexologist Havelock Ellis, and 

the German champion of homosexual rights Magnus Hirschfeld, as 

well as the Viennese forensic specialist Richard von Krafft-Ebing, 

whom Weininger knew personally. To appraise Weininger’s 

substantive views about women, we must look more deeply into 

their programs for social reform, which form the background to 

his undertaking. Their views about sexuality are largely so different 

from ours that they seem to be a caricature of incompetent science. 

Although we know with the wisdom of hindsight that Weininger’s 

empirical basis, as well as his conceptual strategies, had to lead 
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to a dead end, Sex and Character is, nevertheless, an ingenious, 

often insightful commentary synthesizing an enormous amount of 

material from several disparate literatures (i.e., biological, 

psychological, philosophical, literary, and, such as it was, in 

Weininger’s day, sociological) relevant to the problem of sexual 

differences that was written in their spirit. If we want to understand, 

for example, why Sex and Character had to be a two-part inquiry 

with a biological and psychological preliminary part and a logical 

and philosophical second part, we must examine how Weininger 

sought critically to expand upon these programs for social reform 

formulated by contemporary criminologists and sexologists. An 

investigation into those programs yields a clear picture not only of 

the first efforts to harness the results of biological science to the 

reform of western mores, but also of the radical limitations of the 

standard notions of deviance and normalcy prevalent around 1900. 

Most importantly, they yield a picture of femininity, feminine values, 

and intelligence as it was understood then. Weininger’s aim was to 

demonstrate how much that was taken for perversity in his society 

was, in fact, normal. That meant re-drawing the lines between male 

and female. 

Sex, Science and Social Reform 

Let us begin our inquiry into the background of Weininger’s views 

about biological determinism and social criticism in contemporary 

programs for social reform with a consideration of the options open 

to the opponents of laws against homosexuality, then the premise 

for brutal discrimination and blackmail in the German-speaking 

world at the turn of the century. How could one argue that these 

laws were unreasonable? The laws in question were based on 

assumptions that what is natural had to be ultimately rooted in 

moral theology; they condemned all sexual activity outside of 

marriage as, not simply impermissible, but “unnatural.” If it could 
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be demonstrated that homosexuality was a natural proclivity, then 

the force of arguments against it would dissolve. Therefore, social 

reformers turned to the nascent science of biology in the hope 

of finding persuasive arguments for the natural character of 

homosexual instincts (as indeed defenders of gay rights still often 

do). 

What does biology offer that might help here? There are two 

possibilities for a “natural” account of homosexuality according to 

biological theory: either it is inherited or it is acquired from the 

environment. The latter has never been a favorite explanation of 

homosexuality by homosexuals themselves for reasons that are not 

hard to fathom. If homosexuality is an acquired trait, it ought to 

be possible to “deprogram” homosexuals by a radical change of 

environment. And this indeed was suggested by one Viennese 

doctor, who hypnotized homosexuals to suggest that they really 

desired to be heterosexual). Then he sent his patients off to brothels 

to induce “normal” sexual activity. One can well imagine the reason 

why this “solution” was not welcomed by homosexuals (though it 

was better than castrating them as another German doctor 

suggested, to Weininger’s shock, 1900). 

The alternative—biological predisposition—was much preferred; 

for if homosexuality were hereditary like, say, eye color, there could 

be no question of changing a “natural” behavior pattern or of 

morally condemning it. So, homosexual liberation groups such as 

Magnus Hirschfeld’s “Scientific-Humanitarian Committee” in Berlin, 

adhered to this version. However, because of the lack of 

understanding of dominant and recessive traits or of human 

genetics, any hereditary explanation of homosexuality would fail, 

given that homosexuals are seldom the children of homosexuals. 

How could that be explained without recourse to Mendel’s Laws, 

which Weininger seems not to have known despite their rediscovery 

around the time he was writing? 

Cesare Lombroso on Degeneracy: Criminality 
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and Woman’s Nature 

Alongside Freud’s analysis of hysteria, which we shall discuss later, 

one main source of explanations about woman’s psyche is Cesare 

Lombroso’s The Female Offender. Nearly everything that people have 

found objectionable in Weininger is to be found already in a 

considerably cruder form in the work of this controversial Italian 

social reformer. Lombroso hoped to put criminology on a scientific 

footing with the help of ideas drawn from biology and the new 

mathematical discipline, statistics. He wanted to establish a 

distinction between two types of criminality, one that was 

prompted by social inequalities and injustices, and another resulting 

from an inherited disposition to crime. His aim was prison reform 

in the tradition of the illustrious Italian Enlightenment social critic 

Cesare Beccaria. Lombroso was aware that prisons often became 

places for the study of crime. He was a “Lamarckian,” a believer in 

the now largely dispelled theory of evolution claiming that acquired 

characteristics could become permanent and transmittable. For 

that reason, he was anxious to separate criminals moved to 

transgress the law by their desperate situation in society (e.g., the 

“anarchist” poor) and therefore capable of being rehabilitated from 

those degenerates whose constitution predestined them inexorably 

to antisocial behavior. 

How could Lombroso make this distinction systematically? He 

took his cues in answering this question from the Belgian 

astronomer and mathematician Adolphe Quêtelet, who had recently 

discovered that in any group a given characteristic will be 

distributed along a bell-shaped curve. On this basis, interpreted 

according to the fashionable psycho-physical parallelism of the day, 

Lombroso inferred that mental normality was a correlative of bodily 

dimensions, especially the size of the head. Further, Lombroso’s 

blind faith in the bell-shaped curve to illuminate every aspect of 

human nature led him to insist that great talent, like great depravity, 

was a deviant, because it was a rare phenomenon—an idea that 
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would influence Freud’s attitude to genius and ultimately determine 

many reactions to Weininger himself after his suicide, but 

paradoxically one that Weininger roundly rejected. This is not the 

place to tell the story of the development of “criminal anthropology,” 

“anthropometry” and eugenics generally; suffice it to say that, apart 

from a handful of useful applications like standardizing the sizes 

of mass-made clothing, it was a concatenation of what we today 

can recognize as some of the most dubious ideas and assumptions 

of 19th-century science, but those ideas were, nonetheless, then 

taken to be an entirely “progressive” program for social reform. 

(It was discredited in the USA only after being instrumentalized 

politically by the Nazis, rather than on the basis of any scientific 

criticism.) One central problem with Lombroso and with much of 

the progress–worshipping liberalism of that era, is that his views 

were entirely ethnocentric, postulating that “normalcy” was 

principally a property of white, European, liberal males (a point 

hardly discussed by Lombroso’s critics), whose intelligence and 

values represented the fruit of progress through scientific 

knowledge since the Renaissance. 

Not unsurprisingly, similar prejudices were included in 

Lombroso’s analysis of female criminals, presenting his theories 

with several problems. For example, he could not understand why 

there were proportionally fewer criminals among women than men, 

or how women could combine contradictory moral qualities such 

as pity and cruelty. Similarly, women’s tendency to lie was also a 

puzzle. In general, women were more excitable, less inhibited, and 

vainer than men. Above all, there was drastically less criminality 

among women than among men than there should have been 

according to Lombroso’s canons of “normalcy” and that cried out for 

an explanation. 

The explanation of the conundrums that women had presented to 

him was to be found in the fact that a female was nothing less than 

a male whose development was arrested. That was demonstrable 

in purely phenomenal, corporeal terms: a woman was physically 

smaller in every respect than a man, so it followed that she was 
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intellectually “smaller” as well. Woman’s smaller sense organs 

explained her intellectual inferiority, according to the sound 

empiricist principle stating that there is nothing in the intellect 

that was not first in the senses. Inferior sense perception explained 

a defective capacity to universalize, impacting women’s incapacity 

to perform basic logical functions. The concomitant inconsistency, 

which could easily reconcile her contradictory characteristics such 

as mercy and cruelty, resulted in an atrophied sense of self. 

Weakness of intellect explained weakness of character. In this 

context, for example, Lombroso listed eight reasons why women 

lie. All of this was mirrored in Weininger, who did not have to 

invent the idea that a woman was basically less than rational; he 

found it in a program for social reform, whose scientific credentials 

were increasingly debated from the mid-1890s, but whose liberal 

credentials nevertheless remained impeccable. Weininger, like 

Hirschfeld and physician Havelock Ellis, among others, did not agree 

with Lombroso’s opinions but, like them, he was indebted to 

Lombroso for having posed the problems for discussion on the part 

of the first generation of sexologists. That is why we find strong 

echos of his views in Sex and Character. 

For example, his preoccupation with the proclivity of women to 

lie was one that his successors could not ignore. Why did women 

have less respect for truth than men? He posited that a female 

is determined by her sexuality in a way that a man is not.  What 

was his evidence for this view? In one respect—her sex organs—the 

female was larger than the male.  Her genitalia, in turn, determined 

(a favorite word of the 19th-century popular science) that a woman 

was more sexual than a man, dominated by her sexuality in a way 

that a man was not. Further, if intelligence varied inversely with 

reproductive fecundity, as Lombroso thought it did, a woman’s 

larger sex organs also explained why she was less prone to 

crime—because female crime was a halfhearted, emotional (i.e., 

sexual) affair, namely prostitution—a “victimless crime”—which was 

thus “natural” to women. 

In the end, women could not control their own prodigious 

Sex and Character I: Early Sexology and the Theory of Plasms  |  45



sexuality, which was less intense than the male’s but it was continual 

and pervaded all aspects of a woman’s life. Little wonder that 

prostitution was part of her nature. Male sexuality, on the other 

hand, was intermittent and in the interim males could be rational. 

Female sexuality made social reform necessary, while male sexuality 

made it possible. And here Lombroso’s thought took an interesting 

twist: if prostitution was indeed a social problem, then only men 

could solve it. Women possessed neither the insight nor the will 

to take control of their emotions. But their state in society, their 

decadence, was a product of masculine exploitation of her 

reproductive instincts, driven by selfish calculation. Woman’s 

depravity was a function of man’s character—or, better, lack of 

it—and with that, we have arrived at the point of departure for 

a study of sex and character. Conniving, immoral males were the 

villains of the piece in more than one sense: first, they took 

advantage of women; second, they built up a myth around a 

woman’s unapproachable saintliness to attain yet more pleasure in 

possessing her. Men were the real criminals because they were in a 

position to amend their conduct in ways that women could not. The 

only rational way of coping with prostitution was prohibition and, 

indeed, the moral stamina required to quit was precisely what the 

temperance movement required with respect to alcohol; it was seen 

to be the causal agent, weakening the male will. The argument for 

abstinence was identical in each case. 

Let’s turn back to Weininger. Based on his radical interpretation of 

Kant’s ethics, as discombobulating as it may seem, all sexual activity 

is irrational and immoral. In any sex act, personality is used as a 

means and not as an end, and thus misused morally. The moral goal 

is wholly clear and wholly unattainable, given the human condition, 

i.e., the dualistic constitution of human individuals. Weininger 

argued in the same vein as later radical feminists Andrea Dworkin 

and Catherine MacKinnon, who seriously consider intercourse 

intrinsically comparable to rape. Weininger’s problem was to 

criticize Lombroso constructively by providing the principles for 

an updated theoretical account of the nature of male and female 
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sexuality. Such explanation would elucidate a woman’s determined 

behavior as no less natural than that of the male but fundamentally 

different in structure, and the moral cowardice of the males who 

hold women in subjugation by having intercourse with them, as 

well as providing a rigorous account of the foundations of moral 

obligation, which would anchor Lombroso’s liberalism in a critical 

theory of rationality. Regarding the last point, Weininger’s project 

can be compared to German sociologist Jürgen Habermas’s efforts 

to develop a non-coercive form of discourse as a critique of the 

standard account of communication. Weininger’s mentor, Friedrich 

Jodl, rightly drew attention to the ingenuity with which Weininger 

mustered the most varied literary, scientific, and philosophical 

sources in illuminating his problems. 

Ellis’s wide-ranging documentation of human sexual practices, 

Man and Woman, appeared in 1897, the year that Weininger began 

his university studies. Hirschfeld founded the Scientific 

Humanitarian Committee for the protection of the civil rights of 

homosexuals in Berlin that same year, in the aftermath of the trial 

and internment of the Irish playwright Oscar Wilde, which awoke 

Europe’s awareness of the persecution of sexual “deviants.” These 

scholars concluded that the only way to come to grips with the 

hypocrisy surrounding sex in society is to recognize that “male” 

and “female” are what we would today term “socially constructed” 

concepts; interpreted in an essentialist manner, these concepts 

conceal more than they reveal about actual human personality. Our 

understanding of human sexuality today begins with them. 

It is not appropriate to consider human individuals as men or 

women with fixed psychic constitutions and character without 

further ado; for just as it is a well-known fact that anatomical 

anomalies abound in the wide field of variation that nature permits 

for the human species, actual human sexual practices such as 

homosexuality are evidence that there are psychological anomalies 

as well. Sexual inclinations, like human bodies, are not all of one 

kind. Indeed, the closer one looks objectively at human sexual 

practices, the more difficult it becomes to distinguish normality 
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from deviance. Since Darwin, variation within species rather than 

uniformity is the rule in nature, and the relationship between rules 

and exceptions is frequently nebulous. So, there is no reason for 

considering sexual intermediacy as a curiosity. 

Weininger’s philosophical investigation into the principles behind 

sexual variation, then, was explicitly a logical continuation of the 

work of Ellis, Hirschfeld, and others, but also implicitly linked to 

Lombroso, who got the ball rolling in the first place. If everybody 

were an intermediate form, how would human sexual intermediacy 

be at all possible? How is bi-sexuality at all possible? How can we 

define Male and Female? Weininger had to answer the question: 

how must a theory of bisexuality be structured to be able to be 

a plausible candidate for proving a genuinely scientific account of 

sexual differentiation? The theory of human bisexuality, in 

Weininger’s view, was the key to understanding how both 

individuals—and society itself—could become literally “effeminate.” 

His response to society’s withdrawal from heroic masculine ideals 

of self-sacrifice into a feminine obsession with comfort involved 

developing a comprehensive account of human sexuality that could 

explain all known variations on sexual behavior—from nymphomania 

to abstinence—in terms of heredity and environment as it was stated 

by Darwin. All of this had to be worked out based on the principles 

involved, if Weininger was to achieve his goal. 

Given the state of knowledge of the mechanisms of heredity when 

he wrote Sex and Character, i.e., in 1902 continuing into 1903, there 

was no chance that he, or anybody else, could have come up with 

a single conjecture accounting for the biological basis of sexuality. 

It would take biological science another 20 years to begin to get 

an accurate picture of the bearer and mechanisms of heredity. For 

Weininger, who was (curiously, since Mendel’s experiments had 

become known in 1900) not yet aware of Mendel’s discoveries, let 

alone in possession of anything remotely like the concept of the 

gene, there was simply no possible single account of inheritance 

available. Nor was there even an inkling of what is known today 

about the determination of sex in individuals. Briefly, there are, in 
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fact, several quite distinct, large issues involved in the matter that 

precluded any simple solution to what Weininger took to be a single 

problem. Little wonder that his ventures into these areas have a 

way of sounding like the ravings of a madman. But the history of 

all science, especially biology, is like that. To evaluate his putative 

contribution to understanding sexuality we must re-contextualize 

his work, so we can see how his ideas are responses to the thinking 

of his contemporaries. That is no simple matter, especially in the 

light of the confusions in biology itself before World War I, but it is 

not impossible either. 

An Overview of the Two Parts of Sex and 
Character 

Since we cannot spell out Weininger’s views in Sex and Character 

in detail here, let’s concentrate on selected representative central 

themes that are especially relevant to re-evaluating his work today, 

such as his theory of plasmas, hysteria, the moral imperative to 

sexual continence and the like. Here we offer a brief outline of the 

book’s main themes so that readers can get at least a sense of how 

those themes fit into a larger whole. 

Part I of Weininger’s book is considerably easier to summarize 

than part II. His opening chapter in Part I, entitled “Sexual Diversity,” 

treats the notion that individuals are intermediate forms: body 

chemistry, not brute anatomy, is the key to sexual diversity. The 

second chapter sets forth his conjecture with respect to the two 

types of plasm. The third is an updating of Schopenhauer’s account 

of sexual attraction in terms of a law that stipulates the attraction 

of plasmic opposites to each other. The fourth chapter explains 

homosexuality as the result of a plasmic imbalance, whose result 

is a person who is anatomically male but biochemically and 

psychologically female (Weininger insisted that the opposite, a true 

male in a female body is not possible without providing any grounds 
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for that assertion—something most unusual in Weininger—but 

crucial to his whole outlook). In the fifth chapter, Weininger pointed 

to the social consequences of sexual intermediacy, describing the 

extreme variety of real individuals and the consequences of sexual 

intermediacy. They include the legalization of homosexuality and 

educational reform to recognize the wide divergence between 

intelligence in individual pupils, as educational reformer Alfred 

Binet advocated, as well as his program for the science of 

psychology oriented around the study of character. 

At this point, his speculations began to transcend the limits of 

biology and psychology as we know them, spilling over into an 

account of what character is and, all the more so, into moral theory, 

a move he justified in Part II of the book. In the final chapter of 

Part I, we find Weininger’s analysis of the fundamental error of the 

movement for Woman’s Emancipation, as he saw it, i.e., striving 

to participate in politics—to become cynical men totally lacking 

character, who prostitute themselves for the sake of power. Thus, 

Weininger produced a normative account of why striving for 

woman’s rights was perverse. We have clearly left the world of 

science, even speculative science, and have entered the sphere of 

moral discourse such as Weininger understood it. Part II attempts 

to justify this move methodologically, based on a critique of 

contemporary accounts of psychology. 

Part II of Sex and Character, entitled “The Sexual Types,” 

articulates the models that Weininger would employ to redefine 

masculinity and femininity in such a way as to accommodate the 

wide variations among individual persons that empirical studies in 

sexology such as those of Ellis or Hirschfeld had unearthed. The idea 

of a typology to embrace the full range of human personality, like 

so much else, was not originally Weininger’s. Its originator was a 

creative German personalist psychologist named L. William Stern. 

His aim was to create a “differential” psychology based on a tabular, 

statistical concatenation of all relevant data that could contribute 

to a comprehensive scheme for representing human mental traits. 

Its goal was to establish a valid psycho-typology of the varieties 
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of human mind. Stern’s approach to the empirical varieties of 

personality, based, as it was, on highly precise statistical methods 

for gaining insight into personality comparatively, provided 

Weininger with a solid empirical model of what his account of 

principles ought to be able to explain à la Kant, based on his 

introduction of ideal types. Weininger’s inquiries into male and 

female sexuality, perception, memory, talent, logic, ethics, and 

aesthetics parallel those of Stern in a way that is not at all obvious 

in Sex and Character because we know frustratingly little about how 

he conceived the link between the empirical and the ideal. 

Be that as it may, the opening chapters of Sex and Character 

Part II deal with the relationship between male and female sexuality 

as they relate to the typically masculine and feminine forms of 

consciousness (distinct and indistinct forms of perception). This is 

followed by an account of the nature of the self, talent, and genius 

as based on memory, logic, and fundamentally ethical phenomena. 

That discussion has the force of driving a wedge between morally 

rootless aestheticism of the Viennese modernism and true genius, 

which is always a form of moral, as opposed to aesthetic, creativity 

to which anyone can aspire,. Weininger then articulated the 

extreme types within the ideal Woman: the Mother and the 

Prostitute, with the ironic (and Krausian) emphasis on the notion 

that the latter is nobler because she is the more natural of the two. 

Central to this discussion is Weininger’s commentary on Freud’s 

concept of hysteria, which stresses that it is a self-destructive 

tendency in women. Hysteria is the result of a fundamentally 

sensuous creature taking the ideals of chastity and innocence that 

men project on her with dead seriousness to the point of repressing 

her natural sexual desires and thereby inducing haunting psychic 

torments in themselves. From Freud, he took over one of the central 

ideas behind his inquiry into sex and character: the notion that 

rigidly held conventional values, which stipulated the suppression 

of sexual instinct, caused mental illness. Weininger went on to state 

that hysteria was the typical fate of women in a society that 

suppresses their urges and requires them to conform to a set of 
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destructive social values. No less than Freud, Weininger wanted 

to illuminate the aetiology of hysteria but more as a moral than a 

medical problem (without in the least ignoring its medical aspects). 

Weininger’s deep commitment to helping the damsels torturing 

themselves by denying their sexual urges and, at the same time, 

demanding that men cease to covet them sexually, explains why he 

could see his work as the highest compliment ever paid to women. 

The final chapters of Part II present the cosmic conclusions of the 

work, including his infamous account of Judaism. They set out a 

view of the ways in which the sexual elements of human nature 

account for good and evil, as well as mediocrity in society. 

Part II is a response to conceptual problems with the framework 

and structure of any investigation into sex and character, centered 

on the notion of bisexuality that he, as a philosopher, had 

recognized, but that had gone unperceived by contemporary 

sexologists. True bisexuality could in good Darwinian fashion 

explain the broad variation in human personality, but it also implied 

that “male” and “female” required a new definition, that is, if 

everybody is really in an “intermediate” stage, then between what? 

In short, the efforts of Ellis and Hirschfeld to overcome clichéd 

notions of masculinity and femininity by insisting that male and 

female do not refer to individuals whose characteristics are 

universally and necessarily fixed, presented them with the problem 

of how these terms should be defined. In this they—and Weininger 

following them—were consciously rejecting Lombroso’s notion of 

“normalcy.” But if there are no males and females in the strict sense, 

what can it mean to assert that individuals are bisexual? That term 

would be meaningless until an abstract theoretical account of 

“male” and “female” was provided. This is the goal of Weininger’s 

characterology. His vehicle for attaining it was the Ideal Type, which 

does not refer to a Platonic essence, but to what he termed 

“idealized limiting cases” (similar to Max Weber’s Ideal Types) that 

establish a spectrum along which the significance of empirical data 

can be evaluated for their cultural significance—what we would 

today call “models.” He was convinced, as all critical theorists from 
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Kant before him down to Jürgen Habermas and Lawrence Kohlberg 

after him, that only an idealized account of human behavior could 

possess a genuine critical potential, which would be capable of 

determining, based on a universal and necessary account of rational 

behavior, what is wrong with current mores. The point is that the 

Kantian standpoint is not necessarily the right one; quite the 

contrary, it is open to serious philosophical criticism (which would 

take us too far afield to explore), but that it is still very much with 

us, though in a different guise. 

An Outline of the Theory of Plasms 

The biological moment in Weininger’s project is essential to his 

reasoning about sex, but it is illustrative of his philosophical 

methodology generally, so it will be useful to sketch it clearly here. 

His putative contribution to biology was anything but simple and 

straightforward; it amounted to constructing a model of a 

physiological account of inheritance and human sexuality. Further, 

that account had to explain how the human mind is 

deterministically rooted in nature but capable of autonomous, 

rational self-determination. It suggests the aims of neuroscience 

today and is scarcely less modest. But a drastic cultural situation 

evoked a substantial philosophical response. To recapitulate, the 

account of human action that Weininger sought had to explain 

how certain aspects of human sexual behavior in individuals were 

physiologically determined; how other aspects of human behavior, 

i.e., conventional values, were socially determined as a result of our 

sexual tendencies; and) how it could be possible for some people at 

least, i.e., genuine males, to rise above their own sexual inclinations 

to the point of being capable of abstaining from sexual intercourse. 

The conjectures about biological theory in the first part of Sex 

and Character should provide a clue to what was missing in 
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contemporary biological theories of heredity and the determination 

of sex in human beings. 

Weininger’s reasoning in Part I proceeds from the assumptions 

that the huge mass of empirical evidence about the wide variety 

of “normal” sexual activities among Europeans, was at best merely 

anecdotal with respect to the basic philosophical questions about 

what is essential to being masculine and feminine. It was anything 

but worthless data; for data about the actual situation and conduct 

of “deviant” sexuality was crucial to determining what had to be 

explained if we were to put an end to myths about “normal” 

sexuality. Observations were crucial, but they could never yield 

explanations that could illuminate the physiologically determined, 

the conventional, and the rational aspect of sexual mores. 

Explanation requires abstract concepts. Their function is to provide 

criteria for permitting us to distinguish what follows the rule from 

the exception, as opposed to merely compiling statistical averages 

as though they were baseball statistics, but they tell us nothing 

about how they should be evaluated. Weininger’s reasoning here 

will be immediately recognizable to anybody with a smidgen of 

knowledge about the history of philosophy as a Kantian approach to 

science—which cannot be totally surprising after his encounter with 

Kant in the context of Alois Höfler’s project of editing the Master’s 

Metaphysical Foundations of Scientific Knowledge when Weininger 

was finishing his dissertation. Little wonder that Weininger would 

insist that the scientific knowledge of the phenomenon of sexuality 

was impossible in the absence of a strictly developed methodology. 

His contribution to solving the problems that sexuality presented 

for his society is, then, a conjecture about the form necessary for 

the construction of any model that could fill the requisite scientific 

demands for explaining what has been empirically established with 

respect to human sexual variation. Weininger thought that scientific 

concepts could not be gleaned from mere empirical observation 

alone because we need criteria that tell us what we should be 

looking for in the first place. If we take a hard look at something, we 

need to know in some vague way at least, what is interesting about 
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what we see. That brings us to Weininger’s central claim about 

knowledge of male and female: 

Everything depends upon knowing M and W, on correctly 

establishing the ideal Man and the ideal Woman (ideal in the 

sense of typical, without implying any evaluation). 

Once it has been possible to recognize and construct these 

types, their application to the individual cases and its 

representation by quantifying the proportions in the 

mixture will be as easy as it is fruitful. (Löb, page 15) 

We shall only be able to understand masculinity and femininity 

in individuals when we can judge the status of given individuals 

against the background of the standard or ideal case. Weininger’s 

two plasms (Arrhenoplasm and Thelyplasam—the expressions are 

just Greek for male plasm and female plasm) are blueprints for 

biochemical substances, whose empirical discovery would provide 

a scientific basis for rigorous research into sexual differentiation 

within the human species. In maintaining this view, Weininger 

extended Ellis’s criticisms of Lombroso, who endeavored to make 

strict correlations between psychological and anatomical in 

deviance in humans. We shall have a good deal more to say about 

Lombroso. However, like Ellis, Weininger was a sympathetic critic, 

who sought to deepen rather than to replace Lombrosian ideas. In 

his way, Weininger was groping towards the distinction between sex 

and gender. 

What is of importance here is Weininger’s method. He argued 

in a Neo-Kantian manner that we only have scientific knowledge 

of a phenomenon when we can transcend empirical generalization 

based on universal criteria. Such criteria are not to be found in 

Nature but are products of the human mind as it creates matrices, 

taking clues from the empirical data at hand, which permit us to 

identify the place of a given individual male or female along a scale 

from 0 to 1. 
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The task of science is to determine the position of every 

single being between these two morphological blueprints 

[i.e., the ideal types, AJ]. These blueprints must not be 

attributed any metaphysical existence beside or above the 

world of experience but it is necessary to construct them for 

the heuristic purpose of representing reality as perfectly as 

possible (Löb, page 15). 

Weininger considered his conjecture about male and female plasms 

far-fetched as it might appear to the untutored eye today, an 

opinion that might stimulate other, more qualified researchers, as 

he hoped his conjecture about the laws of sexual attraction would 

do (Lo ̈b page 31). Serious scientists and thinkers in his day, such as E. 

A. Minchin, writing the article on protozoa for the 11th edition of the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica, found the theory of plasms noteworthy as 

a possible explanation for hermaphroditism. However, the Mother 

of American Feminism, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, would criticize 

his Law of Sexual Attraction as overstated but by no means absurd. 

Little wonder that the 20th-century Austrian philosopher Karl 

Popper, while condemning Weininger’s forays into misogyny and 

anti-Semitism, found aspects of his work admirable. Indeed, the 

fully-documented discussions of biological matter always contain 

literature criticizing Weininger’s own position alongside the 

evidence for his view. Thus, Weininger was a Popperian before 

Popper’s time. The deeper we delve into the context in which 

Weininger worked, the less absurd the ideas that he works with 

appear to us. This is certainly the case with respect to his method, 

but the substantial picture of masculinity and femininity that he 

produced is virtually impossible to conceive today; for in those 

matters, he was all too bound to his time. However, let us further 

examine his theory of plasms to see what he hoped to accomplish 

by producing it. 
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Sexual Attraction and “Contrary” Sexuality 

Weininger’s conjecture aimed at explaining how it could be possible 

that all human beings were sexually intermediary. Each person’s 

metabolism was, as it were, a measurable mixture of arrhenoplasm 

and thelyplasm. So, a man might be, say, 2/3 masculine and 1/3 

feminine. These plasms were so “charged” that such a man would 

be drawn inexorably to a woman who was 2/3 feminine and 1/3 

masculine. Together they would form two whole personalities in a 

way that thinkers from times immemorial had imagined. 

Since Plato, the idea that “opposites attract” has played a role 

in thinking about sexual attraction. In The Symposium, Plato put 

the idea into the mouth of the poet Aristophanes, who explained 

what love is using a fable as an example. Both sexes were once a 

unitary entity with two heads, four arms, four legs, and two sets 

of genitals—bisexual beings who were forcibly sundered from one 

another and have sought their original counterpart ever since. In 

more recent times, philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer produced a 

lengthy essay on “The Metaphysics of the Love of the Sexes,” in 

which he claimed, among other arguments, how the bond of love 

was forged by the powerful physical attractions that opposites 

across the sexual divide exerted on one another. Thus, tall men were 

drawn to short women, heavy women to thin men, etc. In short, 

the male’s degree of manhood should perfectly complement the 

female’s degree of womanhood. Weininger’s plasms should, then, be 

natural substances capable of acting on each other like tropisms 

over which it is possible to quantify—explaining just how lovers 

move each other scientifically. But they could do a lot more than 

that. 

Homosexuality could now be accounted for based on heredity, 

in terms of a curious plasmic imbalance in an individual that left 

a plasmic female with a male anatomy. This is a possible state of 

affairs if all sorts of combinations of the two plasms are 

possible—except that the notion that a woman could exist in a male 
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body. That is a weak point of his position that sticks out like a sore 

thumb. The only thing that can be remarked here is that lesbianism 

was scarcely discussed by the early sexologists, although there were 

articles describing them in Hirschfeld’s Annual for Studies on Sexual 

Intermediary Forms (Jahrbuch für sexuelle Zwischenstufen). In any 

case, the importance of establishing that homosexuality is natural 

can hardly be overstated. 

Furthermore, such a theory could also account for the difference 

in human psychic constitutions. It would be possible on its basis to 

identify typically male and female ways of perceiving and thinking. 

This was the aim of Part II of Sex and Character, which provides an 

account of the weakness in the female psyche that made women 

dependent on men, explaining why male responsibility demanded 

sexual abstinence. 
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4. Sex and Character II: 
Towards a Psychology of Male 
and Female 

The main part of Weininger’s work is a clever, if misconceived, 

response to Nietzsche’s challenge to create a genuine study of the 

human mind in all its Dionysian depths. Like the theory of plasms 

in Part I, the theory of sexual types in Part II is also a thought 

experiment. And, like the Theory of Plasms, it is structured against 

a scientifically-informed background. What readers today find 

scandalous there is 1) hopelessly dated baggage from the science 

of the day, upon which Weininger constructs 2) a one-sided 

substantive speculative hypothesis about women drawn from 

contemporary reformist science. However, the farther we get away 

from the context in which he wrote, the dogmatic, universal tone 

in which Weininger writes easily lends itself to misinterpretation 

as the work of a fanatical misogynist which he definitely was not. 

All of which might well be taken to indicate that Weininger himself 

lost sight of what he was up to, but that is unclear. So we need to 

remind ourselves that the very sensible notion that all human beings 

are sexually intermediate is not really meaningful in the absence 

of an account of what the terms male and female are intermediate 

between. Weininger’s thought experiment with the ideal types of 

masculinity and femininity in fact establish a spectrum along which 

an individual person’s psychic constitution can be measured with 

precision comparatively. 
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Ideal Frames of Mind 

The ideal types should be the basis of a new comparative psychology 

capable of explaining how normality is related to the highest moral 

achievements (i.e. acts of selfless idealism) and the lowest depravity 

(i.e., unbridled egoism). As a critical theory of the human mind, it 

must provide an account of why we are the way we are and how 

we can transcend mediocrity in moral as well as intellectual terms. 

In order to do that, Weininger’s psychology would have to square 

the circle between exactitude and soul to employ the expressions 

favored by Musil, himself a trained psychologist, in The Man Without 

Qualities. Weininger’s new psychology would have to combine 

precise scientific thinking about measurable quantities with an 

exploration of the depths and heights of human moral and aesthetic 

experience—something that has evaded psychology down to today 

(despite the efforts of Eric Kandel & Co.). Weininger’s contribution 

to psychology, like his theory of plasms, would be a thought 

experiment aiming at synthesizing current knowledge and provide 

an orientation for future investigations into human nature. 

However, we must reiterate that all existing human individuals are 

on Weininger’s view bisexuals, whose sexuality oscillates along its 

proper part of the spectrum. M + W are always abstractions from 

reality. 

Weininger’s Critique of the Study of Sensations 

Weininger proceeds from a critique of existing efforts to construct 

a science of the mind c.1900. He is above all concerned to find a 

perspective on human thinking that is scientific but not reductive 

and can accommodate real human problems about the meaning 

of life. So he vehemently rejects the idea that psychology should 

preoccupy itself exclusively with the study of sensations as 
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conceived by the likes of Hermann von Helmholtz, Gustav Theodor 

Fechner, and Wilhelm Wundt. Helmholtz, one of the absolutely 

towering figures of European science from physics to medicine in 

the 19th century, investigated themes like the speed of signals in 

nervous fibers and did extensive work in optics and acoustics as 

well, establishing the distinction between the sensation of color and 

the perception of space and the frequencies of complex sounds. 

Similarly, Fechner was famous for having correlated the non-linear 

relationship between psychological sensations and physical 

intensity in terms of an equation that has gone down in history 

as the Weber-Fechner Law. His “psycho-physics” has been termed 

the first research program for psychology. Wundt, who established 

the first psychological laboratory in Leipzig in 1879, had particularly 

wide interests both in terms of the themes of his research and the 

problem of methodology in the study of the mind but is perhaps 

best known for his work on how sensory processes become unified 

in conscious awareness (apperception) emphasizing the role of will 

in focusing attention upon a subject. The idea that perception is 

inter alia a function of our ability to attend to what we perceive, i.e., 

willing, would function significantly in the background to much of 

Weininger’s thinking about the relationship between perception and 

character. In a sense, one might be tempted to see Wundt (whose 

laboratory Weininger may have visited while traveling through 

Germany in 1902) as a precursor to Weininger in as much as he 

insisted that it is not possible to study psychology without 

philosophy. Further, the idea that the human meaning of experience 

cannot be established apart from the study of culture seems also 

to prefigure Weininger’s thinking. But, rather than acknowledge 

Wundt as a predecessor, Weininger was infuriated by the idea that 

conventional, i.e., arbitrary, social practice, and not rational, i.e., 

logical thought, conferred meaning upon what we perceive through 

the senses. Wundt seems to have enraged the Platonist in Weininger 

by committing the ultimate sin of confusing appearance and reality 

in the study of the mind. It would take a constellation of 

philosophers including Friedrich Nietzsche and the Wittgenstein 
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of the Philosophical Investigations to establish Goethe’s riposte to 

Plato: you cannot take appearances too seriously; for they are the 

reality. But this view was light years away from Weininger’s. In any 

case, Weininger’s denunciation of Wundt in his dissertation aroused 

the ire of his second reader, Professor Laurenz Müllner, who 

reprimanded the young doctoral candidate severely for his 

indiscretion with respect to Wundt in his evaluation of Weininger’s 

work. 

Towards a New Psychology 

Weininger’s new psychology took its general orientation from 

Wilhelm Dilthey’s notion of descriptive and analytical psychology 

(that would later influence Karl Jaspers in developing his Psychology 

of World Views [Psychologie der Weltanschauungen]). The latter 

insisted that the goal of psychology should be to illuminate lived 

experience. Loneliness, fear, anger, ambition, etc. were the proper 

objects of psychological study. Human lives involve continually 

unifying experience as all biographies indicate. How do human 

beings come to understand their own lives was the question he 

posed. The answer is in terms of factors that lend people’s lives 

unity and therefore intelligibility. These factors only become clear 

over time. The main task of psychology is to document how that 

actually happens in the concrete, as opposed to postulating rules, 

such as the laws of association according to which we first assemble 

sensory inputs and then combine them. Biography is thus essential 

to psychological study. Indeed, in his enthusiasm for Dilthey, 

Weininger insists that psychology should become theoretical 

biography. (That would seem to overlook what we term the problem 

of reflexivity today: the unity that biographies display is an essential 

part of a narrative that biographers must impose upon their subjects 

in order to make their lives intelligible to their readers. They invent 

it every bit as much as they discover it there.) Be that as it may, 
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Weininger’s view of the task of psychology went far beyond that 

of the leading scientific psychologists of the day. Living human 

persons in toto and not mere aspects of their experience were 

its proper subject. These ideas about the psychology of lived 

experience deeply impressed a young psychology student of William 

James’s who would not forget them as she revolutionized modern 

letters: Gertrude Stein. Weininger explicitly linked his new 

conception of psychology to James’s notion of “the stream of 

consciousness” and the idea that consciousness has a direction that 

conscious individuals are not explicitly aware of but only perceive as 

“feelings of tendency.” 

Male and Female Perception 

Critical as he might have been of the nascent science of psychology, 

Weininger did not neglect strict studies in the nature of mind. His 

first great philosophical enthusiasm was, as we have seen, for the 

empirio-criticism of Richard Avenarius. So it is hardly surprising 

that his substantive account of the be-sexuality of mind begins 

from Avenarius’s distinction between the “elements” that constitute 

perception and their “character” (which is here a technical term 

having nothing to do with a person’s moral qualities.) Avenarius, 

like Ernst Mach with whom he is frequently linked, proceeded from 

the notion that the atomic constituents of mind are indescribable. 

He termed these minima sensibilia “elements” and went on to 

distinguish them from their “character.” Elements are the contents 

of experience: qualities of color, intensities of tone, etc.; whereas 

their “character” refers to the “floating background” against which 

the elements appear. Thus the experience of a given shade of blue 

can be pleasant or unpleasant, recognized or unrecognized, actual 

or doubtful to cite some of Weininger’s examples. Weininger 

considered that this explained how it is that thoughts are preceded 

by half-thoughts of a sort, “inklings,” on the basis of the Kantian 
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principle that percepts have to be disentangled from the shifting 

background against which they appear, if they are to be intelligible 

at all (“percepts without concepts are blind; concepts without 

percepts are empty”). Men and women (defined in terms of 

Weininger’s plasms) handle this problem in a radically different 

way—or, better, men are capable of sharply distinguishing the 

intelligible content of perception from its atmospheric 

accompaniment, while women are not. 

Following Avenarius, Weininger refuses to name the basic 

substantive constituents of perception. He refers to the most 

primitive constituents of which we are aware as henids (from the 

Greek, hen = one, something indivisible). A henid is a limiting 

concept (i.e., ideal type) and thus does not occur in an abstract 

form. Its very nature is to indicate the logically smallest perceptible 

unit as such, which is by its very nature indescribable. Intellectual 

development consists in the ability to represent these primitive data 

in a more articulated form. “Man,” he writes, “has the same psychical 

contents as woman but in a more articulated form; while she thinks 

more or less in henids, he thinks in clear, distinct concepts linked to 

definite feelings which can always be removed from their objects.” 

(Löb, 88) The consequences of this inability to think clearly follow 

fast and furious; for everything that Weininger alleges concerning 

the nihilistic nature of Woman follows from her incapacity to 

abstract, which is determined by her plasmic constitution. 

Memory 

Man (the ideal type) can remember their lived experience, but (the 

ideal type) Woman cannot. (Individuals instantiate the types, more 

or less.) Man is capable of concentrating upon His perceptions such 

that He has clear memories of His past. Concentration, as we have 

seen, is a matter of willing. In fact, crystal clear, sharp memory turns 

out to be the defining characteristic of Genius, the ideal type of 
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Man. “The ideal genius would be a being whose [vague] ‘perceptions’ 

would without exceptions be [wholly distinct]“apperceptions.” Such 

a being does not exist. Te thought processes of normal men 

generally run this way. However, there is no human being who has 

never apperceived but only perceived.” (Löb,102) Woman cannot 

perceive distinctly and therefore cannot articulate Her perceptions. 

She is locked in the booming, buzzing confusion in which the 

“elements” of consciousness are embedded in such a way that their 

mode of awareness is more emotional than cognitive. Normal, as 

opposed to exceptional female humans) are as a rule like this. This 

also explains why women can be so cavalier in their relation to truth: 

They are not really conscious of the contents of their experience 

and thus cannot report accurately upon it. So, in fact, women do 

not lie (as Lombroso alleged) because they really have no option to 

tell the truth in the first place. Women do not think consciously; 

whereas men do. For that reason, they are dependent upon men 

to supply them with the contents of their consciousness. Whether 

they are aware of it or not, men project their consciousness onto the 

women who are their sexual complements, which explains why men 

are responsible for women’s states of consciousness. So we arrive at 

Weininger’s reason for insisting that morality is part and parcel of 

psychology. Normal men, on account of their plasmic constitution 

M, participate in genuine consciousness, and, on that account, are 

responsible for the consciousness of normal women, who, on 

account of their plasmic constitution F, do not. So men are 

responsible for the moral state of women in society. 

Contrary to men, women have no sense of continuity in their life. 

That explains why women have written so relatively few biographies 

and also why there have been so few female psychologists on 

Weininger’s view. Here we should pause for two brief reflections. 

First off, of course, Weininger was typical of his time in thinking 

that the problem lay less with the lack of opportunities that they 

had in his society than with women themselves. However, it is worth 

noting that women have devoted considerable efforts in the course 

of the twentieth century to answering this objection. Their 
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autobiographies have been a central vehicle in the search of 

feminine identities last at least from the last quarter of the 

twentieth century. So he was not entirely lacking in insight here. 

Second, the early female psychologists no less than women in the 

other liberal professions had enormous hurdles to master in order 

to have successful professional careers. The biggest hurdle that they 

had to overcome in psychology once they began to study the subject 

was the fact that the scientific theories that provided the framework 

for their research, as we have seen, insisted upon the intellectual 

inferiority of women. In negotiating their way around this obstacle 

the example of how those women employed their intelligence was 

at least as important as any scientific discoveries that they might 

have made, if not more so. Suffice to say, woman’s role in early 

twentieth-century science was an uphill road in more ways than 

one. The very times seem to have made sexual enlightenment an 

almost impossible theme to discuss. 

Male and Female Sexuality 

Early research into the sex act itself was not intended for the eyes 

of the unlettered. Thus Albert Moll, who first gave the world the 

word libido in its psychiatric sense in his bold Investigations into the 

libido sexualis of 1897 (1st translated in part in 1933!), would have to 

write all explicit discussions of sexual acts in Latin to protect the 

hoi polloi. Weininger was also among the first to buck this trend 

(and that only on the Continent—something to which the belated 

translation of Moll’s work, along with the trial of D.H: Lawrence 

in connection with Lady Chatterly’s Lover in 1960[!] indicates with 

abundant clarity) 

Not unsurprisingly, Weininger’s account of male and female 

sexuality parallels his discussion of masculine and feminine 

perception. Here again, he builds upon a wide body of mostly 

forgotten sources, which he handles with facility. His fundamental 
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idea, which he seems to have shared with his student comrade, 

Oscar Friedländer/Ewald, is that men are only partly sexual; 

whereas women are exclusively sexual. Men preoccupy themselves 

with war, sport, politics, religion, and art as well as sex to mention 

their most important and frequent activities. Weininger brings the 

distinction between them sharply into focus as follows: 

For Woman the state of sexual arousal only means the 

greatest intensification of her whole existence, which is 

always absolutely sexual. W’s existence revolves entirely 

around her sexual life, the sphere of copulation and 

reproduction, i.e., in her relationship with a man and with 

children, and her existence is totally absorbed by these 

things, while M is not only sexual. (Löb, 79) 

Clearly enough, Weininger was directly and totally opposing the 

middle-class ideals of life (where middle-class is understood in the 

English sense of being totally and uncompromisingly prescriptive, 

not to say, hypocritically exclusive—as, say, Oscar Wilde had learned 

with a vengeance). However, here too Weininger’s view was not 

original nor did he claim it was. 

Detumescence and Contretaction 

It had been established by a team of Viennese gynecologists, Rudolf 

Chrobak and Alfons von Rosthorn, in their work on the disease of 

the female sexual organs of 1896. This work complemented that of 

Max Dessoir, who in 1894 originated the idea that sexual feelings 

developed from undifferentiated to differentiated and may express 

themselves homosexually or heterosexually. Albert Moll, whose 

achievements for nascent sexology can scarcely be overestimated, 

extended Dessoir’s work on the basis of the idea that the sexual 

development stages were products of the evolution of sexuality. He 

came to distinguish two moments in the ontogeny of the sexual 
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impulse: a detumescence drive: an impulse to bring about the 

transformation of the genitals, i.e. ejaculation, which was the older 

of the two and a contretaction drive: an impulse to touch, fondle or 

kiss the sexual object. 

In their study of the afflictions of the feminine sexual organs, 

Chrobak and Rosthorn corroborated Moll’s view that there was no 

counterpart to the ejaculation of sperm in the female sexual 

experience. Weininger was to take the next step and went beyond 

Moll in asserting that contretaction occurred in both males and 

females but detumescence only in the male. 

For Weininger, this implied that not only that Woman had sexual 

desires but that those desires were scarcely identical with 

masculine sexual urges. The essential difference between the two 

modes of sexuality centered upon the fact that Woman, unlike Man, 

is not satisfied, which is to say not finished with sex, in “normal” 

sexual intercourse. Her sexuality spills over into the whole of her 

life. That is what Weininger assumes to be the primary 

morphological datum bearing upon sexual differentiation. 

Corresponding to the role of the Theory of Plasms as it relates to the 

morphology of the human body in Part I of Sex and Character, the 

Theory of Sexual Types I. Part II takes the argument about sexual 

differences one step further. 

But what are the consequences of the fact that women have no 

drive to detumescence? For starters, it would explain why girls in 

puberty do not experience the major crises and confusion that boys 

do; for they often have the sense then that they are being assaulted 

by a foreign power over which they have little or no control. The 

drive to detumescence explains why men have a sporadic, if intense, 

sexual urges; whereas women are continually and exclusively 

preoccupied with sexual satisfaction: “for M the sex drive is, as it 

were, an itch with intervals, for W an incessant tickle.” (Löb, 81). 

Weininger was also led to believe, like many other “enlightened” 

members of his generation, that the lack of a drive to detumescence 

explained why masturbation was less common among women than 

men (except, of course, the more male females). Women did not 
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have a pressing need for relief from sexual pressure in the way that 

men do. The drive to detumescence in men also explained why they 

were largely only stimulable locally; whereas women were sexually 

stimulated continually throughout their bodies. Women are totally 

sexual, men only partially: “To put it bluntly: Man has the penis, but 

the vagina has the Woman.” (Löb, 81) This means that men enjoy 

a certain autonomy from their sexual desires, which gives them 

elbow room to think and act responsibly about matters that are 

remote from their personal interests. Woman’s nihilism is a kind of 

continual reserved delight in the sense of touch of the sort that 

accompanies a visit to an exquisite dressmaker. Her sexuality makes 

determines that she is destined for a life of luxury. True, there is a 

certain vacillation in her, but that is part and parcel of the fact that 

all humans are subject to certain laws of periodicity, as Weininger 

assumed along with his old friend Hermann Swoboda, who remains 

posthumously one of the authorities on this (dubious) subject today. 

Logic: Masculine and Feminine Thinking 

In a sense women think only of themselves but, nevertheless, never 

have a sense of who they are. The fact that women so casually 

could assume the names of their husbands as they did in his day 

seems to corroborate that on Weininger’s view. Woman had no 

integrity because she did not have a true identity. The Genius is 

inter alia the man who knows who he is and can demonstrate that 

by recalling the whole of his life. The genius expresses his genius in 

his autobiography as, say, St Augustine did. 

Everything that Weininger asserts concerning the nihilistic 

nature of women follows from her incapacity for clear, abstract 

thinking. The typical female experience is disjointed and incoherent. 

Weininger seems to think that the inability to abstract, i.e., to 

conceive objects clearly and distinctly apart from the booming, 

buzzing background in whose midst they appear to us, is part and 
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parcel of W’s bio-chemistry (i.e., plasmic structure). This is where 

the psychological difference between men and women is clearest 

and strongest. Men can distinguish their thoughts sharply from 

one another and reproduce their experience accurately in memory, 

whereas women cannot. Women’s “thoughts” are images against 

a floating background of feelings from which they can scarcely 

separate it—the image of a Klimt picture suggests itself here. Her 

lack of character is a consequence of the fact that, just as she 

cannot detach thoughts from the stream of conscious in which 

they occur, she has no sense of herself because she cannot identify 

herself as an agent of thought but only as its passive “victim” [AJ] 

as it were. Weininger follows Wundt in insisting that memory is a 

matter of being able to concentrate upon sensory perception such 

that we can will to remember what we have perceived. As acts of 

will, memories involve character. Unable to remember what she 

has experienced, woman cannot possibly articulate them. On this 

account, she could not produce an autobiography, if she wanted 

to, simply because she can neither recall nor assemble data about 

herself. 

To reiterate, total remembrance of the whole of his life’s 

experiences characterizes the most manly man, the genius. In order 

to remember something it is necessary to identify that object at 

different points in time, when its appearance can vary. Such 

recognition demands that we have a certain distance from our 

perceptions such that we can consider the analogies between them 

as well as their points of identity. Already Heraclitus knew that if we 

were entirely enmeshed in the stream of thought, we would never 

be in a position to report about what we observed due to the time 

lag between that act of perception and the act of reporting upon 

our perception. To remember something is to be able to isolate it 

within our experience and to “store” it in such a way that we are 

able to summon it up at a certain point in time for the purposes 

of comparison with another element of experience. The most 

pedestrian act of memory thus involves a judgment of comparison 

that extricates us from the “booming, buzzing confusion” that is 
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sensory consciousness. Weininger follows James and Avenarius who 

considered that sense data are embedded in a background of 

feelings. His claim is that men are able to distinguish henids from 

their emotional backdrop; whereas women are not. This is what 

Weininger considers makes men capable of logical thinking and 

condemns women to its counterfeit, i.e., being at the mercy of 

public opinion. 

Identity in Logic and in Life 

Here is where Weininger’s peculiar version of Kantianism, enters the 

picture. The difference between male and female intelligence is, in 

the final analysis, only the former is capable of logical functions. The 

standard view in Weininger’s day was that Aristotelian logic was the 

basis of all genuine reasoning. The most fundamental principle (and, 

remember, we are concerned with principles here) of reasoning is 

the principle of identity, A = A: a thing is what it is. From that, it 

follows that (A+ ~A): a thing cannot both be and not be what it is, 

the Principle of Contradiction, with the corollary that nothing can 

be both A and B at the same time in the same respect, A = ̸ B or B = ̸ A, 

The Principle of the Excluded Middle. Being logical entails the ability 

to remember this difference. Logic provides the limits of human 

thought and therefore human experience. Objects in the world have 

an identity because we conceive them as logical units (things in the 

world and definitions in language are thus dependent upon logic to 

exist at all). The ability to conceive objects and definitions in turn 

determines us as a subject of thought and, in the end, a human 

person. Logic turns out to make memory and therefore identity 

with respect to objects and with respect to ourselves possible. Here 

we come to the main reason women in society are so cavalier in 

their traffic with truth: her inability to think according to the laws 

of logic determine that she has no capacity to notice what she 

perceives, and that implies that she cannot recognize what she has 
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seen literally. It also means that she has no causally structured past 

and cannot possibly have an identity. She simply is—and just keeps 

rolling along. 

Genius: The Ideal Man 

So we now arrive at the Ideal Types Man and Women stripped down 

to their bare bones as it were. The male is the perfectly rational 

human being. All of his characteristics are rooted in his logical 

nature. Thus he has complete recall of his perceptions, i.e. perfect 

apperception, logic is the basis of his capacity to think abstractly, 

i.e., to think in true universals and not mere generalizations, he has 

perfect recall of his past experience, etc. He has a sharply defined, 

completely stable, and reliable identity. His logical nature 

determines that He is always fully aware that He has a rational 

duty to respect law always and everywhere. Finally, He is totally 

free because He does all this in accordance with His nature. He 

is a genius, but He is a moral genius because what he creates is 

always done in accord with respect for the law. He is everything 

that humanity can be. At the same time, He is completely incapable 

of proclaiming that he is a genius. But we should not be misled 

by Weininger’s lofty rhetoric; he is talking about something very 

concrete: for a normal human being to be a genius is to strive to be 

a genius, i.e., to live in modest recognition of how far one is from 

the goal. The Categorical Imperative demands that He set Himself 

against every sort of disorder in the world because the intelligence 

in Him demands that He oppose chaos and disorder wherever He 

encounters it. At the same time, His awareness of how far the world 

falls from its ideal state and the actual state of human beings is 

an immense source of suffering for Him. To make a long story 

short, Weininger’s genius is about as far-removed from the “original 

geniuses” who populated Vienna’s chic coffeehouses c.1900 as can 

be imagined. 
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The Mind of Woman 

Woman is the opposite of all this, but this pseudo-ideal has by its 

nature no unified form. Instead, there are two extreme forms of 

deviance from the ideal than Man represents. W, as we have seen, 

is entirely wrapped up in enjoying herself. She makes no judgments 

because she has no abstract concepts to provide her with criteria to 

base them on. 

All concepts are based on the logical axioms, which is lacking 

in Woman. Woman neither regards the principle of identity, which 

alone can impart an unambiguous clarity to a concept, as Her guide, 

nor does She adopt the principium contradictionis, which alone 

delimits a concept as a totally independent entity against all other 

things, possible or real, as their norm. This lack of conceptual clarity 

in Female thought is the prerequisite of that “sensitivity” in Woman, 

which provides unlimited elbow room for making vague 

associations and which so often leads to comparisons between 

totally dissimilar things. 

She finds no coherence and therefore no meaning in Her 

experience. So She has to be enigmatic to everyone, including 

Herself. Just as She has no respect for the truth, She has no respect 

for herself. Since She lacks continuity in Her experience, She is 

essentially schizophrenic. Furthermore, Weininger insists that only 

Woman is ever really schizophrenic because such dramatic dividing 

of the personality can only be possible where there never has been 

a personality in the first place. 

The fact that She is incapable of abstraction from the particular to 

the general implies that She cannot understand the concept of law 

in its speculative application in science or its moral employment in 

ethics. Thus Weininger insists that Woman cannot be evil or anti-

moral, only a-moral. The great paradox of femininity for Weininger 

is that W’s lack of a real self determines that all of Her acts are 

selfish. Weininger believes that everything that is typically female 

proceeds from selfish desire. This becomes clear in his discussion 
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of the extreme within the feminine type: the Mother and the 

Prostitute. 

The Prostitute and the Mother: The Ideal 
Woman: The Antipodes 

Weininger conceived the extremes within the female ideal type 

in direct contrast to conventional Viennese (and Victorian) mores 

c.1900. Doubtless, in an age in which moral seriousness was equated 

with challenging the Double Standard in society, Weininger was 

as delighted in debunking the myth of the corrupt and corrupting 

prostitute and the myth of the devoted mother as well as Don Juan 

as the ultimate masculine hero. Here too we should remember, 

we are discussing types, not individuals. Individual persons have 

something of both in them (as well as a male element). 

Weininger’s Prostitute is the most purely female type—and, 

therefore, among other things, the complete antithesis of the 

Genius. Here Prostitute by no means refers exclusively to 

streetwalkers, the courtesan (he speaks of the ancient Greek female 

companion, the hetaira), and the coquette also fall under this rubric. 

The defining characteristic of all of them as prostitutes is [the 

historically dubious claim, AJ] that She is entirely determined by Her 

sexuality which is a source of pleasure to her. She must possess a 

man, any man because She is literally the slave of Her passions. The 

phallus works its hypnotic fascination upon Her and it is the goal of 

her existence and the motivation force behind all her actions. But 

perhaps the character of The Prostitute can best be sketched by 

contrasting it briefly with her counterpart The Mother. 

The following table summarizes Weininger’s contrast between the 

extremes within the Ideal Type Woman: 
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Mother Prostitute 

sex = means sex = end 

stingy for her child’s sake generous 

continuous with society social outcast 

‘mothers’ her lover understands caprice and 
refinement 

giving nature consuming nature 

The point of this brief comparison is to demonstrate that there are 

counterparts to the qualities of the Mother in the Prostitute and 

vice versa. However, the difference between them, The Great Divide 

between Women, as it were, is the difference in living for sex and 

living for the fruits of sex. Weininger’s aim is to demolish the clichéd 

picture of mother love as it was cultivated in nineteenth-century 

sentimental family literature: 

Maternal love is immoral because it does not relate to 

another self, but represents a fusion right from the outset: 

like any immoral behavior towards others, it crosses a border. 

An ethical relationship can only exist between one individual 

and another. Maternal love which is indiscriminate and 

intrusive, rules out individuality. The relationship between 

a mother and her child is in all eternity a system of near-

reflexes linking to two.… The nature of motherhood is that 

of an unbroken conduit between the mother and anything 

that was ever connected with her through the umbilical cord. 

Therefore I am unable to join in the general admiration of 

maternal love and cannot help thinking that its most 

reprehensible feature is precisely what is so often praised 

about it: its lack of discrimination. (Löb, 198) 

In the final analysis, the Mother’s motivations are no more moral 

than the Prostitute’s, for they are equally natural and unreflective. 

If sex is a means for the former, it is an end for the latter, it is no 

less the cornerstone of the existence of each. In fact, the problem 
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of why society has elevated the Mother while heaping scorn on the 

Prostitute is the moral question par excellence for Weininger. 

Prostitutes on Prostitution c. 1900: The Problems 
with Data 

A note about Weininger’s understanding of prostitution has to be 

interjected here. He, like everybody doing research into the subject 

c.1900, was dependent upon reports by doctors and judges as well 

as the observations and interviews of early sexologists for his 

information on the subject. Read from the point of today’s 

sophisticated social science, these reports make the impression 

of being very wobbly sources. Although it is scarcely possible to 

generalize strictly, it seems fairly clear that the things that were 

usually said in such interviews were said as much to humor the 

questioners as to get to the bottom of the matter. In most cases, 

the women questioned were street-wise lower class toughs, who 

had little or no patience with their upper-class questioners, be 

they doctors or judges, questioners, wanting to shock them, or to 

play along with their questioning, as the upper-class investigators 

pried into their intimate sphere. Like the “native informants,” who 

allegedly told early anthropologists, with astonishment, that it 

would never have occurred to them to make a causal connection 

between sexual intercourse and the birth of children; only because 

they wanted to test the gullibility of earnest, fledgling social 

scientists, those prostitutes, who were criminals after all (most 

interviews were made in jails or hospitals), either said what they 

assumed they were supposed to say in order not to disappoint 

researchers or they fabricated stories about the joys of their way of 

living in order to shock them. At the same time, they were thumbing 

their noses at the Catholic Church and its view of sexuality, which 

was the basis of their harassment by the authorities and the 

newspapers. Briefly, reading these reports is scarcely a source of 
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either information or pleasure. It is doubtful that streetwalkers got 

much more enjoyment from their profession then than they do 

now. But streetwalkers hardly exhaust the category “prostitute” and 

Weininger was well aware of it. From pampered mistresses to 

courtesans, to the temple prostitutes of yore, not to mention female 

partners in marriages fixed to consolidate fortunes living in the lap 

of luxury, the downtrodden prostitute, whom Weininger knew from 

August Bebel’s early study of the economic roots of prostitution, 

was one real case to be considered, but only one. Weininger’s 

picture is a selective one aimed at the elucidation of the situation of 

middle-class women—and he knew it. 
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5. Sex and Character III: The 
Lot of Men and Women in 
Weininger’s Moral World: 
What is and What Can Be 

Assuming that Weininger’s analysis of the world around him is 

correct, what is women’s situation, and what can be done about 

it? What do we see happening in society around us? The short 

answer is: not much, corresponding to Weininger’s Ideal Type W. 

But that poses a problem: if women cannot assign any meaning to 

their experience, how can there be intelligibility in their universe, 

as there obviously is, of sorts? Weininger approached the question 

by asserting that a woman takes her sense of values from objects 

rather than actions; her subjective worth follows from what she has, 

not from what she is: 

Women always derive their value from extraneous things 

such as their wealth and their possessions, the number and 

splendor of their dresses, the position of their box in the 

theater, their children, and above all their admirers and their 

husbands. (Löb, 175) 

All of these things are the source of the woman’s identity. She clings 

to them desperately, for without them, especially her husband, she 

is nothing (which would certainly have been the case in the Vienna 

of Arthur Schnitzler, Stefan Zweig, and Otto Weininger). The latter’s 

variation on the theme states that her inner life is determined by her 

man, as he “projects” his values on to her. 

Weininger was not merely content with the bold assertion that 

such projections are the stuff of conventional values. His Law of 

Sexual Attractions is aimed at providing an account of the 
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mechanism behind that projection, i.e., what brings and holds men 

and women together. It is that chemical “elective affinity” that 

determines who becomes her life partner, and in doing so, shapes 

her values. In middle-class Vienna, that person would seldom be her 

husband. However, the values projected on a woman through that 

attractive force can also be a source of grave conflicts within her. 

The identity, the set of beliefs, which her man projects on her in 

the form of the ideal of the chaste bourgeois wife is at best his own 

wishful thinking, and at worst the sort of deplorable cynicism that 

we find in Schnitzler’s The Undiscovered Country (as Tom Stoppard 

translated, Das weite Land). 

Of course, middle-class women in the German-speaking world 

were every bit as much urged to practice the virtues preached 

by the Cult of True Womanhood as their middle-class sisters in 

the Anglo-Saxon countries: religious piety, sexual purity, 

submissiveness to her husband, and domesticity. As such, they were 

supposed to complement and tame their husband’s anti-social 

tendencies acquired in the business world, which was a Hobbesian 

war of all against all. Feminine purity, too, was an instrument for her 

control of his passions. Submissiveness was the mark of her self-

discipline that was no less reflected in the impossibly restrictive 

clothing she was forced to wear. Domesticity involved making her 

husband’s home secure and happy, far from the maddening crowd. 

In practice, this system of social construction, as we would call it 

today, left a wife without thoughts, feelings, identity, or property of 

her own. Little wonder that hysteria was rife among such women. 

In Weininger’s diametrically opposed view of the nature of 

womanhood, projecting these values on women is tantamount to 

imposing something totally foreign on their fundamentally sexual 

nature. Forcing artificial restraints on her instincts in the form of 

conventional mores transforms a woman’s psyche into a locus of 

tormenting, irresoluble conflicts, which social conventions never 

permit her to discuss in public: “The hygienic punishment for 

Woman’s denial of her true nature is hysteria.” (Löb.239) Hysteria is 

the result of being pressured to practice an ideology that entailed 
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the suppression of her own sexual nature. At this point in his 

argument, Weininger doffed his hat to Josef Breuer and Sigmund 

Freud for having taken the most important steps to date towards 

understanding hysteria. But their achievement was only a 

beginning, Weininger thought. 

At this point, Weininger’s theory took a crucial turn against men. 

If women could not be held responsible for their own condition, 

nor could they be expected to do anything about it on their own, 

only the men who had hitherto imposed their values on women 

could extricate them from the condition of “ontological falsity” 

(Verlogenheit). The men would be able to accomplish this task by 

ceasing to demand that women live up to the impossible standards 

they had been subjected to for generations. Weininger’s moral 

theory aimed at establishing and articulating the full scope of 

masculine responsibility in this very context. 

The Dionysian Element in Kant: The Moral 
Foundation of Continence 

Weininger found the crucial moral response to the immorality of 

subjugating women in his society to draconian standards in the 

central moral notion in Immanuel Kant’s Categorical Imperative. 

Kant’s ethics is a fundamentally simple position grounded, like all 

of his philosophical views, in some of the most intricate (enemies 

would say, abstruse) argumentation in the history of philosophy. 

It is important to grasp that Kant did not specify specific actions 

as good or evil, right or wrong; rather, he provided us with an 

intellectual technique for making that distinction definitively for 

ourselves as befits a liberal society, i.e., free individuals. He believed 

that reasoning ought to be rational for its own sake. Thus, the aim of 

living ethically, he posited, was respect for law, and not happiness, 

as Aristotle or Jeremy Bentham suggested. The fundamental 

characteristic of law is its universality, so the Categorical Imperative 
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admonishes us to act only on that rule, which is universally binding 

on rational beings. Kant went on to articulate four further variations 

on this principle, clarifying what it implies. One of them was crucial 

for Weininger, and, given the mores in his society, it is easy to 

see why: to always treat personality in yourself and in others as 

an end in itself and never merely as a means. Thus, the selfish 

exploitation of one rational being by another was a capital moral 

offense in Weininger’s Kantian universe. The point was crystal clear 

to Weininger: if men are not to reduce women to objects of desire 

immorally, they must cease to consider them as mere objects of 

sexual gratification—whether or not women like it. It is the 

unconditional demand that respect for personality imposes upon 

them. This leaves men sexually frustrated, which is the price of 

moral heroism and there are no discounts available. This injunction 

to self-restraint is what he termed the “Dionysian Kantian.” It means 

that men must suppress (not repress) their sexuality and be content 

to live alone. The discipline demanded of men is the same as that 

expected from women in the idealized picture of middle-class life: 

Having reached this conclusion, we now understand this 

Critique of Practical Reason. Man is alone in the universe, in 

eternal tremendous loneliness. 

He has no purpose outside himself, nothing else to live 

for—he has flown far beyond wanting-to-be-a-slave, being-

able-to-be-a-slave, having-to-be-a-slave: all human society 

has vanished, all social ethics are lost, far beneath him; he is 

alone, alone. 

But now, for the first time, he is one and all; and that is why 

he has a law within him, that is why he himself is the law 

and no capricious willfulness. He demands from himself that 

he obey this law within him, the law of his own self, and 

that he be nothing but law, without consideration for what 

is either behind or before him. This is what is so horrifying 

and at the same time so great: his obedience to duty has 
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no further purpose. There is nothing above him, above him 

alone, above him all-one. But he must fulfill the inexorable, 

non-negotiable, i.e., categorical demand within him. 

Redemption! He cries out (Schopenhauer cries, Wagner 

cries), rest, just rest from the enemy, peace, not this endless 

struggle—and he takes fright: even in the desire of 

redemption there was still some cowardice, in the soulful 

‘just” there was still some desertion, as if he were too small 

for this battle. Why! He asks, he cries out into the 

universe—and blushes; for he has again wanted happiness, 

recognition for his struggle, somebody to reward him, the 

other. Kant’s loneliest man does not laugh and does not 

dance, he does not roar and he does not cheer: he has no 

need to make a noise as if the silence of the universe were 

too deep for him. He does not derive his duty from the 

meaninglessness of an “accidental” world, but his duty to 

himself, is the meaning of the universe. Yea-saying to this 

loneliness is the “Dionysian” element in Kant; that and, 

nothing else is morality. [Löb 141-142 with a few emendations 

A.J.] 

These ideas, as praiseworthy as they were, could not be put into 

practice, and Weininger knew that. If he did not think it was possible 

to live up to his ideal, why did he bother to take the enormous 

efforts he did to form the thesis? Certainly, he wanted to correct 

an illusory view of womanhood under which women of his, and 

previous, eras had suffered. However, in exploiting women’s 

congenital weakness, men actually degraded themselves. If 

Weininger could not change the way things were, at least he could 

help transform men’s attitudes toward themselves in relation to 

women. It is a central element in his theory of the relation between 

the sexes that men are drawn to women just as powerfully as 

women are drawn to men. Rather than crow about their sexual 

prowess, males should be ashamed of how widely they depart from 

the moral ideal of self-restraint. When men are aware of how low 
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they stoop in submitting to their sexual urges, they will have to 

admit their own guilt with modesty—that least Viennese of virtues. 

Weininger considered himself to be paying women the highest 

possible honor inasmuch as he demanded that men treat them with 

the respect that accrues to all human beings. 

The Example of Harold Nicolson and Vita 
Sackville-West 

Naturally, there is also the unenlightened objection that nobody 

wants to live that way. For that reason, we do well to remind 

ourselves of Nigel Nicolson’s description of his (homosexual) 

parents’ unusual relationship. This is what he wrote of the diplomat 

Harold Nicolson and his writer wife, Vita Sackville-West, who was 

Virginia Woolf’s lover and creator of the most beautiful garden in 

England in the 20th century: 

One has heard of sex between people without love: here was 

love without sex. 

The basis of their marriage was mutual respect, endearing 

love and a common sense of values. 

Their morality can be summed up as consideration of other 

people. Particularly for each other, and the development of 

their natural talents to the full. 

So, it is possible for a thriving marriage to bear a powerful 

resemblance to Weininger’s ideals. Of course, this cannot be 

considered a confirming instance of his view, but it clearly indicates 

that Weininger’s ideas about self-control were not entirely absurd 

either. Nor are they merely an exercise in asceticism for a most 

interesting reason: “An asceticism that declares lust to be the 

essence of immorality is itself immoral, because it seeks the 
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standard for the wrong that is being done in a concomitant and 

external consequence of the act and not in the mental attitude: it is 

[in Kant’s phrase] heteronomous.” (Löb, 304) 

Finally, Sex and Character concludes with a powerful admonition 

to men, to “overcome the aversion of the masculine woman in 

himself, which is nothing but common selfishness.” (Löb, 307) That 

means regarding all human beings, regardless of their sex as 

persons. The fact of being human entitles every person, no matter 

how intellectually or socially inferior, to be treated unqualifiedly 

with respect. On that account, Weininger could plausibly assert that 

“this book is the greatest homage ever paid to women.” 

To bring that point sharply into focus, we need to read Weininger 

together with one important stream within end-of-the-century 

feminism. We must begin by distinguishing between two almost 

diametrically opposed feminist movements in Vienna at the 

beginning of the 20th century: a liberal (as understood then), middle 

class “utopian” movement that sought access to higher education 

and the professions, as well as aspiring to a moral transformation of 

society itself; and an egalitarian socialist working-class movement 

that sought basic education and decent wages for working-class 

girls. Our concern is exclusively with the former, which got lost in 

history as the tides of time turned from liberalism to democracy in 

the wake of World War I. 

Vienna’s Utopian Feminism 

Harriet Anderson, a distinguished historian of Austrian feminism, 

re-contextualized Weininger’s views about sex and character as 

they bore on that important, but largely forgotten, strain within 

Vienna’s cultural life. This strategy was suggested by the striking 

parallel problem presented with respect to placing Viennese 

middle-class feminism in a different context. If the following 

considerations are problematic for the re-contextualization of 
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middle class “utopian” feminism, why should they not be any less so 

for a certain idiosyncratic type of Viennese anti-feminism? 

In fact, the caveats Anderson made in the Preface to her trenchant 

Utopian Feminism: Women’s Movements in Fin de Siècle Vienna could 

well be adopted to fit our efforts to re-contextualize Weininger. 

1) We can only understand Viennese “utopian” feminism by 

taking the moral, as opposed to a political, point of view 

of the feminists themselves—this group includes Auguste 

Fickert, Irma von Troll-Borostányi, Grete Meisel Hess, Marie 

Lang, Marianne Hainisch, Eugenie Schwarzwald, Berta von 

Suttner, Therese Schlesinger-Eckstein and the redoubtable 

Rosa Mayreder. Posing the question that most interests 

feminists today concerning them, “how radical were the 

early Viennese feminists?” distorts the very subject it should 

illuminate according to Dr. Anderson. 

2) We must be attentive to differences of usage: most of her 

utopian feminists, in fact, termed themselves “progressives” 

rather than “feminists . 

The terminological point is a conceptual one bearing upon 

the fact that such “progressives” did not necessarily break 

with conventional notions of womanhood or necessarily 

center their efforts on the political issue of women’s rights. 

3) Utopian feminism was a moral movement of cultural 

regeneration with all the concomitant rhetorical pathos that 

belonged to idealistic movements then. 

4) Feminism so-conceived was not the exclusive prerogative 

of women. 

Thus membership in a feminist organization or positive-

mention in a “progressive” journal is adequate criteria for 

considering a text “feminist.” Thus the German word 

“Feminist,” originally referred to men, like Weininger’s 
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teachers, Wilhelm Jerusalem, Friedrich Jodl and Ludwig 

Boltzmann, who supported the women’s movement. 

5) “Being a feminist meant above all cherishing a vision of 

a new social order which was endowed with clear spiritual

components.” 

That vision was less a matter of attaining political rights than a 

demand for reforming politics on the basis of morality. In short, 

utopian feminism was a form of idealism that is no doubt foreign to 

a more cynical, power-oriented world like our own. 

As it turns out, the same points are relevant to re-contextualizing 

Old Vienna’s arch critic of feminism: 

1) We are tempted to pose anachronistic questions about 

Weininger’s alleged anti-Semitism and misogyny, which lead 

us to prejudge his views. 

2) For Weininger, the real emancipators of women are 

abstinent men, who save women from themselves precisely 

by overcoming their own sensuality, which Weininger 

mistakenly identifies with the “female” component in human 

nature. 

3) Re-contextualization should explain how it was possible 

for Weininger to consider the emancipation of women as a 

matter of male responsibility. 

This vision, his “Dionysian Kantianism,” is an idealistic liberal 

vision inspired by art and literature (Wagner’s Parsifal and 

Ibsen’s Peer Gynt). We can only understand him by taking 

his own decidedly idealist (in both the colloquial and 

philosophical sense) view of issues relating to sex and 

character seriously. 

4) Weininger’s moral point of view implies a wide-ranging 

reform of education and politics. 

86  |  Sex and Character III: The Lot of Men and Women in Weininger’s
Moral World: What is and What Can Be



The contrast between this opinion and Rosa Mayreder’s (outlined 

below) shows the ways in which Weininger’s work complemented 

that of the utopian feminists, illuminating the allegation that Sex and 

Character was the “greatest homage ever paid to women.” 

A Feminist Critique of Femininity 

“It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; one must 

be a woman-manly or a man-womanly.” 

A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf 

In her own way, Rosa Mayreder was as unconventionally provocative 

as Weininger. She hinted at certain parallels to Weininger in terming 

some aspects of her concept of feminism “heretical.” Thus, she 

rejected the dogma according to which her own society was 

characterized by female submission and male egoism, and refused 

to have anything to do with the “morality” question—including 

Weininger’s revered Immanuel Kant, which was one dramatic point 

at which their ways parted. The idea of automatic sisterhood of 

all women in pitched battle against the universal enemy—men—was 

another point of disagreement with conventional feminism, as was 

the glorification of female self-sacrifice. As she wrote, “Every 

sacrifice which leaves bitterness behind in the soul is worth nothing 

at all. No, nothing is more unbearable than this old women’s morality 

with its eternal unappreciated sacrifices.” This view clearly echoes 

Weininger’s dismissal of asceticism as morally irrelevant to the real 

solution providing a foundation for moral relations between the 

sexes. 

Mayreder is of particular interest in the context of emancipatory 

movements of her day because, like Weininger and unlike so many 

contemporary feminists, she was not content merely to advocate 

reform, but also wanted to explain why such measures were needed. 

Moreover, both Weininger and Mayreder understood reform first 
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and foremost as a matter of individual commitment to ideals, rather 

than only changes in social arrangements. In distinguishing the 

economic and social aspects of the “woman question” from its 

ethical/psychological element, Mayreder made it abundantly clear 

that the latter is the key to substantive reform. Thus, the movement 

for women’s emancipation, she believed, had four goals: two 

practical, including access to higher education and attaining 

political rights (on this point her view differed from Weininger’s). 

The two other goals were ideological—the self-determination of the 

individual and an introduction of a new sexual morality. The former, 

where women were very successful within their lifetime, paved the 

way to the latter, whose realization, Mayreder had to admit late in 

life, proved more difficult than she had anticipated. 

As in the case of Weininger, her efforts to provide a theoretical 

foundation for a reform program lent her work an abstract 

character. It was replete with neologisms and many readers found 

it repellent. Her negative picture of women in her society, as well 

as her recognition that true emancipation demands an important 

contribution from men, are reminiscent of Weininger, whose work 

she criticized for its abandonment of the empirical for the ideal 

(while downplaying the crucial role that the ideal plays in her own 

thought). The need for ethical reform in the sense of a critique of 

conventional morality, her ideal of the synthetic person (explained 

below), and her views about male and female—what they were and 

what they could be, the role of character and religion in the 

movement, and the nature of the relationship between love and 

sexuality—are all points of comparison, which will help us in our 

efforts to re-contextualize Weininger’s work. 

To reiterate, the point of the comparison is to identify parallel 

problems that inform their respective intellectual enterprises, 

rather than establish that “they were really saying the same thing 

all the time,” which would be grotesque. Anyone asked to choose 

between the two today would rightly side with Mayreder (and with 

German psychologist Wilhelm Wundt) against Weininger. 
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Weininger on Woman’s Emancipation 

The idea of providing all humans with elbow room for free 

development of their full potential is the central idea behind all of 

Mayreder’s social criticism and the justification of her commitment 

to feminism. This explains why, in her view, men have good reasons 

for being feminists, for they are in their own way also the victims 

of stifling conventions, albeit to a lesser extent than women. This 

section written by Weininger brings out the parallels between his 

and Mayreder’s position on women’s emancipation. 

By emancipation of a woman I mean neither the fact that it 

is she who gives the orders in her house while her husband 

no longer dares to contradict her, nor her courage to walk 

in unsafe areas at night without the protection of an escort; 

neither her disregard of social conventions, which all but 

forbid a woman to live on her own, which do not allow her to 

visit a man and which prohibit any reference to sexual topics 

either by her or by others in her presence, nor her desire to 

earn an independent living, whether she chooses to attend 

a commercial school or a university, a conservatory or a 

college of education for that purpose…. Further, the 

emancipation that I have in mind is not a woman’s desire for 

external equality with a man. The problem that I wish to solve 

in my search for clarity in the Woman Question is that of a 

woman’s will to become internally equal to a man, to attain 

his intellectual and moral freedom, his interests and creative 

power and what I will argue now is that W has no need, and, 

accordingly, no capacity, for this kind of emancipation. (Löb, 

57-57) 

Weininger recognized that nature permitted all sorts of variations 

within a species and wanted to accommodate those variations in 

his thinking. The problem for him was not female intelligence, but 

women’s desire to “obtain” the soul of a mediocre man. He was 
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convinced that this was the result of projections by males who 

prostitute themselves in politics. Little wonder then, that the results 

should be insalubrious. 

Psychologically Disturbed Men and The 
Synthetic Personality 

So, Rosa Mayreder attributed a typical male malady of that age, 

male neurasthenia—“thin nerves” as it was sometimes 

called—characterized by anxiety and apathy, to a distorting psychic 

“corset” that the society forced onto the male personality in the 

form of conventional attitudes to sexual differences. It is no less 

constricting than the actual corset women had been forced to wear 

throughout history. Moreover, Mayreder insisted that neurasthenic 

men were both “female men” and typical products of the modern 

metropolis—we should not forget that die Wiener Moderne (Modern 

Vienna) was a “Romanticism of nerves” in the words of its moving 

spirit, Hermann Bahr. Thus, this is also a damning critique of 

Viennese culture that parallels Weininger’s denunciation of “the 

coffeehouse concept of the Dionysian.” This sensitivity to the plight 

of men in modern society is a distinguishing characteristic of 

Mayreder’s thought and the reason for her continuing relevance to 

the emancipation movement. In any case, she believed that men too 

had much to gain by becoming feminists. 

Mayreder’s response to the dilemma that modern sex roles forced 

on so many unfortunate individuals was to propagate the ideal of 

the synthetic person. The Personality of the Future is a unity of 

opposites combining the best in masculinity and femininity. It 

represents at once a goal to which all human beings should aspire 

and a direction in which evolution is taking the human race. 

Mayreder saw personal development evolving from the clash 

between dichotomous, conflicting principles in human nature. She 

characterized human development by a potentially creative tension 
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between sexuality (Geschlecht) and the sexually neutral human 

intellect (Geist—a notoriously difficult term to translate and 

especially problematic at the turn of the century). Her 

argument—tinged by contemporary ideas about eugenics and based 

heavily upon an interpretation of evolutionary theory—traces a path 

from primitivism to culture via civilization. In the primitive state, the 

condition of men and women is completely determined by natural 

teleology: women’s function is to beget and rear children; men’s task 

is to sire the children, as well as provide for and protect them. In this 

way, nature determined a passive role and a more or less continuous 

life for women, while the active, aggressive role assigned to men 

was conducive to the development of cunning. Historically, tradition 

and ultimately culture developed out of the home; whereas reason 

and ultimately science were born out of masculine cunning. Now we 

have reached the point where human reason should take control of 

the direction and velocity of evolutionary change. Thus, Mayreder 

was more confident than Weininger that natural development and 

emancipatory values moved in the same direction. However, she 

was aware that evolution is a hit-or-miss process that lacks 

systematic control. In her time, she believed, the demands of 

tradition and of civilization tended to militate against free 

development of the individual, keeping men and women in their 

natural social roles—a situation that ensured male dominance in 

society. Therefore, masculine civilization venerated motherhood, 

but only within marriage. Nevertheless, Mayreder knew that 

genuine emancipation would come principally from women because 

culture always entails a certain “feminization of the male.” One point 

is perfectly clear: the sexes need each other as complements—and 

correctives—to one another. Above all, men and women must come 

to recognize their mutual dependence on one another, both 

physically and emotionally. We only thrive if we find our sexual 

compliment. The intense emotional exchange that ensues—and it 

alone—justifies sexual union. 

Androgyny is the ideal, but it is a far cry from the state of society 

in 1905, and, to Mayreder’s great distress, even less so in 1928 (the 
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date of her last reflections on the matter). She wondered how 

humans would attain the ideal of androgyny when the society 

militated against it? This would be possible only when the sexes 

consciously and deliberately ceased battling with each other. To 

Mayreder, this was essentially a moral matter (even though she 

disliked the word “moral”). 

Mayreder presented her ideal as a kind of religious conviction, 

a belief in the ability of human reason to take control and guide 

the evolutionary process, necessitating a change in thinking and 

in behavior on the part of men and women. Science, a province 

populated principally by males, has been successful in articulating 

the biology of sexual difference and the inadequacies of 

conventional categories for describing gender diversity. Mayreder’s 

battle against the tyranny of norms entailed advocating reforms, 

which would take control of education out of the hands of bourgeois 

mothers and develop a system in which the vast multiplicity of 

human types would all find a place—an ideal directly paralleled in 

Weininger. Both believed in equal opportunity for all, according to 

their natural endowments, complemented by new forms of social 

behavior. Mayreder pinned her hopes on women’s “diplomatic” skills 

to achieve these lofty goals. 

Women Need Men of Character 

At the same time, without men of character, such female geniuses 

could not emerge. In this respect, Mayreder’s views were close to 

Weininger’s, for without men of character her project of creating a 

new synthetic personality was doomed to failure. Ironically, she was 

aware that there was a problem of bringing men to play the role that 

her vision of the synthetic personality demanded of them. It is, after 

all, the male sex drive that is the constricting power dominating the 

male mind and, through it, determining female servitude. How can 

it be reformed? 
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This is what she said: 

There are two ways to rescue the personal freedom in the 

wake of rape at the hands of the sex drive: asceticism, 

“mortification of the Flesh,” simultaneously a negation of the 

demand, which the species places upon the individual—in 

which case asceticism is only the equivalent of 

abstinence—or reconciliation of both of those inimical 

spheres of interest, the affirmation of the species in the 

spirit of personality, which love produces, inasmuch as it fills 

sexual relationships with personal values. 

Thus, Mayreder recognized that her way was not the only one. 

However, with Nietzsche, she dismissed that “Kantian” solution as 

the “scourge of barren abstraction.” Weininger did not—and for 

reasons that are essentially connected to the Jewish character of his 

thought, as we shall see in the next chapter. The Kantian chastity 

that Weininger demanded was the route to self-mastery and 

genuine sociality. 

In Weininger’s view, the more completely a man had attained self-

mastery, the more truly male he becomes, and the more complete 

is his understanding of his sexual element—that is, his own psychic 

conflicts and guilt at not being able to live up to the ideal. In effect, 

Weininger’s Dionysian Kantianism is a tragic vision of what it is to 

be human. Therefore, on Weininger’s account authors of genius get 

their insights into characters and conflicts based on the fullness 

of their humanity, rather than on mere talent and imagination. The 

important difference from Mayreder here is that Weininger denied 

the existence of a female genius, except as a rare exception to 

the rule. In fact, Sex and Character is replete with references to 

extraordinary women. Yet, there is reason to believe that the 

woman who is venerated as a specific incarnation of the Idea of 

Humanity rather than desired as a voluptuous body can find her 

own form of expressing the worth that the self-restrained male has 

projected upon her. Of course, this goes beyond anything Weininger 

explicitly discussed. However, there can be no mistake that, to 
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paraphrase Freud, Weininger would deny coquetting sexuality to 

make room for genuine eroticism as the highest homage that can be 

paid to a woman—and the redemption of the human race. 
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6. Judaism and Anti-Semitism 

Weininger’s infamous discussion of Judaism forms only a small part 

of Sex and Character, but it has been the subject of huge 

controversy. Moreover, the radical character of Weininger’s rhetoric 

with respect to Jews and Judaism (which was, and still is, an 

enormously complex concept) has been taken to mirror the 

psychological condition in which he wrote his book—namely, in a 

rabidly delirious state of racist phantasmagoria, suffused with 

destructive and self-destructive urges. So, the themes in this 

chapter are logically linked in the minds of many, if not most, of 

Weininger’s readers today, and are thus deserving of careful 

analysis. However, neither the ignorant anti-Semites, who cite his 

diatribe in countries like Italy and France (where he is still quoted 

by bigots), nor his politically correct denunciators, do justice to 

the details of his text, its re-contextualization, or the problems 

surrounding his demise. Indeed, the raving fanaticism that is now 

associated with Weininger’s name is so powerful that even the 

redoubtable writer Elias Canetti refused to be associated with a 

reprint edition of Sex and Character. The case of Canetti is 

particularly interesting because scholars who have studied his great 

novel Die Blendung (known curiously in English as Auto da Fe) assure 

us that he was profoundly influenced by Weininger while writing 

it—an influence that he vehemently repudiated later in life. Despite 

Canetti’s disavowal, his book is indicative of the power of 

Weininger’s statements about Jews to raise bitter controversy. 

So, our work is cut out for us. The task is to explain how 

Weininger described Judaism and how it fits into the argument 

of Sex and Character; identify the sort of anti-Semitism that we 

find there, for there were many variations on this ugly theme; and 

elucidate the relationship between Weininger’s text and his suicide. 
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Weininger’s Statements about Jews: A Sampler 

Jews are highly feminine in their psychic constitution. 

Jewish anti-Semitism proves that nobody who really 

knows Jews can like them. 

The concept of the citizen fully transcends the Jew. 

It is impossible to imagine a Jewish “Gentleman.” 

The real Jew has no self and thus no intrinsic value. 

The Jew is more lecherous than the Aryan male. 

Jews lack depth. That is why there are no Jewish geniuses. 

Agility of mind among Jews is really lack of conviction. That 

explains why there are so many Jewish journalists. 

The Jew is an unbeliever, profoundly unreligious. 

The Jew’s eroticism is sentimental, his humor is satire. 

The spirit of modernity is Jewish. The affirmation of 

sexuality on the part of the effeminate man. 

Why did Weininger write such things? What could he possibly have 

hoped to accomplish in making these assertions? 

Weininger’s Understanding of Judaism 

Let’s begin by reminding ourselves that Weininger’s book is the work 

of a philosophical idealist, an investigation into principles. What did 

Weininger mean by Judaism? The short answer to this question is 

that to him, Judaism was the idea or principle, one equating morality 

with conventional values. These values were associated with the 
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narcissistic aestheticism of Schnitzler’s Vienna: cynicism, egoism, 

hedonism, dandyism, hypocrisy, etc. 

I do not mean either a race or a nation, and even less a 

legally recognized religious faith. Judaism must be 

recognized as a cast of mind, a psychic constitution, which 

is a possibility for all human beings and which only found 

its most magnificent realization in historical Judaism. (Löb, 

274) 

Weininger posited that all human beings, to the extent that they 

are less than perfectly rational and therefore self-critical, are Jews. 

In fact, Weininger wanted to establish another character type 

alongside the man and woman. Since he defined Judaism as a 

mentality or a mindset, some Aryans could be more Jewish than 

Jews; it was just as possible, Weininger thought, that some Jews 

were more Aryan than some Aryans themselves. Thus, “slogans such 

as ‘Buy only from Christians [the cry of the Viennese anti-Semitic 

Christian Social Party] are Jewish.” (Löb, 281) 

If this were the whole story, there would not be a problem with 

Weininger’s attitude to Judaism. Things get confusing with his 

assertion that this idea of Judaism—this state of mind, which could 

just as easily be termed moral mediocrity or conformism—is most 

completely realized in the people who are normally called Jews. That 

move alone appears sufficient to demonstrate that he could not get 

off the hook of being termed an anti-Semite without further ado. 

It is not impossible to read this text in a completely different 

way from all of its traditional interpreters. The reading we suggest 

is wholly compatible with Weininger’s insistence that any form of 

persecution of Jews (or any other “inferior” group) is to be 

condemned as a violation of the personal integrity of a human being 

because of that individual’s belonging to a group. So, the passage 

just cited continues: “because they regard and assess the individual 

merely as a member of a species, in much the same way as the 

Jewish term ‘goy’ simply describes and immediately subsumes the 

Christian as such.” (Löb, 281) Such racist clichés were encountered 
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in Weininger’s day, in 1903, among both anti-Semites and Jews, 

with both groups partaking in the nature of “J” on that account. 

This justifies the alternative reading of the idea that “Judaism” is a 

possibility for all human beings but disproportionately to be found 

in the historical Jewish community proposed here, i.e., the idea that 

the Jews we encounter in society are mediocre human beings just 

like almost everybody else (especially in a place like turn-of-the-

century Vienna), but only more so. In effect, Weininger was telling 

anti-Semites that they themselves are the bearers of the cultural 

disease that they would propose to cure. 

J as Rooted in Kant’s Moral Thought 

On a superficial reading of Sex and Character, it is easy enough to 

question why Weininger had inserted this chapter at the end of the 

book, more or less without warning. Its seeming superfluity is in 

itself a sign that Weininger’s own personal fanaticism compelled him 

to include this chapter. But such a view is completely fanciful. If we 

are to understand why Weininger introduced this third character 

type, we must begin with a distinction fundamental to Kant’s ethics. 

For this philosopher, it was not enough for an action to conform to 

the moral law for it to count as a moral action. Moral actions must 

both conform to the moral law and be performed out of respect for 

the law. Their motivation as well as their substance must be moral. 

However, it is crucial to indicate here that Kant and Weininger 

did not understand motivation as a mere psychological category, 

as we usually do today, but as the mode of rational justification 

for the action. In his Categorical Imperative, Kant attempted to 

establish criteria for determining just which maxims, i.e., personal, 

subjective rules, are objectively justifiable and therefore genuine 

moral rules. To make a long story short: these criteria stipulate 

that our subjective rules should be capable of being universalized, 

respectful of personality always and everywhere, as well as 
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contribute positively to our common life. Merely conforming to 

customary ways of thinking and acting has no moral merit, even if 

actions performed out of conformity to social practice are positive 

and beneficial. People who act only to conform with the way things 

are usually done are the lukewarm types of the sort that Jesus spat 

out of his mouth in the Book of Revelation; in Nietzsche’s terms, 

they are practitioners of slave morality. Weininger’s diatribe against 

Judaism is thus a denunciation of conformism. 

Judaism, as Weininger understood it, is pseudo-morality. It entails 

degrading reason to rationalization; indeed, it substitutes the cheap 

solution for the worthy but challenging one wherever it can. The key 

to understanding conformism is also the phenomenon of projection, 

which here explains how the conduct of mediocre individuals 

reinforces that of their bedfellows (also literally!). We project onto 

others what we find lacking in ourselves, what we desire, and even 

what we fear, and in doing so we determine not only our conduct 

towards them, but also their expectations and their conduct 

towards us. In this way, our projections are constitutive of social 

relationships. If that a person is really female, she is passively 

receptive to her surroundings: “Women are matter capable of 

assuming any form.” (Löb, 265) To the extent that a person is 

genuinely male, he determines his own conduct through a logical 

analysis of the principle upon which his projected course of action 

rests. In fact, applying Kant’s Categorical Imperative is engaging in a 

certain type of casuistry of the sort with which, say, canon lawyers 

and Talmudists are entirely familiar. To the extent that a person is 

a conformist—i.e., Jew in this scheme of things—he blends smoothly 

into his surroundings: “he actively adapts to different circumstances 

and requirements, to any environment and any race, like a parasite 

that changes and assumes a completely different appearance with 

any given host, so that it is constantly taken for a new animal, even 

though it always remains the same.” (Löb, 289) 

J’s attitude to everything in life is external, mechanical, and 

unreflective. The male, in contrast, has universal respect for 

personality and, consequently, can renounce sexuality for the sake 
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of rational duty. The female, on the other hand, is determined by her 

bio-chemistry to be wholly preoccupied with her own pleasure, all 

of which is in its own way sexual. The Jewish mentality is rooted in 

adapting comfortably to the status quo, before which he prostrates 

himself. He replaces critical reason and civil courage with public 

opinion and doing “the done thing.” Thus, Weininger clearly 

anticipated those existentialist philosophers a generation later who 

roundly condemned thinking with the uncritical masses, refusing to 

take a stand on one’s own as the root of all evil. 

Social Dynamics According to Weininger 

The Law of Sexual Attraction binds the sensual female and 

conformist Jew together in what might be called the Sybaritic 

Society. The mutual projections of women onto Jews and vice versa 

account for the social construction of the joyous apocalypse—as 

Hermann Broch, an enthusiastic Weiningerian in his youth, 

described turn-of-the-century Vienna. The Jew projects his 

disposition to maximize the significance of material objects in 

determining his self-identity upon the woman, resulting in a 

conception of happiness that identifies it with what a person has, 

rather than with what that person is. As a woman realizes that 

she is only what she has, she wants to possess everything that the 

conformist possesses, including the power and status he has in 

society—what Weininger termed his soul. So, she emulates his party 

politics to emancipate herself from him, only to become yet more 

similar to him. The Jew, for his part, strives to become the “ladies’ 

man” that he believes women expect him to be: 

Under the influence of Judaism, among other things, men 

today are close to complying with and, indeed appropriating, 

women’s evaluation of themselves. Male chastity is laughed 

at and no longer understood. Woman is no longer perceived 
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by Man as his sin and his destiny, and Man is no longer 

ashamed of his own desires. (Löb, 302). 

For their part, women are at once thrilled by and afraid of their 

seducers. They long for masculine dominance but are terrified by it 

at the same time, so they become hysterical. This is what Weininger 

wanted to convey in the fateful passage quoted at the beginning of 

Chapter 2, which is worth repeating here: 

Our age is not only the most Jewish, but also the most 

effeminate of all ages…. This age has the distinction of being 

the first to have not only affirmed and worshipped sexual 

intercourse, but to have practically made it a duty, not as 

a way of achieving oblivion as the Romans or Greeks did at 

their bacchanals but in order to find itself and to give its own 

dreariness a meaning. 

In fact, he described end-of-the-century Vienna, but also that 

Culture of Narcissism to which we today appear to be striving to 

“amuse ourselves to death,” according to writers like Christopher 

Lasch and Neil Postman. In any case, we can now seriously address 

the question of what is anti-Semitic in all this and what is not; for 

it has to be clear at this point that, whatever Weininger was, he was 

far more than a garden variety Jew-baiter. 

Anti-Semitism in Sex and Character 

First of all, we have to understand what anti-Semitism means here. 

This is a question of conceptual clarification, for the matter is not 

simple: there are endless variations on that distressing theme, and 

Weininger’s usage of the crucial terms “Judaism” and “Jew” is highly 

unconventional—and, as history has shown, disastrously misleading. 

Anti-Semitism literally covers a multitude of sins. Ludwig 

Wittgenstein believed that we run into philosophical problems 
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precisely when we fail to recognize the complexity of linguistic 

usage, i.e., the multiplicity of phenomena that can be designated 

by a single word. Anti-Semitism qualifies eminently as one such 

expression. 

There are several varieties of anti-Semitism. In his classic study, 

the Rise of Political Anti-Semitism in Germany and Austria, the 

Viennese-born Oxford political scientist, Peter Pulzer, identified 

four distinct sorts of anti-Semitism that historians encounter. The 

first form of discrimination against Jews is on religious grounds. It 

dates to medieval times, when Jews were a recognizable minority 

in an otherwise entirely cohesive Christian community, with an 

entirely different form of ecclesiastical organization, worshiping 

God in the Hebrew language. At the same time, Jews had specific 

dietary practices and purification rituals unknown to Christians. In 

addition, the picayune legalism of the Talmudic tradition contrasted 

sharply with the speculative, but highly disciplined, metaphysical 

theology of post-Nicene Christianity, seeming in the eyes of many 

Christians—such as German idealist philosophers from Johann 

Gottlieb Fichte to Georg Friedrich Hegel—to reduce rational 

investigation to mere matters of legal observance. Christians used 

these significant differences to separate themselves from Jews, 

keeping them in enclaves and ghettos, which were regularly 

suppressed in times of crisis. 

The second variety is economic anti-Semitism. While even in the 

medieval times Christianity forbade usury, Judaism allowed its 

practitioners to charge interest on money lent to others; this was 

a strong source of mistrust towards Jews. It was all the more 

pronounced because Christian regents depended on Jewish money 

lenders for financing their realms and funding wars. In Central 

Europe, familiarity with the use of money in early modern society 

was largely, though not exclusively, restricted to Jews. Experience in 

money-lending combined with a sense of what a contract is (drawn 

from the Biblical contract—testament, with God—which defines 

Judaism in the first place) in a society principally based on oaths 

and barter, put Jews into an enviable, if not entirely comfortable, 
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position with the rise of capitalism in early modern times. Financial 

disasters, especially in the era before the development of economic 

science, and pitiless enforcement of contracts, presented new 

opportunities to discriminate against Jews. More recently, when 

“Wall Street” (later called “The East Coast”) became identified as 

“Jewish,” depression and recession were believed to result from 

rapacious “Jewish” capitalism. For example, many citizens of the 

Habsburg Monarchy laid responsibility for The Long Depression of 

1873-1879 in Central Europe (sometimes considered as extending up 

to 1896), on Jewish capitalists, with the expected consequences. 

The third form of Anti-Semitism is explicitly racist. This version 

is based on crude deterministic biological and anthropological 

theories, according to which Jews form a distinct non-Aryan race. 

Pseudo-scientific racism became an almost irresistible fad as an 

oversimplified, dogmatic form of Darwinism, especially strong in 

Germany, spread across Europe in the latter part of the 19th 

century. An anti-clerical Religion of Science and an ideology of 

Progress, which held that history proceeds in a linear progressive 

direction, such that what develops later is “higher,” i.e. more 

civilized, than what preceded, came to challenge traditional religion. 

That challenge took the form of the doctrine that nature is a sort 

of arena in which the various races compete with one another and 

only the fittest survive. Social Darwinism preached that ruthless 

competition was the order of the day in society and the victor 

completely deserved the spoils. Thus, power and prestige in society 

signaled natural superiority. This made a heady blend with 

economic anti-Semitism (religious anti-Semitism did not need 

“empirical” support). Above all, racial anti-Semitism added the fatal 

note that the Jews’ nature was determined genetically and was, 

therefore, eternally ineradicable. This is the sort of racism on which 

the Nuremberg Laws were based. It, and not the other forms of 

anti-Semitism discussed here, is what we refer to when we speak of 

racism in this book. 

Finally, towards the end of the 19th century, anti-Semitism 

emerged as an element of anti-liberal, nationalist political programs. 
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The idea of excluding Jews’ influence upon or presence within 

society by restricting their access to certain professions or limiting 

their numbers in the professions or in the universities, became a 

part of a new mass politics rooted in frustration and resentment 

in the Habsburg Monarchy. In Vienna, for example, competition 

with small merchants and artisans coming from Jewish peddlers 

hawking goods manufactured in (Jewish) factories, made the lower 

middle classes ripe for exploitation of their plight at the hands 

of anti-Semitic politicians. Thus, traditional religious anti-Semitism 

was harnessed to its economic variant and rooted in modern 

(pseudo)science in the service of protecting national culture from a 

deadly enemy—the Jews. As discombobulating as it may seem, the 

goals of political anti-Semitism in Austria before 1938 had American 

models: The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and the quotas imposed 

on Jewish (and other) minority applicants at American colleges and 

universities. 

Anti-Semitism: Racism and Cultural Critique 

On top of this, by 1900 two forms of anti-Semitic rhetoric emerged 

side by side in Austria and Germany: the virulent racist political 

form and an equally malicious form of cultural criticism that was 

not racist in nature. Some writers on these problems distinguished 

between a biologically-based anti-Semitism and a morally-inspired 

“animosity towards Jews” that have nothing to do with one another 

in terms of content and structure, but are virtually identical 

rhetorically to the untutored ear—so much so, that many people 

today wrongly dismiss the distinction as cheap rationalization and 

nonsense. But it is a serious mistake not to make such a distinction. 

Sigurd Paul Scheichl, one of Austria’s  leading authorities on anti-

Semitism, wrote trenchantly in concluding an essay on Weininger 

and anti-Semitism: 
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The differences between [Weininger’s discussion of] ‘Das 

Judentum’ and conventional anti-Semitism justify the 

assumption that fin de siècle Vienna was a place where two 

anti-Semitic discourses co-existed without influencing each 

other. One form was aggressive against the position of Jews 

in the economy, politics, and society, it used a racist 

ideology, the other form was analytical and tried to 

understand the problems of a cultural minority of which 

it was very critical…. If Weininger was an anti-Semite he 

certainly was not a racist. 

The differences referred to here are the lack of standard anti-

Semitic racist stereotypes in his Sex and Character. Thus, we do 

not find Weininger mentioning such expressions as “Christ-killers,” 

“ritual murderers,” “the international Jewish conspiracy,” “Shylock,” 

“extortionists,” “blood suckers,” etc. Moreover, there is no mention 

of Jewish names or physical characteristics; nor do we find snide 

references in Sex and Character to rich Jewish families like the 

Rothschilds. What did all this imply for Weininger? 

Both his explicit claims and the rhetoric of his argument testify to 

a powerful animosity towards what he identified as Jewish, but not 

to a racist element in Weininger’s anti-Semitism: there is no trace of 

biological determinism at all, nor is there an inkling of the nefarious 

Nazi “Blood and Soil” ideology to be found there. We also don’t find 

in Sex and Character any mention of economic and financial matters 

(except for a passing reference to Jews’ attachment to mobile capital 

rather than land as the basis of wealth). Furthermore, Weininger had 

nothing but scorn for politics and politicians, including Karl Lueger, 

the charismatic, opportunistic leader of the anti-Semitic Christian 

Social Party and mayor of Vienna from 1897 to 1910;  the even more 

rabid German nationalist anti-Semitic politicians are not mentioned 

at all in the book or anywhere in Weininger’s oeuvre. All this goes 

to prove that he was not a political anti-Semite. Finally, traditional 

Jewish religion also goes unmentioned in Sex and Character. Here 

we realize how difficult it is to respond adequately to the question 
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of what sort of anti-Semite he actually was from any conventional 

perspective. Indeed, it is not altogether inappropriate to raise the 

question of whether Weininger’s “anti-Semitism” is really anti-

Semitism. It is not an easy question to answer. 

Everything speaks for Sigurd Paul Scheichl’s view that Weininger’s 

anti-Semitism was a kind of cultural criticism with certain loose 

“family resemblances” to racial anti-Semitism. Weininger’s mode of 

expression employed racial stereotypes because he compared the 

Jew with the Aryan, but this was aimed at scientists of race, who 

were not his primary audience; it became a subsidiary argument 

to his main stance—clearly a moral and religious one—directed at 

conformist modern Jews. Moreover, Scheichl emphasized that 

Weininger’s temperamental critique of Judaism, like psychologist 

Kurt Lewin’s classical sober discussion of “self-hatred,” was 

addressed to Jews themselves and not their enemies; although the 

virulence of Weininger’s prose unwittingly gave aid and comfort to 

exactly the wrong people when his book fell into the hands of racists 

who unscrupulously exploited those similarities against all text-

immanent intentions in the book. In any case, Weininger’s diatribe 

against Judaism is wholly moral in nature as befits a philosophical 

“investigation into principles.” That moral critique addresses the 

lack of character in what seems to be a threateningly large segment 

of society—“Jews,” whose largest single segment is composed of 

people of actual Jewish origin. Scheichl insisted that from the way 

Weininger’s polemic was formulated, it was clear that the chapter 

on Judaism was a provocation addressed to them. A Jew is too 

devoted to a life of ease to rise to the challenge of self-sacrifice, 

either in private or in public life: there are no Samsons or Joshuas 

here. That’s why he saw little prospects for Zionism: Jews—the same 

Viennese Jews that Austro-Hungarian writer Theodor Herzl (who 

had his own doubts about the ability of Jews to rise to the challenges 

that Zionism presented) wrote for. Zionism is not a solution to the 

Jewish problem because it is a movement; while Weininger insisted 

that we could only solve the Jewish question on an individual level. 

This is not a matter of a person’s being baptized into the Christian 
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Church. It is much more a matter of his overcoming the spiritual 

mediocrity that is conformism, and accepting the challenge of living 

according to the Categorical Imperative—that is, to always treat 

personality as an end in itself. That is tantamount to becoming 

oneself by respecting other persons for what they are. This creates 

what Kant termed a “Kingdom of Ends,” in which genuine 

participation in civic life—i.e., courageous citizenship—is possible. 

However, we need to be clear that, as imperfectly rational beings, we 

can never hope to fulfill the ideal all the time. Yet, that should not 

prevent us from striving after the ideal, as we modestly recognize 

our weakness in attaining it. In effect, Weininger confronted us 

with an either/or dilemma: either we live lives of comfortable 

complacency, or engage ourselves in strenuous strife towards an 

ideal that will be continually beyond our reach. That demands 

conviction, constancy, and hope—precisely the qualities that a Jew 

lacks. 

Here we will do well to pose the question about why Weininger 

failed to grasp that his words could have exactly the opposite effect 

to the one he desired, i.e., fueling the fires of anti-Semites. 

Naturally, we have no way of looking into his mind. However, if the 

interpretation here holds water, we can venture a conjecture. We 

forget that Weininger wrote in an epoch in which virulent anti-

Semitism, as we came to know it in the course of the 20th century, 

was just beginning to show its ugly head in public life. In 1903, he 

had no way of knowing what was to come: war, famine, inflation, 

social conflict, deflation—in short, total chaos would transform 

crude red-neck racial prejudice into murderous fanaticism. 

Weininger could not have imagined that and would certainly have 

condemned it as vehemently as anyone ever has. As a liberal idealist 

(like Bernard Shaw), he was convinced that the fate of society lay 

in the hands of the intellectual elite. That was where the problems 

were, and that was where the solution had to be found. As a member 

of that elite, he was aware that what he termed the “effeminate 

Jewish” character emerging within that group was a social disaster. 
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The Irreligious Jew: The Dialectical Relationship 
Between Christianity and Judaism 

In their respective studies in the philosophy of religion and 

Viennese cultural history, Waltraud Hirsch and historian Steven 

Beller have most clearly focused on the ethico-religious nature of 

this critique of Judaism, which is a curious kind of Jewish appraisal 

of Judaism as a menace to modern society because Jews are 

nihilists. However, their nihilism is not violent or is exploitative; 

rather, it is a nihilistic lassitude that pursues the path of the Boyg 

(The Great Crooked Thing) in Ibsen’s Peer Gynt in assiduously 

avoiding anything vaguely risky. Their will is towards self-

satisfaction, a will to power, and not a will to value. They believe in 

nothing that is worth making sacrifices for and they can, therefore, 

accomplish nothing of value. In short, they confuse style and 

substance in all situations because they have no real convictions. 

The Jews are the ultimate unbelievers. Since they are slaves to 

fashion and public opinion, they can never rise to the challenge of 

truly heroic action. The only hope for Jews is to realize the error 

of their ways and overcome their feeble selves. They must achieve 

a “change of heart” to use Pascal’s phrase, but how will they ever 

get to the point where they can manage sufficient self-knowledge to 

mend their ways? Weininger’s answer in Sex and Character comes in 

the form of a further provocation: 

We fail to understand Judaism because it is a profound mystery 

that can never really be fathomed. Originally, Judaism had both 

possibilities, Judaism as we know it and Christianity, coexisting 

within it. With the death of Christ, he overcame the Jew in himself 

and rent the two components in Judaism asunder. Originally, 

negation and affirmation existed side by side. Christ was the 

individual who overcame the strongest negation, Judaism 

within himself, and who thus created the strongest 

affirmation, Christianity, as the most extreme opposite of 
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Judaism…. since then Judaism has not been able to produce 

men such as Samson and Joshua, the most un-Jewish Jews 

in the old Israel (Löb, 297) 

Note Weininger’s examples of genuine Jewish heroism: Samson, who 

neglected his duty when he fell in love with Delilah, becoming 

blinded and weak through his lust, only to redeem himself and 

save his people in a heroic act of self-immolation that destroys his 

people’s enemies with him; Joshua, the humble, wise man who is 

the worthy successor of Moses. In the end, Judaism, as Weininger 

understood it, is the logical presupposition of Christianity, while 

Christianity is its logical fulfillment. Jesus summed up the Christian 

message by urging us to “Love your neighbor as yourself.” With 

these words, he proclaimed a new absolute standard of heroism 

against which human beings are to be judged. To love your neighbor, 

you must love yourself and to transcend the selfishness that entails, 

so as to transform it into sacrifice for the sake of the other; you 

must lose yourself to be able to regain yourself at a higher level. 

You cannot be a Christian without having first been a Jew. Judaism 

opens the door to Christianity—and that also for nominal Christians, 

for they are every bit as much “Jewish” as most Jews are. This is why 

mere conversion to Christianity does not suffice to solve the Jewish 

problem. Weininger’s position here had nothing whatsoever to do 

with racism; his was a purely moral argument urging all men to treat 

all women as Jesus treated Mary Magdalene. 

Indeed, Weininger went far beyond conventional moral 

philosophy; he wanted to change attitudes and practices in his 

society. A close comparison with, say, Immanuel Kant, upon whose 

moral theory Weininger erected his whole idealistic edifice, makes 

that abundantly clear. It goes without saying that Kant’s style was 

that of a university professor (a profession that Weininger explicitly 

rejected when he chose not to become a candidate for Habilitation); 

whereas Weininger’s style was, figuratively and literally, that of a 

prophet. Although Weininger employed all the resources of 
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philosophy, he wrote as a religious thinker (not without parallels to, 

say, his contemporary, Martin Buber). 

In fact, Weininger was in a good position to understand Søren 

Kierkegaard’s lament: how do you make people Christians when 

they are already nominally Christian? Weininger’s answer was to 

make them aware of the “Jewish” element in their nominal 

Christianity. Put differently, how do you manage to transform 

theory into practice within Christianity? Little wonder that the 

rediscoverers of Kierkegaard in 20th-century German thought were 

also familiar with Weininger: Georg Lukács, Rudolf Kassner, 

Ferdinand Ebner, Hermann Broch, the Brenner Circle, etc. In any 

case, viewed as a heroic exercise in self-sacrifice, the chastity that 

appertains to Weininger’s “Kantian-Dionysian” is an original, if 

idiosyncratic, contribution to Jewish Enlightenment. The tragedy is 

that the people whom Weininger most roundly condemned as moral 

cowards, rabble-rousing, street-corner anti-Semites, transformed 

his words into a powerful justification of mass persecution and 

destruction. His views about women would suffer a similar fate. 

The burning question that he inherited from Tolstoi was how 

are moral relations between the sexes in modern society possible? 

Responding to it, Weininger made it abundantly clear that his 

solution is a simple but strenuous one: “Most people theoretically 

pretend to respectWoman and practically despise women all the 

more: I have reversed this relationship. It proved impossible to 

attribute a high value to Woman but women must not be excluded 

from any respect once and for all right from the outset.” (Löb, 307) 

The same will hold for Jews: however little he thought of them, he 

believed they are human and, as such, command respect. Indeed, we 

are all like that. Self-overcoming means to realize that we are the 

same and, in the face of that self-realization, firmly resolve to mend 

our ways. This is the way of genius, which for Weininger, we should 

never forget, was a religious and not merely aesthetic category. The 

genius is the imitator of Christ, who overcomes lethargy in himself 

by founding a religion dedicated to treating others as he would be 

treated by them. Weininger was well aware that nobody manages 
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to do this all the time, but this very firm, practical commitment 

to do so brought the Weiningerian genius into the world. Just as 

man must overcome the masculine woman in himself, he must also 

overcome the Jew in himself, regardless of what religion is stamped 

in his passport (as it was in his day). 

We do well to pause briefly here to take note of the parallels 

between Weininger’s way of thinking about Christianity and Judaism 

and that of Friedrich Nietzsche. Where Nietzsche lambasted the 

ancient priestly Judaism as a psycho-cultural category latent in 

modern Christian culture and the fountainhead of its world-denying 

asceticism, Weininger made modern Sybaritic (secularized) Judaism, 

i.e., aestheticism, responsible for the profoundly un-heroic, if not 

anti-heroic, tendency in modern culture. This turning of the tables 

was assuredly deliberate. Although there is no extended discussion 

of Nietzsche in Sex and Character, the manifold references to his 

works make it clear that he was continually on Weininger’s mind as 

he wrote. Indeed, we know that for a while Weininger went so far 

as to imitate Nietzsche by letting his mustache grow and wearing 

glasses that were identical to the Master’s. 

Perhaps the most obvious evidence in favor of the thesis that 

Nietzsche was central to Weininger’s undertaking is the antithesis 

between the ultimate male ideal—living a life of sexual abstinence, 

which he refers to as “the Dionysian Element in Kant” (Löb, 142) that 

is opposed to the “Coffee House Conception of the Dionysian” (Löb, 

302) with its cult of fornication. Nietzsche was making his mark on 

youth for the wrong reason. Or so it seemed to Weininger, and it 

was up to him to challenge Vienna’s new guru. Turning the tables 

on Nietzsche by championing Parsifal against Nietzsche’s scathing 

critique in The Case of Wagner, is the most prominent example of 

Weininger’s attitude to Nietzsche; for we forget that Parsifal, along 

with Tolstoi’s Kreuzer Sonata, makes the most powerful case for 

male chastity in modern letters. 
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7. Weininger’s End: Suicide 

Having presented Weininger and the main lines of his work in an 

accurate historical light, it becomes clear that there is no obvious 

connection between his suicide and Sex and Character. Nor are 

there any grounds for asserting—despite the theories most of his 

critics advance—that he took his life because he had an ineradicably 

Jewish element in his personality that he could not live with. 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to comment more on these serious but 

relevant themes. 

Interpreting the meaning of suicide is certainly possible in many 

situations, but Weininger’s case does not fall into any of the 

categories that are easily recognizable. French sociologist of the 

19th and early 20th century, Emile Durkheim, conducted many 

suicide studies. His 1897 work, Suicide: A Study in Sociology, remains 

the cornerstone for today’s studies on the subject. It divides suicides 

into three subcategories. The first is suicide from despair at being 

able to continue living in the face of, say, painful terminal illness 

or loss of a loved one. In this case, there is a clear reason the 

victim could not go on living in his/her own eyes. These cases are 

termed egoistic suicides. Altruistic suicide is indigenous to strongly 

hierarchical groups with clearly defined duties, resulting from 

failure to do one’s duty and the defacement of one’s honor; Japanese 

ritual suicide known as hara-kiri is a typical case in point. But it 

is the third form, anomic suicide, that is particularly problematic. 

People commit suicide when they abruptly lose their orientation in 

life, i.e., when the order that has given their life structure disappears 

for whatever reason, leaving them entirely incapable of coping with 

their new, unforeseen situation. Divorce, galloping inflation, or war 

are examples of circumstances that can cause individuals to feel so 

at a loss for a known routine that they choose to end their lives. 

Durkheim was convinced that it is not possible to get into the 

minds of people committing anomic suicides. We only have access 
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to external information about these individuals, not their internal 

states. However, it is possible to collect data about suicides that 

depicts a collective image. Indeed, Durkheim used available 

statistics to show that annually more men than women take their 

own lives after divorce—more Protestants than Catholics, more 

people living in border areas than in capital cities, but more city 

dwellers than rural residents, more tenants of the upper than the 

lower floors of hotels (up to the 13th floor and then the reverse is 

true). These figures are constant enough from year to year to enable 

reliable predictions, convincing him that it was much more in the 

spirit of science to investigate suicide as a collective phenomenon 

than case by case. However, this leaves most people who are 

puzzled about the demise of a loved one frustrated with the lack of 

answers. Durkheim didn’t provide any clues on this point. He could 

only offer standard responses based on statistics for the purpose 

of classification, leaving the individual instances troublingly 

mysterious. Weininger seems to fit into the third category. as far as 

we can see—and that puts the individual case distressingly beyond 

scientific analysis. 

Strindberg on suicide 

Durkheim was not alone in thinking as he did. Nearly 10 years 

earlier, in 1888, Swedish playwright August Strindberg wrote a 

tragedy about a vital, but highly confused, young woman, Miss Julie, 

who takes her own life after having sex with her father’s valet on a 

sultry mid-summer eve. He wrote, 

What will offend simple minds is that my plot is not simple, 

nor is its point of view single. In real life an action—this, by 

that way, is a somewhat new discovery—is generally caused 

by a whole series of motives, more or less fundamental, but 

as a rule the spectator chooses just one of them—the one 
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which his mind can most easily grasp or that does most 

credit to his intelligence. A suicide is committed. Business 

troubles, says the man of affairs. Unrequited love, say the 

women. Sickness, says the invalid. Despair, says the down 

and out. But it is possible that the motive lay in all or none of 

these directions, or that the dead man concealed his actual 

motive by revealing quite another, likely to reflect more to 

his glory. 

There could scarcely be a better description of the various reactions 

to Weininger’s death—and the reason(s) why we know so little about 

it. 

The same Strindberg would write a thank-you note to Weininger 

upon receiving Sex and Character hot off the press, praising him 

for solving the problem of women, a thought he would repeat in 

the obituary he published in Karl Kraus’s Die Fackel on October 17, 

1903. Strindberg would also tell his German translator that while 

he had spelled the individual words, Weininger put them together 

grammatically. 

The Earliest Weininger Reception: Publisher 
Braumüller’s Pamphlet                                             
                        

Initial reactions to Sex and Character didn’t focus on its author’s 

mental state or, for that matter, his views about Jews, or even his 

suicide. We can get a fairly accurate picture of the first reactions 

to the book, which was published in late May 1903 from a pamphlet 

(presumably promotional) of some 47  pages, containing more than 

two dozen reviews of Sex and Character that were published by 

Braumüller in 1905 (The cover of the publication, which was found 

in the Nachlaß of the philosopher Ferdinand Ebner in Innsbruck’s 

Brenner Archives—and subsequently lost—is simply a reprint of the 
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cover of the fourth printing of the book and contains no further 

publication data at all.) The materials contained within give us what 

is probably a representative sampling of the immediate reaction 

to Weininger’s book. Of course, it is possible that the publisher 

slanted the perspective on Weininger positively for promotional 

reasons (Braumüller seemed to milk Weininger for all he was worth). 

But compared with some 18 contemporary American psychological 

journals from the same period containing reviews of the work in 

the Wellesley College Library, there does not appear to be much 

distortion in the Braumüller publication. 

Even the early reviews in Austria, Germany, and New York were 

much more positive and insightful than one might expect today. 

For example, one Viennese medical journal recommended Sex and 

Character enthusiastically to all doctors concerned with sexual 

matters, citing Weininger’s complete mastery of the literature on 

sexual differentiation. Like many other reviews, it remarked 

positively on how Weininger put Tolstoi’s argument for universal 

chastity in The Kreuzer Sonata on a sound philosophical footing. 

Numerous authors remarked that Weininger developed his 

argument well; even those readers, who do not agree with his point 

of view, can read the book profitably. Weininger’s moral earnestness 

was even praised as Jewish. One of the most interesting reviews 

noted that the book could be enlightening for the general public, 

were it not so difficult to understand. The same reviewer was 

careful to praise Weininger’s critique of politicians. He concluded 

with a remark whose poignancy has not been diminished over the 

years, namely, that the book should be read without prejudice but 

self-critically and reflectively with courage. Alas, that would not be 

the case. 

The Earliest Reactions to Weininger’s Suicide 

Weininger’s own circle, the “Men of the Future,” were preoccupied 
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with analyzing his suicide from the start, and that continued for 

years after his death. However, they never came to any common 

conclusions about it. They were very distinct individuals with 

distinct personalities and interests, each with a somewhat different 

relation to the master and, as the rapid dissolution of the group 

following his demise indicates, with little else holding them 

together. The two views of Weininger’s personality and mental state 

that have been debated down to today have their roots in his 

immediate circle. Emil Lucka insisted that Weininger was 

completely normal and unruffled when he met him on the day of 

his suicide. Writing a year later in the introduction to Weininger’s 

posthumous papers, Moritz Rappaport suggested that he had 

suffered from depression. Artur Gerber would also stress this in 

his explanation of Weininger’s end. In one of the most influential 

studies of Weininger, Hermann Swoboda’s Otto Weininger’s Death 

(Tod), the author insisted that, after practicing sexual abstinence 

for two years, Weininger killed himself because he could not live 

chastely, as he should have, according to his own theory. However, 

there is no evidence to back Swoboda’s claim. 

From the start, there were also claims that Weininger was insane 

or schizophrenic, but they did not amount to much at first. Still, 

these charges troubled Weininger’s father. Paradoxically, his efforts 

to save his son’s reputation helped to get the ball rolling in exactly 

the opposite direction. Rappaport, to whom Leopold Weininger had 

an aversion from the start (as we know from his letters to Karl 

Kraus immediately after his son’s death), added his voice to these 

in his long introduction to Weininger’s posthumous On Last Things, 

charging that Weininger was mentally disturbed. As a response, 

Leopold Weininger turned to a Munich psychiatrist, Ferdinand 

Probst, for an objective judgment in the hope of exonerating his 

son. The result was Probst’s study, The Case of Otto Weininger, 

which judged Weininger to be hysterical and degenerate (entartet), 

to his father’s dismay. What is interesting about this document is 

the hesitance with which Probst came to that judgment. It stemmed 

from nothing other than his respect for Leopold Weininger’s 
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intelligence and integrity. Probst found it difficult to accept the 

views of an “exquisite pathological character” such as Rappaport 

over Leopold Weininger’s insistence that there was nothing 

pathological about his brilliant son. Nevertheless, he did grudgingly 

accept Rappaport’s position in a decision that was to have 

monumental importance for our understanding of Weininger down 

to today. 

On top of all that, the confusing plagiarism charges of Paul 

Moebius and Wilhelm Fliess, have been described by William 

Johnston in The Austrian Mind and thoroughly discussed by Frank 

Sulloway in his classic, Freud: Biologist of the Mind (223-229); 

Moebius’s charges, along with a memoir of Weininger by his friend 

Moritz Rappaport that alleged that Weininger was mentally 

unbalanced, soon made the dead philosopher into a cause célèbre. 

But there was even more to contribute to the sense of confusion 

and uncertainty around Weininger’s suicide. If we look closely, we 

find discussions about Weininger’s life and works arising 

sporadically. Their occasional re-emergence correlates with the 

spread of anti-Semitism in Central Europe. In Weininger’s day, it was 

a very serious problem for Jews themselves, as we know from Arthur 

Schnitzler’s The Road into the Open (Der Weg ins Freie). There were 

all sorts of obstacles Jews had to face in their daily lives. However, 

it was by no means obvious that the situation might not change 

for the better. World War I put an end to that. The huge influx of 

Jewish refugees from Poland combined with harsh conditions that 

had developed almost as soon as the war had begun, gave Anti-

Semitism a callous, vicious, and violently unforgiving face that post-

war inflation, followed by depression less than 10 years later, made 

increasingly intolerable. Any reason was good enough to expose 

the “dangers that Jews presented to society” in the minds of an 

increasingly traumatized population, and there were plenty of 

“justifications” in Sex and Character if you plucked them out of 

context. So Weininger became required reading for fanatics—and it 

sadly still is in some places today. 

Be that as it may, from about 1905 onwards it became increasingly 
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impossible to read Weininger calmly. Readers simply could not 

approach him with a critical spirit. Instead, they were faced with 

a debate in which they were expected to take a position: Was 

Weininger a madman or a genius? Paradigm changes in all areas in 

which Weininger wrote—theories of heredity and sex determination, 

psychology, moral philosophy, etc., as well as a dogmatic assertion 

by others of a position that Probst had advanced reluctantly—have 

made it considerably easier to assume that Weininger and his work 

confront us with this alternative, which is not at all the case. The 

result of concentrating on the matter of Weininger’s mental 

condition rather than examining Weininger’s arguments in the 

context in which he advanced them is that the literature on 

Weininger has steadily gotten worse. What occurred as tragedy has 

been repeated as a farce which has had serious consequences, not 

only for our subsequent understanding of Weininger, but also of 

turn-of-the-century Vienna itself. 

Because of this characterization, Weininger’s work has been 

discussed on the basis of his assertions rather than his arguments, 

principles, and rhetoric upon which they rest in the context of the 

state of philosophy, science, and society circa 1903, as is necessary 

for the evaluation of any such work in the history of ideas. In short, 

it is not necessary to conclude that his book should be consigned to 

the flames. But if that is true, the standard account of Weininger’s 

thought—and with it, our picture of Old Vienna—is in drastic need of 

revision along the lines sketched here. 

As for Weininger’s intentions, if the view presented here is 

correct, then it means that in his efforts to be provocative, he ended 

up perpetuating the scourge he would have eliminated. Weininger 

did not know that he carried with him the very evil he would have 

destroyed—prejudiced thinking—and that with his help it would 

spread itself across the whole of Europe. And that brings us to 

Hitler. 

118  |  Weininger’s End: Suicide



8. Hitler, Wittgenstein, and 
Joyce: Three Weiningerians? 

The mere mention of these three names together in our title may 

seem outright scandalous—and, in a way, it is so. Nevertheless, 

Hitler, Wittgenstein, and Joyce shared some common points which 

help to explain why they might have been “influenced” by 

Weininger. To begin with, they were very much part of the same 

generation. Joyce was born in 1882, seven years before Hitler and 

Wittgenstein, who were born within six days of each other in 1889. 

In addition, the two even attended the Linz Realschule at the same 

time briefly in 1903-1904, though they were in different classes. 

Given the distance that the previously home-schooled Wittgenstein 

put between himself and his fellow pupils, addressing them with 

the formal “Sie,” rather than the usual familiar “Du,” they almost 

certainly had no direct contact with one another (certain locker 

room gossip to the contrary notwithstanding). As adults, they both 

relied on films to unwind at the end of a hard day—as befits two 

people who came into the world in the same week as Charlie 

Chaplin. All three would make a profound mark on the 20th century 

through their radicality in understanding and exploiting language. 

Joyce produced his brilliantly inexhaustible narrative with linguistic 

creativity. Wittgenstein rigorously explained how the analogical, 

ambiguous character of meaning is rooted in social practices; he 

created a lapidary style to induce reflection on crucial, but self-

evident, facets about language, which we take for granted to the 

point of overlooking it when we study the subject systematically. 

Hitler mesmerized crowds in monumental diatribes that 

encapsulated the public’s frustrations, channeling them forcefully 

into his nefarious political ends. The first path-breaking works in 

which Joyce (to be discussed in the next chapter) and Wittgenstein 

revolutionized our ways of thinking about language, Ulysses and 
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the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, respectively, were published in 

1922, the year when the New York Times gave its readers their first 

glimpse of Hitler. 

How did all three of them discover Weininger? And how did he 

influence these distinct personalities? 

Hitler, Weininger and Dietrich Eckart 

We must insist that there is nothing in Weininger, beyond the 

elaborate rhetorical façade of his chapter on Judaism, that could 

have appealed to Hitler. Unfortunately, this Judaism “connection,” 

as it were, was sufficient to bind the two together in the minds of 

an unconscionably large number of readers and commentators. The 

quickest way for Weininger’s enemies to dismiss him as a fanatical 

lunatic had been to cite Hitler’s Table-Talk of December 1, 1941, in 

which he quoted his mentor: 

Dietrich Eckart once told me that he was acquainted with 

only a single decent Jew, Otto Weininger, who took his own 

life when he recognized that the Jew lives from the 

deterioration of other nationalities. (trans. AJ) 

The text clearly indicates that Hitler never met Weininger 

personally but heard about him from Eckart. Likewise, he never 

read Sex and Character, or any other of Weininger’s writings. That 

is not surprising, considering that Hitler had little or no time for 

philosophy (which, apart from Schopenhauer, he largely associated 

with the Catholic Church, which he despised), especially for the 

self-styled party ideologist Alfred Rosenberg, whom he forced 

explicitly to recant use of that title. When he did read, it was about 

history, especially military type, that he devoured with passion. The 

results of that reading would flow volcanically into the tirades in 

which he berated his generals when they failed to achieve the quick, 

decisive victories that he expected of them. In any case, Weininger 
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did not even merit a mention in Volker Ullrich’s magisterial study, 

Hitler’s Ascent, 1889-1939. So, why all the fuss about Weininger as a 

source of Hitler’s hatred for Jews? 

The simplest answer in the minds of many less informed writers 

and historians, even reputable ones, is that both were fanatical anti-

Semites from Vienna and, as such, their perverse views had some 

commonality. Moreover, since Weininger was widely known and 

discussed in the Vienna that Hitler described in Mein Kampf as the 

hardest and most thorough school of his life, it seemed virtually 

impossible to anti-anti-Semites that Weininger had no impact 

whatsoever on the future Führer. Further, they assumed that anti-

Semitism is all of a piece so there is no need to differentiate between 

the various species within the genus. As we have seen, the most 

sophisticated scholars working in the field, such as Peter Pulzer and 

Sigurd Paul Scheichl, rejected this view for distorting our ability 

to describe the phenomena we want to study. However, if our 

descriptions are imprecise and wobbly, we have no chance of 

making sound judgments and advancing solid explanations in 

discussing a thinker like Weininger. Briefly, history becomes a farce. 

This is a serious charge of malfeasance on the part of anti-anti-

Semitic scholars. Why do we consider ourselves justified to make it? 

The best response is to consider an example of one such historian 

of repute, who had done just what we have described, to establish 

the resultant superficiality and distortion. 

Hitler’s Vienna Revisited 

Let us consider the case of Brigitte Hamman, distinguished 

biographer of Crown Prince Rudolf and his mother, the Empress 

Elisabeth of Austria, and prolific author of well-researched popular 

studies of Mozart, Bertha von Suttner, Winifred Wagner, and others, 

in her rightly-touted, Hitler’s Vienna. The book demonstrates 

Weininger’s influence on Hitler with a citation that is “doubtlessly” 
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(but not demonstratively) from a 1920 speech in Munich’s legendary 

Hofbräuhaus: “[faced with] the danger of Judaism, that each 

individual begins to eliminate the Jew from himself, and I fear very 

much, that this whole lovely way of thinking was originally planned 

by none other than a Jew himself.” (quoted by Hamann from Hitler, 

Sämtliche Aufzeichnungen 1905-1924, eds. Jäckel and Kuhn, 

13.8.1920). The line appears to have elicited laughter from his anti-

Semitic audience. Her point is that Hitler did not forget what he had 

learned about Weininger. However, this idea that stayed with him 

throughout his life seems to be the only thing that impressed him 

about Weininger; for all other references to him by the Führer (also 

those cited by Hamann) go back to this one. Neither the magisterial 

Hitler biography by Ian Kershaw nor that by Völker Ullrich bothers 

to mention Weininger at all, leading us to assume that the 

philosopher had not been central to Hitler’s thinking. 

Hamann’s other sources are people around Hitler, not the Führer 

himself, who never mentioned Weininger again, except in the 

notorious passage from his Table Talk at the end of 1941. However, 

the biographical “facts” she presented are all clichés from the 

literature that have simply been adopted unquestioningly from the 

standard (but, unfortunately, second-rate) works on Weininger, just 

because they fit her argument. She portrayed Weininger as a deeply 

unhappy man driven to suicide by his own philosophy;  a man afraid 

of women and sexuality; a victim of Jewish identity crisis, caught 

between assimilation and Zionism; and open to seduction by the 

Wagner’s contemptuous representation of Jews in Judaism in Music. 

None of these claims, however, bear up to examination. 

Hamann assumed that Weininger and Arthur Trebitsch 

personified a recognizable specimen of Viennese anti-Semitic Jew. 

Surely, such types existed, but Weininger was not one of them; 

Trebitsch was. However, the mere fact that they both attended the 

Piaristen Gymnasium, and both cited philosopher Houston Stewart 

Chamberlain—along with Trebitsch’s statement of admiration for 

Weininger—doesn’t prove that friendship existed between them. In 

fact, they were two classes apart at the gymnasium, which is to say, 
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worlds apart for young people of school age. The critical edition of 

Weininger’s works has but a single mention of Trebitsch, which is 

his quote expressing admiration for Weininger in the commentary; 

there is no reference to him in the primary texts. (The only other 

reference to the name Trebitsch is to a grant that Weininger 

received as a student in 1902 from a Trebitsch Fund, which does 

not seem to have anything to do with Arthur.) Anyway, there is 

no evidence that Weininger was aware of his admirer. Hamann’s 

allegation that Weininger and Trebitsch were somehow “pupils” of 

Chamberlain’s in the context of the Vienna University Philosophical 

Society, displays ignorance of how that society functioned, its 

composition, and the nature of activities. 

Moreover, Hamann did not seem to have a clue about the nature 

of the eugenics movement, which was a legitimate bearer of many 

scientific ideas in the latter part of the 19th century; ideas that had 

subsequently become recognized as mere prejudice masquerading 

as science. Simply put, the movement advocated selective breeding 

to achieve racial purity. Not surprisingly, it entailed racist 

attitudes—some covert, others less so. However, these ideas were 

so deeply rooted in the nascent science of anthropology that they 

still had supporters well into the first decades of the 20th century. 

 It was only after World War II that anthropologists E. E. Evans-

Pritchard and Mary Douglas, as well as ethnologist Franz Steiner, 

finally exorcized that discipline from the last traces of 

ethnocentrism. The point is that many highly respectable people 

with impeccable moral and political credentials throughout Europe 

were enthusiastic “progressive” eugenicists. If we are to believe the 

historian of biology, Stephen Jay Gould, Nazis, and their supporters 

gave the movement a bad name. 

Bernard Shaw is a striking case in point. The Irish playwright 

reportedly quipped he would not exist, if eugenics had been 

practiced in Ireland. Mentioning Shaw also presents us with an 

opportunity to point out that when he anthologized the most 

important essays of his oeuvre in Major Critical Essays, he chose 

“The Sanity of Art,” his critique of Max Nordau’s Lombroso-inspired 
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Degeneration and defense of modern art, alongside “The Perfect 

Wagnerite” and “The Quintessence of Ibsenism” which, if taken 

together, display considerably more substantial connections to 

Weininger’s oeuvre than the works of the racists that Hamann 

associated with him. Moreover, it was the acknowledgedly serious 

half-brother of Arthur Trebisch, Siegfried, who translated Shaw’s 

monumental Man and Superman into German. That fact is 

important because in the middle of this work we find the 

protagonist, John Tanner, encountering a Spanish bandit named 

Mendoza; he turns out to be an English Jew in disguise, who has 

ended up in Spain simply seeking a decent way of making a living 

for want of anything better. There is much for anti-anti-Semites to 

ruminate upon here. Shaw stood for “positive” eugenics—the union 

of gifted, intelligent individuals—which should create a more 

enlightened society (as, for example, the ancient Romans believed). 

The Nazis, on the other hand, stood for “negative” eugenics, which 

should ruthlessly eliminate all inferior elements in society to protect 

it from deterioration. 

In any case, eugenics was a complex movement that could be an 

essential part of clearly progressive, scientific thinking. It is for that 

reason that we have included the lengthy section on Lombroso in 

our discussion of the background to Weininger and scientifically-

related social reform. At this point in our argument, it is easy to 

see how far off base Hamann was with respect to Weininger’s 

personality and some of his seemingly more radical positions. She 

was typical of Weininger’s anti-anti-Semitic detractors—a group 

that includes most of the people writing about him today. He was 

the most convenient whipping boy for those who based their 

opinions on the clichés surrounding him. 

Dietrich Eckart, Peer Gynt and Der Führer 

One thing that Hamann got right is that in all crucial matters Hitler’s 
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development took place in Munich after World War I, not in Vienna 

before. His encounter with Eckart, a central figure in the early days 

of the Nazi Party, was certainly an important event, as the moving 

dedication at the end of the second volume of Mein Kampf clearly 

indicates. In Eckart, Hitler found (at least for a while) the father 

figure that he had missed as a child. The two met in the winter 

of 1919-1920 and were immediately drawn to each other: Hitler to 

the first educated middle-class person who did not provoke feelings 

of inferiority and revulsion in him; Eckart to a charismatic speaker 

capable of moving mass audiences, who would certainly leave his 

mark on history. Thus, Eckart was central to the development of 

Hitler’s sense of being singled out by history to restore Germany’s 

greatness. It is said that the only element in the Nazi ideology that 

Hitler really believed in was the power of his own will to determine 

his—and Germany’s—destiny. Eckart certainly reinforced, if not 

shaped, that belief profoundly. His last work, Bolshevism from Moses 

to Lenin: A Dialogue between Hitler and Me, gives us perhaps the 

most adequate picture of Eckart. It is a ranting phantasmagoria 

of anti-Semitic fanaticism (which turns out not to have been a 

conversation with Hitler at all, if we are to believe Albrecht Tyrell, 

the most assiduous student of that text, in which Eckart’s 

interlocutor remains unnamed). He also wrote the lyrics to the 

Brownshirts’ notorious anthem “Germany Awake.” 

Eckart’s own sole success during his lifetime was a rendition into 

German of Henrik Ibsen’s Peer Gynt, which he composed in 1912 

without knowing Norwegian but with the approval of Ibsen’s son 

and an avowed debt to Weininger that needs to be acknowledged 

but also taken with a grain of salt. Whereas Weininger criticized 

the poor quality of the production that he saw in Christiania (Oslo), 

Eckart concluded that the play had to be completely re-worked 

in German to bring out its essential German character. Weininger 

saw in Ibsen’s critique of narcissism a devastating rejection of the 

values of Viennese modernism and a strong affirmation of German 

seriousness in the form of Kantian moral philosophy; Eckart, on the 

other hand, read it as an allegory of the colossal Manichean struggle 
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between the forces of materialism (embodied by the trolls) and 

idealism (Peer himself) for the German soul: a contribution to the 

German Ideology. While Weininger compared the significance of 

the play to Goethe’s Faust, Shakespeare’s King Lear, Dante’s Inferno, 

and Wagner’s Tristan and Parsifal, for Eckart its message was an 

unambiguous reaffirmation of Goethe’s dictum alone, i.e., the 

celebrated text from the “Prologue in Heaven” from Faust—“A good 

man in his dark groping is somehow aware of the right way.” Neither 

Dante nor Tristan enters the picture at all here, but the German 

mysticism of Angelus Silesius is strongly emphasized as its 

background. Whereas Weininger considered Ibsen’s point to be a 

moral one bearing upon an individual person, concerned with moral 

cowardice as self-serving and braggadocious, Eckart saw in it an 

epic of the redemption of the German people from the power of the 

evil trolls. Although it is not explicitly anti-Semitic (it was originally 

written before the war when anti-Semitism had scarcely become 

socially acceptable in Germany—in sharp contrast to Austria and 

France—Eckart’s play was later read that way, as it should. It is 

difficult to avoid the conclusion that Hitler saw himself and his 

“mission” in these terms created by his revered mentor, one of the 

few people for whom he had genuine deep feelings, at least for a 

while: Hitler readily dismissed Eckart when he ceased to be of value 

to him; the seemingly moving dedication of Mein Kampf to Eckart 

was entirely ingenuous, which tells us a lot about Der Führer. So, 

while there may be remote echoes of Weininger in Hitler, he was 

unfamiliar with the philosopher and his work. There may be more 

Weininger in Hitler than meets the eye, but it is at best a grotesque 

distortion of Weininger’s idealism and nothing more. 

Wittgenstein on Limits 

Austrian achievements (Grillparzer, Lenau, Bruckner, Labor) 

are especially difficult to understand. They are in a certain 
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sense more subtle than all others and their truth is never on 

the side of probability. 

Culture and Value, MS 107 184 c: 7.11. 1929 

Wittgenstein was doubtlessly thinking of himself as well when he 

wrote these words; for they certainly apply to him. He said so little 

about the origins of his way of thinking, leading readers to assume 

that he was an idiot savant who intuited all sorts of profundities 

without having a clue about how he did it. So, it was some 16 

years after his death, with the publication of Culture and Value 

in 1977, that we began to get a clear picture of the origins of his 

ideas; even then it would take decades to get straight about the 

development of his philosophical method. From then on, Weininger 

was an indispensable part of the story. Yet, Wittgenstein scholars, 

like their counterparts in other fields, have nevertheless been 

inclined to shy away from taking Wittgenstein’s own assertion that 

Weininger was an important influence upon him seriously. Much 

earlier, in 1919, in his second of several vain efforts to publish the 

Tractatus, he turned to Wilhelm Braumüller Publishers “because he 

published Weininger.” 

Let us consider a typical example of Wittgenstein’s puzzlingly 

implausible way of thinking about things. Bertrand Russell 

recounted the story that during his first stay at Cambridge before 

World War I, Wittgenstein once came to his rooms at midnight and 

paced furiously in complete silence to the point that Russell finally 

asked whether he was thinking about logic or his sins. Wittgenstein 

replied with a single word: “both.” There is every reason to take this 

bizarre anecdote seriously as a clue about the man and his work. 

Briefly, nothing in his intellectual background goes further than his 

encounter with Weininger to account for the intimate relationship 

between Wittgenstein’s personal values and his philosophical views. 

There can be no doubt about that from the text in Culture and Value 

cited at the beginning of this book in which he listed people who 

influenced him: Boltzmann, Hertz, Schopenhauer, Frege, Russell, 

Kraus, Loos, Weininger, Spengler, Sraffa. Frustratingly, he noted 
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that Weininger influenced him, but without explaining how. Even 

worse, this text ends with the assertion that, like other “Jewish” 

reproductive thinkers, he was capable of seeing more in the work 

of the most original thinkers than they did themselves. Therefore, 

we should not expect to find bits of Weininger’s thoughts here and 

there in his manuscripts, only central ideas woven subtly into the 

dense fabric of his texts. 

All in all, Wittgenstein’s simultaneous concern with both his logic 

and sins has a distinctly Weiningerian flavor. As we have seen, 

Weininger’s way of reading Kant’s moral philosophy as the one and 

only key to good living sets the ethical goal of “decent” human living 

(a term Wittgenstein favored) as high as one can. A moral person 

acts for the sake of duty alone. However, Weininger added a special 

twist by insisting that rational duty entails an understanding of 

the world, every bit as much as it does always treating personality 

as an end in itself, with intellectual integrity and moral decency. 

The Self (by which Weininger meant the rational agent capable of 

justifying the rules according to which he/she acts) is constructed 

through such actions and through rational behavior. Logic is thus 

the indispensable condition for both thought and morality, which 

are, on that account, one and the same: 

Logic and ethics are fundamentally one and the same 

thing—duty to oneself. They celebrate their union in the 

supreme value of truth, which is confronted on one side by 

error and on the other by the lie: truth itself, however, is 

only one. Any ethics is only possible in accordance with the 

laws of logic, and any logic is at the same time an ethical law. 

Man’s duty and task is not solely virtue, but also insight, not 

solely holiness, but also wisdom: only the two together provide 

the foundation for perfection. (Löb, 139) 

This is hardly a concept that Wittgenstein might have assumed, 

but it is a thought that seems to have driven him to reflect on 

the question of how to find a solution to the problems of logic he 
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inherited from Russell and his personal problems, seeking a life truly 

worth living that he took to war with him. 

When and how did Wittgenstein learn about Weininger? It may 

well have been in his youth and, most likely, from his siblings. There 

is an (unsubstantiated) claim that at age 14, Ludwig attended 

Weininger’s funeral. If it is true, it was most likely in the company of 

his sister Margaret, who was seven years older than he and deeply 

interested in the problems and dilemmas of (middle class) women 

in modern society. As such, she would doubtlessly be aware of and 

concerned with Weininger. Most likely, it was she—but perhaps his 

older brother Rudi, a homosexual who would die by his own hand 

dramatically in a Berlin café in 1904—who first told Wittgenstein 

about Weininger, but we know nothing with certainty. 

More important than these melodramatic issues is the question of 

when Weininger became relevant to Wittgenstein’s philosophy. That 

appears to have been in 1916 in the wake of the heaviest fighting on 

the Eastern Front in World War I—the Brusilov Offensive that ran 

from May to August—when a radical thematic shift first appeared in 

his philosophical notebooks. From then on, issues about God and 

the meaning of life, ethics, and aesthetics, completely central to 

his personal life but wholly foreign to his previous investigations 

into logic and meaning, pushed to the center of his thoughts. 

Wittgenstein was also becoming increasingly preoccupied with a 

problem that both Schopenhauer and Russell had pressed upon 

him, namely the way in which the self is a correlative of the world. 

There was a radical transformation in Wittgenstein’s attitude to 

both these problems from then onwards. He seemed compelled to 

speak about logic and ethics together in a way that was profoundly 

puzzling to Russell and most of his other readers in the first half 

of the 20th century. Many factors were at work in producing that 

transformation, and one of them was clearly his philosophical 

encounter with Weininger. What do we know about that? 

Wittgenstein’s colleague and successor as professor of philosophy 

at Trinity College, Cambridge, G. H. von Wright, attested to the 

centrality of Weininger at this crucial stage of Wittgenstein’s 

Hitler, Wittgenstein, and Joyce: Three Weiningerians?  |  129



development. In particular, he called attention to Wittgenstein’s 

profound interest in the section of Weininger’s On Last Things, 

called “Animal Psychology,” in how it related to “the ethical” in the 

Tractatus. This is a peculiar text in Weininger’s posthumous papers. 

We find it in On Last Things in a chapter called “Metaphysical 

Matters” (Metaphysisches), subtitled “Animal Psychology.” It is 

unclear where this whole mass of material fits in with Weininger’s 

published work. Its central theme, that of “The Criminal,” appears 

to be a fragment of commentary about Peer Gynt, a thought 

experiment on the theme of life without limits. In fact, “The 

Criminal” ought to form part of the argument of Sex and Character, 

but there is not the slightest trace of what is said in On Last Things 

about “criminality” in the book. Weininger’s “The Criminal” (shades 

of Lombroso) is the completely immoral man, the total antithesis of 

the Weiningerian religious genius. 

It seems that in his description of The Criminal, Weininger posed 

a problem for Wittgenstein so vividly that he could ruminate on 

it with intensity in all his reflections, personal and philosophical. 

To reiterate, Weininger did not provide him with a solution to his 

problems, but gave him a striking alternative to the conventional 

picture of the relationship between the Self and the world, the 

Will and the facts, that he could use to clarify his own tormented 

reflections on the matter. Moreover, it was less the “truth” of 

Weininger’s ideas than their power to grip Wittgenstein 

intellectually, i.e., to help him restate his problem so that it 

“dissolved” that which was crucial. Unlike most philosophers, 

Wittgenstein was less interested in the truth of ideas than in their 

power to stimulate thoughts that transported him from everyday 

routines. Thus, he came to cultivate nonsense in order to think 

more crazily than his fellow philosophers, which he insisted was the 

only way to resolve their problems. Weininger’s discussion of the 

Criminal in On Last Things was indispensable to him in this effort. 
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The Criminal according to Weininger 

Weininger was not concerned with making empirical 

generalizations about the mentality of actual criminals; rather, he 

was producing a thought experiment about the nature of pure 

immorality to establish what genuine moral behavior is. The point 

of producing this Ideal Type is to make the reader reflect on what 

it is to be really happy and to lead a genuinely good life by giving 

us the negative example of their opposites. Weininger’s Criminal is 

that person who lives as though there were no limits upon him. 

Weininger took criminality to be a continuation of original sin, i.e., 

something that we are all born with and share in. That sin is nothing 

other than selfishness, the will to self-assertion, the pursuit of 

happiness at any cost, and the refusal to acknowledge any authority 

outside of one’s self. Ultimately, immorality is to be understood 

in terms of living without limits. To this end, the Criminal will 

manipulate anything that he can get his hands on. Indeed, he views 

everything as an extension of himself, subject to his will, and as 

existing for his pleasure. In this view of human life, there is no room 

for guilt or shame. Yet, unbeknownst to himself, the Criminal is, 

in fact, the “unhappiest man” because he has encapsulated himself 

in an egoistic bubble that can never be big enough (Ibsen’s trolls, 

whose motto is “troll to thyself be—enough!). 

The Criminal’s world is psychologically egoistic, morally nihilistic, 

and ontologically accidental. It has no principle of inner unity. The 

reality of things is a function of the Criminal’s ego. It is only 

coherent as long as the Criminal is successful; in failure, everything 

falls nightmarishly to pieces. In all situations, he is master or slave, 

possessor or possessed. The Criminal wants to destroy everything 

that he cannot possess—or be destroyed by it. There is a certain flip-

flop in his character, whereby greed and fatalism are paradoxically 

two sides of a single coin, for he is a fatalist with respect to what 

he cannot have or has lost. Thus, he goes to the gallows without 

feelings of guilt or remorse but, nevertheless, resigned that it is 
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simply his lot. Being dominated is entirely consistent with the desire 

to possess; it is simply its obverse: being possessed by Fate. 

The Criminal’s world is the opposite also of Kant’s rational agent, 

who affirms the order in the world and its suffering as he finds 

it. Since his principle of reality is the fulfillment of the Criminal’s 

wishes, the Criminal World is a curious kind of expressionistic 

dream world, in which fear and hope reign supreme (adding 

boredom to the constellation, you get a scenario not unlike 

Kierkegaard’s analysis of Don Juan in Either/Or, or his discussion 

of selfhood and possession in The Sickness unto Death). The past 

and the present are uninteresting to him. Only the prospect of 

future self-aggrandizement interests him. He is essentially anti-

social because he is incapable of recognizing the intrinsic worth 

of the Other, who is, as Other, a limit upon him. He can never be 

a comrade, for he enters every relationship to exploit the Other. 

Thus, the sexual exploitation that Don Juan embodies is a paradigm 

case of criminality, because Don Juan can never relate to another 

human being as an “I” to a “Thou.” Weininger insisted that Don Juan’s 

exploitation of women is the moral equivalent of murder. Beyond 

that, it certainly would not have been lost on Wittgenstein that 

Weininger’s Criminal is compulsively talkative, always chattering to 

somebody, even when he is alone. However, his words are never 

truly communicative, but only a function of his wishful thinking. 

Like the alcoholic who despises drunkards, he experiences anxiety 

and disgust when confronted with his own self-image. He cannot 

bear to be alone. Thus, he has no real life of his own, which is 

reflected in his lack of respect for others. Being spiritually dead, 

he could kill the Other without compunction. Finally, and perhaps 

most significantly as it relates to  Wittgenstein, his very attitude 

to knowledge is determined by wishful thinking, not objective 

assessment: 

his drive to know is never pure, hopeful, needy, longing, 

never directed against insanity, never an inner need for self 

preservation, rather he wants to force things and also to 
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know. The idea that something should be impossible for 

him contradicts his absolute functionalist mentality that will 

join itself to everything and everything to itself. Therefore, 

he finds the idea of bounds or limits, even of knowledge 

intolerable. (Animal Psychology, On Last Things, trans. and 

emphasis AJ) 

It is precisely here that Wittgenstein found the common solution 

to both his existential and intellectual problems. Henceforth they 

both must be solved in the only rigorous way—one based on drawing 

limits from within, as he put it in his correspondence with Ludwig 

von Ficker from the autumn of 1919. For Wittgenstein, this meant 

that we must learn to understand the world as a totality, which is 

nevertheless limited, and ourselves as being limited as well. Here 

we arrive at the point where Weininger’s influence on Wittgenstein 

was at its profoundest. For both of them, philosophical problems 

could only be eliminated based on what Blaise called a change of 

heart, meaning a shift in our behavior; for it takes an act of will to 

recognize this: 

“Difficulty of philosophy, not the intellectual difficulty of 

science but the difficulty of a conversion. Resistance of the 

will has to be overcome” (MS 213, Big Typescript, 406, Bergen 

Electronic Edition, trans. AJ) 

The requisite transition from a theoretical to a practical point of 

view—for Weininger in ethics, for Wittgenstein in metaphysics and 

the theory of knowledge—is a little less than a transformation. It 

is certainly not merely an intellectual matter. The source of 

temptation to confusion lies in a way of life that Wittgenstein 

considered dubious. Weininger helped guide him to this insight by 

presenting him with a striking alternative to that lifestyle, derived 

from the recognition of immanent limits to thought and action. This 

dimension would remain central to all of Wittgenstein’s thinking for 

the rest of his life. Through Wittgenstein, Weininger has exercised 
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an abiding influence on the course of western thought about 

philosophy and language in the last century. 

Let us conclude this section with a small sampler of dramatic 

texts from the end of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus that turns on this 

crucial Weiningerian point: 

All propositions are of equal value. 6.4 

…it is impossible for there to be propositions of ethics. 

Propositions express nothing that is higher. 6.42 

It is clear that ethics cannot be put into words. Ethics is 

transcendental. (Ethics and aesthetics are one). 6.421 

It is impossible to speak of the will in so far as it is the subject 

of ethical attributes. 6.423 

If the good or the bad exercise of the will does alter the 

world, it can alter only the limits of the world, not the 

facts—not what can be expressed by means of language … 

The world of the happy man is a different one from the 

unhappy man. 6.43 

It is not how things are in the world that is mystical, but that 

it exists. 6.44 

Viewing the world sub specie aeterni is viewing it 

as—limited—totality. The feeling of the world as limited 

totality is what is mystical. 6.45 

We feel that even when all possible scientific questions have 

been answered, the problems of life remain completely 

untouched. Of course there are no questions left, and this 

itself is the answer. 6.52 

The solution to the problem of life is seen in the vanishing of 

the problem. 6.521 
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There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. 

They show themselves. They are what is mystical. 6.522 

What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence. 7 

(Trans. Pears and McGuinness with slight emendations A.J.) 
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9. Weininger’s Legacy 

Weininger’s Influence Upon Ulysses 

The case of Joyce is no less perplexing, but in a different way. Since 

Richard Ellman’s biography of Joyce, we know that Leopold Bloom, 

the central character in Ulysses, is unthinkable in the absence of a 

Weiningerian background. Joyce, no more than Wittgenstein, simply 

adapted bits of Weininger like pieces of Lego in composing his 

masterpiece. The very idea of the womanly man at the center of the 

novel, whom Joyce identified as the man of the future, cries out for 

elucidation of just the sort that we find in the account of human 

bisexuality and sexual intermediacy in Sex and Character. Moreover, 

Bloom is the son of a Hungarian Jew. His Jewishness, along with 

his relationship with Molly, is the major factor in determining his 

relation to other characters in the book. Furthermore, we know that 

Joyce’s desire to write what he termed an “epic of the body” was 

his way of reacting against the mass maiming and killing in World 

War I. Ulysses is, as it were, Joyce’s response to Karl Kraus’s The 

Last Days of Mankind. If there is anything at all to the analogy with 

Homer suggested by the book’s title, the search to rediscover the 

humanity that was lost/destroyed in the war, is the central theme 

conferring meaning upon Bloom’s meanderings on June 16, 1904. In 

terms of our study: if Hitler’s raving vulgar anti-Semitic rhetoric 

represents the coarse husk of Weininger’s work and Wittgenstein’s 

demarcation of the limits of the sayable in the Tractatus (not to 

mention his subsequent philosophizing), its sophisticated inner 

kernel, then Joyce’s masterful, dazzling linguistic craftsmanship is 

its offshoot, its “blooming,” if that be allowed. If Hitler pushed 

language—and, indeed, human life itself—to the limits of brutality 

and coarseness, then Joyce’s song is a harbinger of that little spark 

in ordinary human beings that is the necessary condition for 
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magnanimity in all its forms. In his concern for describing the 

minutiae of everyday life, so that we can rediscover what is most 

human about us, the author of Ulysses landed curiously close to the 

author of the Philosophical Investigations, whose task was to show 

the paramount importance of aspects of living that commonness 

and familiarity obscure their real significance in our experience. 

This is where our Weininger-inspired story ultimately ends. 

Italo Svevo and Henrik Ibsen 

If all of this is, indeed, true, then Weininger is at the dead center 

of Joyce’s unparalleled, dazzling narrative. Or so say the scholars. 

With Joyce, the question is how the Irish author ever got acquainted 

with Weininger. For Joyce scholars, their encounter is a complete 

conundrum. “Joyce would never consume that sort of racist junk,” 

they erroneously think. But somehow he did. Other scholars seem 

satisfied to say, “Well, Weininger was in the air in Europe when 

Joyce got to Trieste in 1905,” and that seems to suffice. However, 

the first thing one learns when studying explanation in history, be 

it in historiography or in the philosophy of social science, is that 

appeals to the Zeitgeist are not explanations at all. If it were there 

for everyone to take advantage of, why was it only Joyce who got 

the idea that there was a profoundly humanistic novel implicit in 

Weininger’s strange speculations? 

A slightly better, if speculative, explanation is that Joyce learned 

about Weininger from the Italian writer, Italo Svevo (Aron Ettore 

Schmitz) during his Trieste years. This is likely but needs to be 

expanded into an explanation of how Weininger-inspired ideas 

could land in the dead center of Joyce’s monumental novel if it is to 

be at all convincing. That better explanation draws upon a principal 

interest of the young Joyce—Henrik Ibsen, about whom Weininger 

wrote insightfully and with enormous enthusiasm. Though many 

Joyce scholars today disagree, it was most likely Svevo who, upon 
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hearing of Joyce’s profound interest in Ibsen, told him about 

Weininger’s penetrating analysis of Peer Gynt in On Last Things and, 

ultimately, Sex and Character. When Joyce arrived in Trieste in 1905, 

Weininger’s excellent Ibsen essay, “On Henrik Ibsen and His Poem 

Peer Gynt,” was hot off the press. Svevo, who met Joyce in 1907, 

probably put it into Joyce’s hands, and Joyce did the rest when he 

discovered the profundity of Weininger’s analysis of Ibsen and his 

works. Weininger’s essay complemented and expanded upon the 

central theme in Joyce’s own account of Ibsen and thus was of the 

utmost importance for the young Joyce, who was clearly brilliant 

enough to have been able to read Weininger without the pathos that 

so many of his contemporaries read into his works. 

“Ibsen’s New Drama” 

The fact of the matter is that on April 1, 1900, the 18-year-old Joyce 

published a review of Ibsen’s last work, When We Dead Awaken, 

in the English Fortnightly Review that would scarcely be surpassed 

in profundity until well after World War II. In the essay “Ibsen’s 

New Drama,” Joyce anticipated with unbridled enthusiasm and 

penetrating acumen the course that scholarship would discover 

much later: 

Ibsen’s plays do not depend for their interest on the action, 

or on the incidents. Even the characters, faultlessly drawn 

though they be, are not the first thing in his plays. But the 

naked drama—either the perception of a great truth, or the 

opening up of a great question, or a great conflict which is 

almost independent of the conflicting actors, and has been 

and is of far-reaching importance—this is what rivets our 

attention. 

The earliest Ibsen criticism concentrating upon the critique of 

fanatical Christian belief in Brand and the proto-feminism of A Doll’s 
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House identified him as the most penetrating naturalist social critic 

of his time; while his stylistic advances with respect to the then-

dominant ideal of excellence in works like The Wild Duck located 

him firmly into the camp of impressionist or symbolist playwrights. 

Ibsen was somehow both and neither. These debates typically took 

place on the Continent and in England. However, when 

Scandinavian scholars began to study Ibsen acribically, they realized 

that there was an intimate link between his early, largely neglected 

Old Norse plays and his modern ones that we ignore at our peril—an 

archaic monumental dimension was implicit in the plot and 

characters that explained what Joyce had found so absolutely 

extraordinary in them. In fact, a purely modern “neurotic” character 

like Hedda Gabler was a residual Viking aristocratic heroine in 

modern dress, who just did not fit into our decidedly unaristocratic 

modern society—little wonder that she could not possibly be at 

home in a pusillanimous modern world. Briefly, the tensions within 

his characters are considerably more complex than those of modern 

organization men, rebels without causes, and mishandled girls. The 

problems that his protagonists confronted were nothing less than 

metaphysical in nature, precisely what the modern world from his 

time to ours is not capable of imagining. Little wonder that Ibsen 

should have had such an enormous delayed-action effect upon our 

culture extending over 100 years. Weininger understood this from 

the start in his peculiar way, as did Joyce. The young Irish European 

in spe would have been in a superb position to appreciate the 

profundity in Weininger’s parallel analysis of Norway’s Modern 

Master pure and simple. 

Any reader of Ulysses with more than a mere smattering of 

knowledge about Ibsen’s oeuvre should be capable of perceiving 

clear parallels between that work and elements from within Ibsen’s 

creations: Stephen Dedalus’s stubborn refusal to pray over his dying 

mother is reminiscent of Brand’s refusal to visit and to absolve his 

dying mother, Bloom’s recurring thoughts about how his life would 

have been different, had his little Rudi not died at the age of 11 days, 

is parallel to—but certainly not identical with—the haunting guilt of 
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Rita and Allmers in Little Eyolf, whose passionate embrace led to 

disastrous neglect and consequent deformation of their child; the 

erotic esotericism of the Nighttown sequence presents a parallel 

to the exotic fourth act of Peer Gynt, which transpires in Morocco 

and Egypt, whereas Bloom’s confrontation with The Citizen and the 

other dubious denizens of Barney Kiernan’s pub can be taken to 

parallel Peer’s encounter with the sub-human trolls who endeavour 

to seduce him into becoming one of them. To be sure, these parallels 

are more or less close to the original, but they could well be 

considered as sorts of “variations on the theme” from Ibsen to Joyce. 

Given Joyce’s deep veneration for Ibsen’s art as the zenith of 

modernity in letters, it is scarcely improbable that these echoes of 

Ibsen in Ulysses are wholly accidental. 

Our conjecture, then, is that Ibsen, as it were, opened the door 

to Weininger for Joyce. The latter’s eminently fertile mind scarcely 

needed prompting in realizing that there was an absolute treasure 

house of imagery and depth in the works of the ill-fated young 

Viennese philosopher. Mr. Bloom was the most radical consequence 

of this monumental encounter. Oddly enough, then, Weininger’s 

fate was in all these instances bound in one way or another to 

Ibsen’s cultural significance. 

Final Thoughts on the Enigma of Weininger 

It would be easy enough to continue our series of stories about 

Weininger’s impact upon highly significant cultural figures who 

shaped the course of 20th-century thought and letters. From the 

three examples advanced here alone, it is clear enough that 

Weininger is one of the most significant background figures in the 

history of modernism itself. We cannot possibly think him away. It is 

time to put an end to polemicizing and get down to the hard work 

of establishing the scope and extent of his impact on the culturally 

creative figures who have shaped us. This means re-writing a 
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considerable chunk of modern intellectual history, but that there is 

no question whatsoever that it is well worth the effort. 

Berdyaev got things right in 1909 when he wrote that Weininger 

had produced a fresh and interesting work of a stimulating and 

inspiring character, but he also warned that his ideas would be 

seen as trite and harmful for mass consumption. Indeed, there are 

scarcely more fitting words to describe Weininger—and the 

potential enigma that he presented—than these sentiments coming 

from one of the 20th century’s great defenders of the idea that 

respect for the human being must be the exclusive criterion against 

which all true philosophy must be judged. One of Berdyaev’s central 

works is called Slavery and Freedom. It describes in great detail how 

we let ourselves forget the primacy of treating personality as an end 

in itself, sacrificing human persons on the basis of ideas, politics, 

art, religion, money, philosophy, etc. Without looking at all like Sex 

and Character, its goal is highly reminiscent of Weininger’s—and, 

indeed, Wittgenstein’s in the Tractatus—namely, to remind us that 

it is practice and not theory that counts in the last analysis. In the 

end, what we do is far more important than what we think or say 

about what we. This essay is directed towards re-focussing upon 

that Weiningerian message that has got lost in the shuffle for more 

than 100 years now. 

So, to conclude, we need to remind ourselves once more how 

Weininger became an enigma in the first place. English speakers 

wholly lacking knowledge of German have been in a hopeless 

situation until 2005 when Ladislaus Löb finally produced a reliable 

translation to replace the truncated, distorted one that had 

appeared in 1906. That translation was poor by any standards; more 

than that, English censorship) had ensured that there would not be 

the slightest hint of concrete human sexuality in the text. This also 

holds true for all the literature upon which Weininger had based 

his case concerning sexuality; for the censorship was not kinder to 

Lombroso, Moll, and the like, than it had been to Weininger. One 

need merely compare the English and the German editions of any 

work by Havelock Ellis to see what a disaster all English editions of 
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books on sexuality were after the censor was finished with them. 

In addition, some 135 pages of notes and references appended to 

the German edition containing the evidence of Weininger’s claims 

were simply deleted without any further ado, giving Weininger’s 

remaining words an oracular, fanatic-sounding dimension entirely 

foreign to the text, even at its most bizarrely provocative points. 

These notes and references, especially in the scientific sections 

of the book, show Weininger at his best. He advanced no ideas 

whatsoever without citing copious references to the literature on 

which he drew in order to support his views but, more significantly, 

he also copiously cited literature critical of the position he 

endorsed. There is no more perfect example of Popperian 

methodology in science than the documentation of Sex and 

Character. Little wonder that the late Sir Karl Popper, while 

distancing himself from all forms of sexism and anti-Semitism, 

expressed a certain admiration for Weininger in a private interview 

towards the end of his life. 

In many instances, readers of German should have known better 

than to condemn Weininger as simplifying his ideas without any 

further ado. The plain truth, as Berdyaev intuited presciently, is that 

not many people read him carefully. Disagreeing with what they 

take him to be saying, they tacitly assume that error has no rights 

and have not paid much attention to getting Weininger right. While 

the temptation to do so can be great, it has to be resisted. This is a 

fundamental aspect of the ethics immanent in genuine scholarship 

that was frequently transgressed then and continues to be now in 

the case of Weininger. One simply should read him more alertly. 

Neglect of the context in which Weininger wrote is probably the 

most egregious source of misjudgment and distortion of his views. 

This is a much more difficult matter to deal with. Much of that 

context seems highly absurd from today’s perspective, as our 

narrative illustrates. Sex and Character cannot be re-contextualized 

in the absence of a sweeping knowledge of intellectual, cultural, 

and social history that goes far beyond the scope of the general 
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knowledge of the best informed general reader, and taxes even the 

experts at many points. 

It is not easy to make sense of Weininger today, but that is the 

whole reason for the history of ideas: to remind us time and again 

that truth is stranger than fiction. The disappearance of the History 

of Ideas from standard academic programs has left us in an 

extremely precarious position with respect to thinkers like 

Weininger who defy categorization. Nevertheless, that does not 

absolve scholars of their responsibility to do justice to their subject 

matter, however difficult or repugnant it may seem on the face of it. 

To fail to rise to this challenge is to turn our backs on the Socratic 

dictum to know ourselves. Abandoning the most fundamental 

admonition in philosophy is too big a price to pay for being 

politically correct. 
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Endnotes 

Since I have written this book for an English-speaking audience, 

I have kept references to literature in German to an absolute 

minimum. My various essays on Weininger are replete with 

references to that literature for those who might wish to consult 

them. The same is true of the other works cited in the bibliography. 

Since the point of this book is to get people to read things they 

have ignored or avoided, my references are to sources that should 

be read in connection with certain themes and specific points. They 

are not intended to be exhaustive. So I have simply referred to 

the relevant works cited in the bibliography rather than further 

cluttering this book with detailed footnotes. Works cited explicitly 

in the text will not be further mentioned in the references. I have 

sought the English editions of as many works as possible that are 

directly relevant to this essay. Works not cited in the references are 

to be found in the bibliography. 

All references to Sex and Character are to the Löb translation, 

which also contains a prefatory essay with much material useful for 

the discussion of the matters presented here. 

Preface 

For Schoenberg’s appreciation of Weininger, see the Preface to his 

Theory of Harmony. On Gertrude Stein’s relationship to Weininger, 

see Katz, below. 

Introduction 

On Hitler, see his Table Talk 1941-1944. On Wittgenstein, see Culture 

Endnotes  |  145



and Value and Chapter 8. The Dr.Kristie Foell and late Elfriede Pöder, 

who wrote dissertations on Canetti, insisted in separate 

conversations in the 1980s that Weininger was absolutely central 

to Canetti’s novel, despite his disclaimers. On Strindberg, see Erich 

Unglaub, “Strindberg, Weininger und Kraus.” Jean-Paul Sartre’s 

Anti-Semite and Jew is often mistakenly considered to be the 

refutation of Weininger’s view. Chapter 19 of Ferdinand Ebner’s main 

work, Das Wort und die geistigen Realitäten is an attempt to refute 

Weininger, heavily drawn from Ebner’s reading of, and 

conversations with, Hermann Swoboda. 

Chapter 1 

The source of all biographical information concerning Weininger 

and his immediate circle of friends is the Materialband by Hirsch 

and Hirsch in the InteLex complete electronic edition of Weininger’s 

works. The citation from Max Emmers concerning Weininger’s 

contributions to the infant Sociological Society can be found there. 

On the University of Vienna Philosophical Society page, see 

Rodlauer’s Introduction to her edition of Eros und Pysche and 

especially John Blackmore’s appendix to the second volume of his 

documentary study of Bolztmann as philosopher cited below. On 

the team that proofread Höfler’s critical edition of Kant’s 

Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science, see Hirsch and Hirsch, 

Materialband. On Kant’s text, see Frederick Copleston’s volume on 

Kant in his monumental history of philosophy, which provides a 

lucid introduction to the complete works of that difficult thinker 

(for those who eschew tackling his dense texts directly). Stefan 

Zweig’s fascination with Weininger is expressed in his reminiscence 

“Vorbeigehen eines unauffälligen Menschen – Otto Weininger,” 

below. On the young Broch and Weininger, see Manfred Durzak. 

On Jodl see Gimpl, Vernetzungen, Blackmore, Boltzmann II. The 

posthumous controversies concerning priority with respect to the 
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discovery of the principle of bisexuality and the allegation of 

plagiarism against Weininger, see Sulloway and Johnston 

respectively. 

Chapter 2 

The locus classicus for the presentation of the standard view of 

Vienna 1900 is Carl Schorske’s Fin de Siècle Vienna. The most 

thorough discussion of Viennese politics in the later 19th and early 

20h-century is John Boyer’s Political Radicalism in Late Imperial 

Vienna. On the Jews of Vienna, see Beller. On youth (“Die Jungen”) 

and its developing ideals, see Judson. My essays “Weininger’s 

Critique of a Narcissistic Culture,” “Weininger, Ibsen and Viennese 

Critical Modernism,” and “Ebner contra Wagner: Epistemology, 

Aesthetics and Salvation in Vienna 1900” in “Wittgenstein’s Vienna 

Revisited” are relevant here. Anderson and Gimpl are useful for 

information concerning the role of the free associations (Vereine). 

The role of the Jews in these groups is stressed by Anderson. On 

marriage and the family, see Zweig and Pascal. 

Chapter 3 

For an excellent overview of how Weininger fits into the scientific 

landscape c.1900 see Sengoopta, “Science, Sexuality and Gender in 

the fin de siècle.” Eisley’s Darwin’s Century is now a classic. His 

discussions of the enormous challenge that Darwin presented both 

to biologists and, through the enthusiasm of his partisans and 

popularizers, to the 19th-century culture generally have seldom 

been so eloquently articulated and explored. The New Dictionary 

of Scientific Biography is indispensable for the brief but lucidly 

informative overview of nearly all of the figures discussed in this 
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chapter and the next. Brome’s biography of Havelock Ellis is an 

informative study of the beginnings of sexual enlightenment and 

the hurdles faced by one of the most important pioneers to be 

recognized as a scientist. Canguilhem’s The Normal and the 

Pathological is an informed elucidation and critique of the 

significance of the bell-curve for the 19th-century thought by 

France’s greatest philosopher of science. On Karl Kraus, see the 

studies of Timms, Field, and Zohn. Sir Karl Popper discussed 

Weininger positively in conversation with Prof. Reinhard Merkel of 

the University of Hamburg (personal communication). 

Chapter 4 

The New Dictionary of Scientific Biography is also indispensable 

for identifying the protagonists at the birth of the science of 

psychology. On Gertrude Stein’s way from James to Weininger, see 

Katz, “Weininger and the Making of Americans.” For an account 

of the research of Chrobak and Rosthorn, and, indeed, a superb 

overview of the University of Vienna’s Medical School in 1900, see 

Erna Lesky’s classic The Vienna Medical School of the 19th Century.

On the Cult of True Womanhood, see the Internet article published 

by the CUNY History Department on the subject. Although the 

Dirne is virtually a stock figure in the literature on Viennese 

“decadence,” prostitution is a subject of criminal neglect on the part 

of historians of Vienna in 1900. Karin Jušek’s Auf der Suche nach der 

Verlorenen is the single notable exception. That is in part explicable 

in terms of the sad state of social history in Austria. Dr. Jušek did 

much of her work in Protestant Holland. 
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Chapter 5 

Freud and Breuer’s Studies in Hysteria is the locus classicus for the 

discussion of the subject. On Nietzsche’s notion of the “Dionysian,” 

see Walter Kaufmann’s commentaries in the Basic Writings of 

Nietzsche. Also, see my “The Dionysian Element in Kant.” Nigel 

Nicolson’s description of his parents’ marriage is in his much-

praised Portraits of a Marriage. 

Chapter 6 

In the course of one of many discussions of Weininger in the 1990s, 

Prof. Le Rider sent me a packet of newspaper clippings from French 

and Italian magazines, which attested to the brutal way in which 

Weininger’s words have been wrenched from their context to 

support the most heinous forms of racism and misogyny in those 

countries. They were truly appalling in nature and remain a 

reminder of how dangerous Weininger can be in the wrong hands 

(as Berdyaev suggested well over a century ago). John Boyer’s 

Political Radicalism in Later Imperial Vienna contains an important 

discussion of the actual political situation in Vienna c.1900 with a 

learned assessment of the theatrical nature of Viennese political 

rhetoric. Like everything Viennese, the matter is not simple. Anti-

Semitic politicians like Lueger (but certainly not Georg von 

Schönerer) were capable of associating with Vienna’s Jewish elite, 

frequently to the consternation of their own more rabid followers; 

whereas Jews were not above voting for anti-Semitic candidates 

under certain circumstances. It is a pity that Boyer’s superb study 

does not contain examples of anti-Semitic political rhetoric. 

Frederick Copleston’s volume on Kant in his monumental history of 

philosophy is a lucid introduction to that difficult thinker for those 

who eschew tackling his difficult texts. Nietzsche’s position on the 
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importance of Biblical Judaism for the history of ethics can be found 

in his Geneology of Morals in the Basic Works. Waltraud Hirsch’s Eine 

unbescheidene Charakterologie is the definitive work on Weininger 

and Judaism. Steven Beller’s Vienna and the Jews presents a short 

account of that position, as well as an analysis of its significance in 

the context of Vienna 1900. Peter Pulzer’s The Rise of Political Anti-

Semitism in Germany and Austria has become a classic. It remains 

the clearest available discussion of this murky topic. On the 

American models that Austrian anti-Semites hope to emulate, see 

Bruce Pauley, From Prejudice to Persecution. I am grateful to Steven 

Beller for information concerning the skepticism of Theodor Herzl 

and Max Nordau with respect to young Jews having the backbone to 

meet the challenges that Zionism presented them with. Beller and, 

especially, Hirsch emphasize the dialectical relationship between 

Judaism and Christianity in Weininger. On the significance of the 

Great Crooked Thing in Peer Gynt, see Weininger On Last Things 

and my “Weininger, Ibsen and Viennese Critical Modernism.” For 

a view of Buber’s classical work that puts him very much in the 

vicinity of Weininger, see Kaufmann’s prologue to his translation of 

Buber’s classic I and Thou. On the Jewish Enlightenment, see David 

Sorkin, The Transformation of German Jewry. 

Chapter 7 

Durkheim’s study of suicide has been broadened but not deepened. 

It remains the classical work in the field. Erwin Stengel added a 

new dimension to the discussion with the publication of his Suicide 

and Attempted Suicide. I was lucky enough to listen to Alasdair 

MacIntyre’s brilliant lectures on “Seculatization and Moral Change” 

in the History of Ideas Department at Brandeis University in the 

spring of 1970, in which he evaluated the merits and the difficulties 

in Stengel’s study with particular acuity. Strindberg’s insightful 

views on suicide are in the Preface to Miss Julie. Much of the 
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discussion of Weininger’s suicide is based upon Hermann Swoboda’s 

Otto Weininger’s Tod. However, this seems to be the most curious of 

the many writings Swoboda devoted to the subject, which deserve 

perusal in this context. 

Chapter 8 

On Wittgenstein in Linz, see McGuinness, Young Ludwig. On 

Eckhart, see Ullrich, Hitler. Franz Steiner’s Taboo is a penetrating 

analysis of the crisis that ethnocentrism led to in anthropology. 

On the radical view of the scientific respectability of eugenics and 

its problems, see Gould’s The Mismeasure of Man. Kevles provides 

a subtler, more complex view of this multi-faceted subject. Not 

all editions of Eckhart’s German adaptation (a better term than 

translation) contain his guidelines (Richtlinien) for the performance 

of Peer Gynt, which clarify how he (mis)interpreted the characters 

and plot of the play. Kershaw cites Tyrell as having established Hitler 

as Eckhart’s partner in a dialogue in Bolshevism from Moses to Lenin. 

On Wittgenstein and Weininger, my final view can be found in 

Chapter 9 of my Assembling Reminders, “Weininger: The Problem of 

Limits.” For a superb, full account of Wittgenstein’s war experiences, 

see McGuinness, Young Ludwig. The allegation that Wittgenstein 

attended Weininger’s funeral appeared on the back cover of the 

French edition of Sex and Character edited by Roland Jaccard and 

published in 1975. Jaccard cited no source for the remark and was 

not able to remember where he found this information when I 

asked him about the matter. Professor Von Wright first told me 

about the importance of the section on “Animal Psychology” from 

On Last Things in a conversation we had in 1966. It was a lecture 

at the Sussex Weininger Symposium in 2003 by Marilyn Reizbaum 

that made me aware of the enormous importance of Weininger for 

the author of Ulysses. Our views of how that influence works are 

very different. On Joyce and Weininger, see Anna Glazova, “Joyce, 
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Svevo and Weininger.” Asbjørn Aarseth’s Dyret in Mennesket, which 

contains an English abstract, explores inter alia the archaic 

dimension lurking within the personalities of Ibsen’s modern 

characters. I have benefited from conversations about Ibsen with 

Prof. Aarseth and other Norwegian scholars such as Helge Rönning, 

as well as Magnus Florin, the principal dramaturg of Stockholm’s 

Royal Dramatic Theater, and Bo Göranzon, with whom I worked 

closely there from 1986 until 2009. Inspired by a curiosity about 

Weininger’s enthusiasm, I organized a production of Little Eyolf 

at Innsbruck’s Kellertheater, where I was dramaturg from 1990 to 

2009. Brome’s biography of Havelock Ellis vividly describes the 

terror that Mrs. Grundy incited in early sexologists. 
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A Word from the Publisher 

Thank you for reading Hitler’s Favorite Jew! 

If you enjoyed reading it, we would be grateful if you could help 

others discover and enjoy it too. 

Please review it with your favorite book provider such as Amazon, 

BN, Kobo, iBooks, or Goodreads, among others. 

Again, thank you for your support and we look forward to offering 

you more great reads. 
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