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2) Sexuality, Antiquity, and the Embodiment of European Culture: 

Freud’s Hannibal and Oedipus in the Shadow of the Badeni 

Language Ordinances 

 

The Badeni controversy erupted after Austrian Ministerpräsident Casimir Badeni 

issued new language ordinances in April 1897. Badeni ordered the bureaucratic 

institutions in Bohemia and Moravia to be bilingual in German and Czech. German 

nationalist and liberal constituencies throughout Austria were up in arms against the 

Badeni ordinances. Their street demonstrations and parliamentary obstruction lead to 

the dismissal of the Badeni government. In Prague, Czech nationalist protests against 

Badeni’s dismissal followed suit which soon evolved into anti-Jewish riots in late 

November and early December 1897 that are sometimes remembered as 

“Dezembersturm” (December storm). These events coincided temporally with the 

pivotal moment in the history of psychoanalysis that is documented in the letters of 

Sigmund Freud to his Berlin friend Wilhelm Fließ. Over spring, summer, and fall of 

1897, Freud pursued a self-analysis, began writing Traumdeutung (The Interpretation 

of Dreams), the book he considered his masterpiece. He also began to detach himself 

from the theory that hysteria is originated by a trauma of sexual abuse (the so-called 

“seduction theory”), and he first voiced the conviction that Sophocles’ drama Oedipus 

Rex captures a fundamental psychic reality—a moment which has therefore been 

dubbed the discovery or invention of the Oedipus complex.56 The dismissal of the 

                                                
56 Among the vast scholarship that studies Freud’s letters from 1897, see (Swan; Masson; St. 

John; McClintock; McGrath; Fletcher; Robbins; Krüll; Anzieu).  



82 
 
 

seduction theory and the discovery of the Oedipus complex are generally thought to 

be a crucial stepping-stone for Freud’s theories of fantasy and sexuality.57 

 Mere temporal coincidence is not a strong argument for thematic, conceptual, 

or historical connection, but is there anything to be said about this coincidence? This 

question is particularly pertinent because language is a persistent psychoanalytic-

theoretical interest.58 If psychoanalysis has theorized a sexual subject, it has also 

theorized a subject-in-language. This makes more plausible the call for a close 

analysis of the politics of language that surround the emergence of psychoanalysis, 

not unlike the call to consider psychoanalysis and its relationship to contemporary 

politics of gender and sexuality, which has been taken up with a wide range of 

methodologies and framing questions. 

I am interested in the conceptual convergences, divergences, resonances, and 

contradictions between Freud’s mobilization of sex, gender, and sexuality in his 

emergent theory of the psyche and contemporary discourses of the language-using 

subject as they are mobilized and negotiated in the politics of language and 

nationality. To better understand the relationships between these seemingly separate 

discourses, it is necessary to treat psychoanalysis and the debates about language 

rights and nationality as part of one shared archive of constructions of subjectivity, 

sociality, embodiment, identity and culture. This chapter begins to assemble such an 

                                                
57 For a detailed overview, see Masson. For a recent argument for a more complicated history 

of the seduction theory and psychoanalysis, see Fletcher. 
58 Jaques Lacan’s dictum that the unconscious is structured like a language only exemplifies 

this interest. See (Bjelic, especially the introduction). 
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archive from on examination of Freud’s letters to Fließ of fall 1897, together with 

select documents of the German opposition to the Badeni ordinances. The temporal 

coincidence of the Badeni crisis and Freud’s pivotal psychoanalytic breakthroughs 

thus serves as a point of departure for thinking through a larger historical-theoretical 

problematic.59 

Analysing Freudian psychoanalysis together with select examples of German 

national and liberal opposition to the Badeni ordinances, I argue in this chapter that 

the field of sex/gender/sexuality (in psychoanalysis) and the field of 

language/nationality (in contemporary nationalist and liberal discourse) both exhibit 

constructions of a “modern” and “European” subject that straddles claims to 

universality and distinction. Freud’s theorization of Oedipus in particular turns the 

scene of a heteropatriarchally-embedded infant into an emblem of universal human 

subjectivity, but his argument relies on a prior, unabashedly exclusive, discourse on 

Greek and Roman antiquity as the cradle of European culture. My critique of 

universalism, then, is not an anthropological one, based on the inapplicability of the 

Oedipus theory to certain contexts, but rather an examination of how Freud’s claim to 

universality operates as an epistemic strategy for the subject that characterizes itself 

through it.60 

 This argument becomes more apparent after considering German nationalist 

                                                
59 The concept “point of departure” as a methodological necessity is theorized by Erich 

Auerbach (13–16). 
60 On the difference between anthropological and epistemological critiques of the alleged 

universality of a “modern,” European, white, Western, or otherwise imagined racial subject 
of modernity, see (Thomas). 
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and liberal statements during the Badeni controversy. The political battle over the 

Badeni ordinances forced the explicit articulation of a hierarchical understanding of 

languages and, by extension, cultures that found anchorage in a colonial imagination 

of “European culture,” education, and civilization. The widespread German 

opposition to the Badeni ordinances was fueled in part by the perception of injured 

cultural and racial status. One way how liberal German voices justified the superior 

cultural value and racial status of German was through the argument that German, but 

not Czech, has a relationship to the classical languages of antiquity. This argument 

resonates in Freud with the construction of the “modern human” who is tied to 

antiquity in a relationship that is not merely genealogical-historical but also affective: 

antiquity is constructed as part of the life-world of and is thus contemporaneous to the 

educated German subject. It is out of this experience of contemporaneity, as produced 

in the Latin class of the Gymnasium and on the theater stage, that Freud theorizes the 

allegedly universal character of the Oedipus complex. 

 In addition, this chapter argues that with the figure of the “Semitic hero” 

Hannibal, Freud articulated a specifically Jewish variation within his construct of a 

universal masculine subject as theorized through Oedipus. This variation, however, 

shares much with the Oedipal subject: a normatively masculine relationship between 

father and son, an educated German relationship to antiquity, and an aversion to a 

religiosity that is rendered as deviant gendered behavior and moral sentiment. I 

elaborate on this moral consensus that is upheld through Freud’s theory of Oedipus 

and his more personal fantasy of Hannibal by examining two respective figures that 
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emerge as the structural outside of these theories: the figure of the Eastern Jew in 

Freud’s Hannibal fantasy and the figure of the pious Christian woman in his Oedipus 

theory. I also show how Freud legitimizes the tropes of destiny and fate in his 

discourse of gender and sexuality while he has nothing but contempt for the same 

concepts when they are deployed in a religious discourse. Developed out of a prior 

German bourgeois ethos of cultivating a relationship to “classical antiquity” in the 

Gymnasium and the theater, Freud’s theory of Oedipus and his fantasy of Hannibal 

newly articulate the question of differential belonging to a racial modernity as a 

question of a “universal” gender and kinship organization. 

  

The Badeni controversy: an introduction 

A brief introduction to the politics of language and nationality in Habsburg Austria is 

necessary to understand the controversy about the Badeni ordinances. Since 1880, the 

decennial Austrian census recorded its subjects’ Umgangssprache or “language of 

interaction.”61 At this point the government did not wish to strengthen national 

identities and therefore resisted demands to record nationality instead of “language of 

interaction.” But the figures about languages of interaction were widely used to 

measure the changing demographics of national development. The category 

                                                
61 Alternative English translations common in the English literature are “language of 

everyday use” and “language of daily use.” None of these however reflect the meaning of 
Umgang, interaction or intercourse, even though contemporary debates about 
Umgangssprache frequently involved claims about who a particular subject interacts with, 
which interactions are decisive, etc. Emil Brix’s monograph is the most thorough study of 
the category Umgangsprache in Habsburg Austria (Brix). 
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“language of interaction” also exists in (fragile) contrast to the alternative concept of 

the native language or “mother tongue” (Muttersprache). In cases of conflict, it was 

geared to record the language of the workplace rather than the language of one’s 

upbringing. This is because, at least for the poor, peasant-turned-working classes, 

which accounted for the bulk of migration-related national shifts recorded in the 

census, interactions were largely governed by the rules of the workplace. With 

regards to the effects of migration, the category “language of interaction” thus tended 

toward static descriptions of the arrangement of institutions of commerce, labor, and 

public life, rather than dynamic renderings of migrations and the linguistic and/or 

regional backgrounds of migrant populations.62 

In predominantly German regions that had an influx of Czech workers, such 

as Vienna and North-Western Bohemia, the category “language of interaction” thus 

favored German.63 While different regional centers, notably Prague, developed 

different dynamics, the predominantly German communities in Bohemia, which had 

become the destination of Czech labor migration, stimulated linguistic and national 

controversies in Bohemia and Austria most. Competing imaginaries of the regional 

organization of the polity played an important role here: While Czech-nationalist 

discourse typically emphasized the historic unity of Bohemia (and frequently a unity 

                                                
62 On the census, “language of everyday use,” and nationality, see (Brix; Stourzh; also 

Judson, Guardians of the Nation; Zahra, Kidnapped Souls) 
63 This was observed by many Czech nationalists (Brix). An example of this assessment is 

also recorded in Stourzh, with lawyer Josef Seifert who argues in a case where he represents 
a claim for Czech elementary schools in Vienna that “the category of ‘language of 
interaction’ in itself already acts to the disadvantage of the non-Germans” (Stourzh 282). 
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of Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia) and the minority status of German populations 

within it, German national and liberal discourse tended to defend a “geschlossenes 

deutsches Sprachgebiet” (“cohesive German language area”) in Bohemia as its own 

regional entity whose superregional reference point was Austria as a whole, bypassing 

the provincial organization as much as possible. 

 These different regional imaginaries also mattered in the controversy about the 

Badeni language ordinances. The Badeni ordinances of April 5 1897 reflected the 

Czech nationalist tendency to treat Bohemia as a political and administrative unit. The 

ordinances were a result of Badeni’s cooperation with the Young Czech Party, then 

the most influential Czech nationalist party.64 The ordinances consist of two parts. The 

first concerns the use of German and Czech in the bureaucratic offices of the courts 

and the state attorney, as well as those subordinated to the ministries of the interior, 

finance, and trade and agriculture; the second concerns the linguistic qualifications 

required of civil servants employed in any of these offices in Bohemia. The main 

provision of the first ordinance was that each issuance made at a bureaucratic office 

in Bohemia in either German or Czech would be processed in the language of the 

issuance. The second ordinance ruled that newly employed bureaucrats needed to 

demonstrate oral and written knowledge of both German and Czech within the first 

three years of their employment (Badeni). A parallel set of ordinances was issued for 

                                                
64 This cooperation took place as part of Badeni’s formation of a government that was backed 

by the Reichsrat (Imperial Council). Badeni’s government included other Slavic and clerical 
parties. Badeni also relied on the anticipated support of the party of the German 
constitution-loyal large land holdings (Verfassungstreuer Großgrundbesitz) but this party in 
the end withdrew its support (Mommsen). 
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Moravia on April 22.65 

The ordinances met with strong opposition from German nationalist and 

German liberal forces, who protested against the requirement of bilingualism.66 Days 

after the publication of the Badeni ordinances, German municipalities and cities in 

Bohemia submitted written protests against the ordinances, followed by similar 

protest by the municipal councils of Klagenfurt (Carinthia), Graz (Styria), and Vienna 

(Lower Austria). The latter were not directly affected but protested on behalf of an 

inter-regional Germanness.67  

A relatively small minority of representatives of the Reichsrat, the Austrian 

parliament, who belonged to different German nationalist and liberal parties, began 

the systematic obstruction of all regular parliamentary activities. The obstruction 

shook the government particularly strongly because it was due to pass the decennial 

renewal of Austria’s fiscal relations with Hungary, the Ausgleich. Because of the 

obstruction, Badeni closed the legislative session early on June 2, 1897.68 When 

Badeni opened the next parliamentary session in September, nothing had changed. A 

minority of German obstructionists heckled systematically, demolished the tables, and 

used the rules of procedures to filibuster. It came to physical fights, and personal 

insults were the order of the day. To restore his honor after being personally insulted, 

                                                
65 (Sutter, Die Badenischen Sprachenverordnungen I 274, 277) 
66 Up until this point, arrangements in these linguistically heterogeneous provinces differed 

by region. Because German dominated secondary and higher education, civil servant 
generally knew German, regardless of their national identity. But German civil servants in 
predominantly German regions rarely knew Czech. 

67 (Sutter, Die Badenischen Sprachenverordnungen I 245–247) 
68 (Sutter, Die Badenischen Sprachenverordnungen I 258–64) 
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Badeni asked the Pan-German Karl Hermann Wolf for a pistol duel in which Badeni 

was shot in the arm. On October 28 and 29, Otto Lecher, German progressive 

representative from Brünn/Brno in Moravia achieved fame for his twelve-hour-long 

speech which extended the session into the mid-morning of the next day before the 

president of the house dismissed the session in defeat, as once again no regular 

parliamentary activity had been accomplished. For Lecher and the obstruction, this 

was a victory in their fight against the Badeni ordinances and, by extension, the 

government. 

On November 25, the government tricked the parliament into passing the Lex 

Falkenheyn which authorized the Reichsrat’s president to have disruptive 

parliamentarians removed from the room.69 The German nationalists Georg Schönerer 

and K.H. Wolf were soon forcefully removed, as well as eleven Social Democrats. 

Christian-Social representatives, who had so far kept a low profile or opposed the 

obstruction, now took up obstruction in protest against the removal of their German 

compatriots, and Badeni closed this parliamentary session as well. 

The Lex Falkenheyn and subsequent forcible exclusions were denounced as a 

“violation” by the obstruction and its supporters and frequently cast as a repetition of 

the alleged violation inflicted by the Badeni ordinances themselves. Major German 

demonstrations in Vienna and Graz (Czech Štýrský Hradec, Slovenian Gradec), with 

significant participation of German-nationalist student associations, led the emperor 

                                                
69 The law was voted on in the midst of chaos and many representatives did not understand 

what was voted on until after their standing bodies had already been counted as yes votes. 
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Franz Joseph to dismiss the Badeni government.70 

With Badeni’s dismissal, Prague became the center of protest after November 

29. The protests demolished buildings representing institutions of German cultural 

life; soon it escalated into a riot where Jewish- and German-appearing individuals 

were attacked on the street and their homes and stores were systematically 

demolished and looted. The violence escalated for several days, targeting shops and 

houses of Jews or those perceived as Jews in Prague and its suburbs.71 Massive 

military was deployed, several people killed, and on December 2 martial law was 

imposed on Prague and several suburbs.  

The ease with which Czech nationalist protest could revert into or double as 

an antisemitic pogrom deserves historical explanation, especially given that the 

protest was ostensibly directed against a German movement whose leading force, 

German nationalism, was itself antisemitic. An affinity between Jews and the German 

language (which, as Martha Rozenblit emphasizes, does not equate to an affinity with 

German nationalism) had been actively produced by the Habsburg State since the 

                                                
70 Before the dismissal was publicized, street demonstrations escalated in Graz and two 

protesters were fatally shot by the military. The protests in Graz responded to the events 
surrounding the Badeni-ordinances but also to the fatal shooting of a Social-Democratic 
worker by the military that was sent to a clash between Social-Democratic and Christian-
Socials at an election event. Many smaller German and mixed towns in Bohemia had 
German protests that reverted into anti-Czech and anti-Jewish riots, among which Saaz was 
the most widely discussed case. For a general narration of the Badeni demonstrations, riots, 
and general crisis, I rely strongly on (Sutter, Die Badenischen Sprachenverordnungen I; 
Sutter, Die Badenischen Sprachenverordnungen II) but for overviews see also (King 92–97; 
Mommsen). 

71 According to Dr. Bloch’s Oesterreichische Wochenschrift, a Jewish Austrian weekly 
newspaper, eight hundred Jewish houses and businesses in Prague had their windows 
smashed and forty-four Jewish stores were looted (Bloch, “Jahrmarkt des Lebens” 1001). 
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eighteenth century. Emperor Joseph II’s Edict of Toleration of 1781/82, which 

ordered the emancipation of the Jews, went hand in hand with a series of measures to 

“make the Jews more useful to the state,” as Joseph II put it. Joseph II ordered Jews 

to either send their children to Christian schools or create new German Jewish 

schools. 72 Rabbis in Bohemia and Moravia supported a trend to German Jewish 

schools. These schools had a large impact on creating a German-speaking Jewish 

population (from formerly Western Yiddish) in Bohemia and Moravia.73 Throughout 

most of the nineteenth century, an affinity between Bohemian and Moravian Jews and 

the German language seems to be operative across the spectrum of class difference, 

but more pronouncedly among bourgeois and elite classes.  

In Bohemia, there was a countermovement to the Germanization of Bohemian 

Jews that started in the later nineteenth century. Czech nationalism campaigned 

against German Jewish schools as “outposts” of Germandom. The Czech Jewish 

movement formed in response, and allied itself with the Young Czech Party to close 

down these schools and generally articulate and promote Czech-Jewish identity. As 

Čapková argues, the Czech Jewish movement that began in the late 1870s was 

spearheaded by Jewish students in Prague who came from working-class families in 

Czech environments in rural or small town Bohemia. The established Jewish 

community in Prague ranged from middle-class to elite, and its cultural, intellectual 

and political life was closely integrated with non-Jewish German culture.74 The 

                                                
72 (Kuděla; Rozenblit, “Assimilation and Affirmation”; Decker; Krüll) 
73 (Rozenblit, “Creating Jewish Space”) 
74 (Čapková; Cohen) When the walls of the large Jewish ghetto in Prague came down after 
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German Jewish community in Prague and the emergent Czech Jewish movement had 

little overlap. A major driving force in the rhetoric of the Czech Jewish movement 

was the project of countering the claim that Jews are allies of the Germans and 

therefore enemies to the Czech nation. The Czech Jewish movement instead 

highlighted its loyalty to the Czech nation. The activities of Czech nationalist and 

Czech Jewish organizations contributed to a significant shift in the aggregate view of 

linguistic commitments among Jews in Bohemia. While two thirds of Bohemian Jews 

declared German their language of interaction on the census of 1890, the next census 

of 1900 recorded 45% of Bohemian Jews with German language of interaction, 55% 

with Czech. The ten-year gap thus produced a difference of over twenty percentage 

points.75 In Prague the rates for registering Czech as language of interaction were 

even higher.  

Nationalist riots and “excesses,” as the official terms went, by German and of 

Czech nationalist protest and celebration alike frequently targeted Jews in addition to 

Czechs and Germans.76 The records of the imperial government, systematically 

organized in two folders titled “Excesses of the Germans” and “Excesses of the 

Czechs,” reflect the degree to which such excesses did not always have a single 

                                                
the 1848 revolution, those members of Prague’s large Jewish community who had the 
financial means settled in other parts of the city and interacted closely with the numerically 
smaller German-speaking Christian population. 

75 (Rozenblit, “Creating Jewish Space” 109). See also K. k. Statistische Central-Commission, 
Oesterreichische Statistik 63, 1 (1902) and 63, 3 (1903); Oesterreichsche Statistik, N. F. 1, 1 
(1912). 

76 This formulation should not obscure the overlap and instability of these categories. It 
characterizes the rhetoric of the violence and not the ontology of its victims. 
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meaning or an unequivocally defined target. 77 In addition to actions that targeted 

Czechs, Germans, or Czech- or German-owned property, rioters threatened Jews, 

smashed windows in synagogues and Jewish houses, inflicted damage on Jewish 

cemeteries, and looted Jewish stores. “Windows smashed at the houses of some Jews 

respectively Germans” reads an entry for December 2 for Beraun in the folder 

“Excesses of the Czechs.”78 The formulation “Jews respectively Germans” 

presumably reflects the data-collecting government official’s perception that the 

target of this “excess” could not be described unequivocally as either “Jews” or 

“Germans.” Similarly, a note about demonstrations in Königgrätz/Hradec Kralove on 

December 2 and 3 states: “These excesses had a predominantly antisemitic character 

but there were also excesses committed against Germans.”79 

The assessment of the character of the riots in recent scholarship diverges. 

Berthold von Sutter, in his two-volume monograph on the Badeni language 

ordinances and their consequences, simply characterizes them as “anti-German.” 

Among the list of targeted buildings, he includes mention of the “Israelite Temple” 

but does not acknowledge a distinct anti-Jewish dimension that compounded, 

mediated and eventually refocused the riots. Most writers however agree broadly that, 

at least once the riots shifted from targeting representative institutions to targeting 

                                                
77 Austrian State Archives, AVA – Inneres MdI Praesidium Varia, Reichsratswahlen Excesse 

Boehmen, Karton 47, 1897 
78 “(...) bei einigen Juden bzw. Deutschen Fenster eingeschlagen (…)” 
79 “Diese Exzesse hatten einen vorwiegend antisemitischen Charakter doch wurden auch 

gegen Deutsche Ausschreitungen begangen“ 
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homes and stores in Prague’s suburbs, Jews were explicitly targeted as Jews.80 

Christoph Stölzl sums up his characterization of the “December storm” by saying that 

it started as an attack of German institutions, which, however, quickly reverted into 

antisemitic terror. He emphasizes that the primary victims of this terror were lower 

middle-class Jews of the Prague suburbs who had long presented as Czech.81 

 

Sigmund Freud, in the mean time 

Looking at Freud’s letters to Fließ during these months in 1897, after reading about 

the Badeni controversy, one may be struck by the relative absence of commentary on 

these political events. Freud’s letters to Fließ exhibit a completely different 

temporality of struggle. A persistent theme throughout the letters is Freud’s desire to 

see Fließ. Freud and Fließ regularly traveled to different towns to spend a few days in 

                                                
80 It appears that Czech nationalist leaders rationalized the targeting of Jews by presenting 

Jews as the prototype of the figure of the Czech-oppressing and Czech-betraying German. 
Bloch reports that the Národní listy, the Young Czech daily newspaper, alleged that among 
the German students who marched through Prague in celebration of Badeni’s dismissal, 
there were especially many Jews. Bloch counters that most of the marching students wore 
“Couleur” and were thus members of the German nationalist student associations which 
were themselves antisemitic (primarily serving German students who came to Prague from 
the German regions of Bohemia in which antisemitism is more commonly part of German 
identity and politics at this time than in the established German community in Prague, 
which opposed antisemitism in all its newspapers and institutions. Among the few students 
who did not display their Couleur, Bloch argues, it is unlikely that there were many Jewish 
students, and even if there were, the important point is that they marched “as Germans.” 
(Bloch, “Aus Prag” 1040). 

81 (Stölzl 62–3). See also (Krejčová and Míšková 56). Mark Twain’s “Stirring Times in 
Austria” also observes that both Czech and German nationalist riots target Jews. Twain’s 
journalistic account of the Badeni crisis, during which he was in Vienna, makes the 
significant factual error that the Badeni language ordinances sought to substitute Czech for 
German as the official language. This is false in that the ordinances equalized the status of 
both languages. Furthermore, neither Austria as a whole not Bohemia had an “official 
language,” the privileged status of German notwithstanding. 
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each other’s company. These “congresses,” as Freud called them, involved long 

conversations about their work and brought invaluable intellectual stimulation to 

Freud. Starting in the summer of 1897, another theme in the letters is Freud’s total 

immersion in his self-analysis. For instance, in the letter from October 27 he writes: 

Von mir berichte ich dir nichts als Analyse, die, mein’ ich, auch für 
Dich das Interessanteste an mir sein wird. (Freud, Briefe an Fliess 
295) 
 
As for myself, I have nothing to tell you about except analysis, which I 
think will be the most interesting thing about me for you as well. 
(Freud, Complete Letters 272) 
 

Freud’s self-analysis gains momentum through memories of his nursemaid from his 

first years in Freiberg (Czech Příbor) in Moravia, partly evoked by dreams, partly 

brought to his knowledge by his mother. Interwoven with his self-analysis are Freud’s 

announcement that he no longer believes in his “seduction theory” (the theory that 

neurosis is caused by child sexual abuse) and his first formulation of his Oedipus 

theory: he hypothesizes that “love of the mother and hatred of the father” are a 

universal predicament rendered artistically in Sophocles’ drama King Oedipus. 

Carl Schorske, cultural historian of fin-de-siècle Vienna, argues that Freud, 

like so many intellectuals and artists of his generation and his liberal German milieu, 

was alienated from politics and hence turned his energies inward to theorize the 

psyche.82 Freud’s immersion in his self-analysis and key psychoanalytic theoretical 

milestones, juxtaposed with his apparent relative disinterest in the Badeni 

controversy, supports Schorske’s theory on the superficial level. However, Schorske’s 

                                                
82 (Schorske) 
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separation between politics and the psyche (which he subsumes in a larger binary of 

politics versus culture, and of history versus science) is itself a product of the 

ideological investment in a coherent “German liberal” milieu and the claim of its 

exclusion from politics. While it is true that the German liberal party was not 

involved in government since the 1880s, the thesis of a coherent alienation from 

politics glosses over the significant collaborations between German liberal and 

German nationalist forces in the opposition to the Badeni ordinances, which exerted 

enough power to overthrow the Badeni government. Schorske’s thesis is furthermore 

problematic because the claim to have a rich cultural, intellectual, and artistic life was 

itself part of the construction of German superiority over the allegedly “culture-less” 

Czechs.83 

 William McGrath builds on Schorske’s analysis but in lieu of arguing that 

Freud escaped from politics, he finds that Freud had a serious interest in politics. 

Freud’s theories are strongly and directly reflecting his experience of the politics of 

the day, McGrath claims. McGrath also argues that Freud harbored deep and lasting, 

though repressed, sympathies for the German nationalist perspective in the Badeni 

crisis. He supports this argument with an analysis of Freud’s dream that uses the 

figure of Otto Lecher, famous for his twelve-hour-long obstruction speech, to 

represent Freud’s own self. Freud’s brief discussion of the dream goes as follows: 

I dreamt one night that I saw in the window of a book-shop a new 
volume in one of the series of monographs for connoisseurs which I 
am in the habit of buying—monographs on great artists, on world 
history, on famous cities, etc. The new series was called ‘Famous 

                                                
83 (Spector) 
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Speakers’ or ‘Speeches’ and its first volume bore the name of Dr. 

Lecher. 

When I came to analyse this, it seemed to me improbable that I should 
be concerned in my dreams with the fame of Dr. Lecher, the non-stop 
speaker of the German Nationalist obstructionists in Parliament. The 
position was that a few days earlier I had taken on some new patients 
for psychological treatment, and was now obliged to talk for ten or 
eleven hours every day. So it was I myself who was a non-stop 
speaker. (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 1 268–9)84 
 

Freud suggests that Lecher does not intrigue him much, either positively or 

negatively. Freud presents this dream to support his argument that all dreams are 

egoistic; the dream illustrates this claim because Freud himself is at the center 

(disguised as Lecher, with whom he shares the quality of being a perpetual speaker). 

According to Freud’s interpretation, Lecher is merely incidental, used by the dream 

work as a disguise for Freud’s own self. This dream fits a pattern of minimal 

commentary and restraint by Freud on matters of heightened national politics in 

Austria, even if they vaguely point in a pro-German direction. 

McGrath, however, claims that Freud plausibly identified with Otto Lecher on 

a more sustained level. “[It] is difficult to imagine a politician who could more fully 

have represented the range of personal values and political views that Freud 

admired,” he claims (224). He further argues that Lecher’s speech would have struck 

Freud as particularly resonant with psychoanalysis, since its significance lay not in 

the words Lecher spoke and which, due to the noise made by other parliamentarians, 

could at times barely be heard except by the minute takers who hovered right by him. 

Instead, Lecher’s speech erupts as the illegible but unrelenting emotional opposition 

                                                
84 For the German version, see (Freud, Traumdeutung 275). 
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from “the Germans” and is therefore analogous to the speech of the unconscious. 

McGrath elaborates:  

Because Lecher’s filibuster aimed at thwarting the government’s 
attempt to stifle discussion of the Ausgleich, Freud’s identification 
with him aligned psychoanalysis with freedom of speech, thereby 
recapitulating an associative pattern which appeared often in his 
images and dream life. (225) 
 

While McGrath’s analysis raises important questions concerning the resonance of 

German nationalism in Freud’s psychoanalytic work, there are problems with its more 

particular claims. Jaques Rancière’s distinction between “the two forms of mute 

speech” is helpful for clarifying that an inaudible performance of a speech bears little 

resemblance with the function of speech in Freudian psychoanalysis, in which any 

word, any pause, and any repetition is meaningful (31–42). In his discussion of 

aesthetic paradigms and their relationship to psychoanalysis, Rancière argues that two 

forms of “mute speech” counter the assumption of self-identity and transparent 

meaning of speech, but in quite different ways. Freud was interested in the mute 

speech of ubiquitous encrypted signs. “[Freud] poses that nothing is insignificant, that 

the prosaic details that positivist thought disdains or attributes to a mere physiological 

rationality are in fact signs encrypting a history” (37). Rancière contrasts this to 

another form of mute speech. 

In place of the hieroglyph inscribed on the body and subject to 
deciphering we encounter speech as soliloquy, speaking to no one and 
saying nothing but the impersonal and unconscious conditions of 
speech itself. (39) 
 

With Lecher’s speech, there is at least a superficial affinity to the second model: is 

within the terms of Rancière’s second model that McGrath seeks to argue for a 
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commonality between Lecher’s speech and psychoanalytic speech. Freud’s 

psychoanalysis, however, does not fall under this second model of “mute speech.” 

McGrath’s claim that Lecher was fighting for free speech is also problematic. 

Even Lecher’s most ardent admirers agreed that the purpose of his speech was to 

obstruct parliament and thereby exert pressure to rescind the language ordinances.85 

“Freedom of speech” was not a significant rallying cry at this particular political 

moment.  

There is one other dream analysis that contains a direct reference to the 

Badeni crisis, as the drawn-out protests against the language ordinances and counter-

protests against Badeni’s dismissal were summarily called. In the dream, Freud is in 

Rome and is surprised that there are so many German street and business plaques. 

Freud discusses the dream briefly in a letter to Fließ from early December 3 and 5, 

1897, even though he dreamt it several months earlier.86 The immediate context in the 

letter is the eternal question where Freud and Fließ will meet. Ida Fließ, Wilhelm’s 

wife, suggests Breslau (Polish Wroclaw) to Freud, and Freud now suggests this (back) 

to Wilhelm Fließ. The subsequent passage reads as follows: 

You do know that what happened in Prague proved I was right. When 
we decided on Prague last time, dreams played a big part. You did not 
want to come to Prague, and you still know why, and at the same time 
I dreamed that I was in Rome, walking about the streets, and feeling 
surprised at the large number of German street and shop signs. I awoke 
and immediately thought: so this was Prague (where such German 

                                                
85 For detailed descriptions of the obstruction see (Sutter, Die Badenischen 

Sprachenverordnungen I 262 ff). For a contemporary journalistic report in English, see 
(Twain). 

86 The letter is dated December 3, 1897, but the relevant passage is from a supplement to the 
letter dated December 5. 
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signs, as is well known, are called for). Thus the dream had fulfilled 
my wish to meet you in Rome rather than in Prague. My longing for 
Rome is, by the way, deeply neurotic. It is connected with my high 
school hero worship of the Semitic Hannibal, and this year in fact I did 
not reach Rome any more than he did from Lake Trasimeno. (Freud, 
Complete Letters 284–5)87 
 

Freud wrote this letter only a few days after the Prague riots over Badeni’s dismissal; 

the phrase “what happened in Prague” almost certainly refers to them. It “proved [he] 

was right,” he claims. It is not clear what exactly Freud had said or written that had 

been proven right, but the letter implies that it has to do with nationalist politics and 

that these make it advisable for Freud and Fließ to avoid Prague. 

 While the letter is dated December 3 and 5, thus immediately following the 

Prague riots, Freud reports having dreamt this dream several months earlier, when he 

and Fließ were planning their Easter congress in Prague (in March or earlier) or at 

least around the time when they changed these plans in favor of Nuremberg (April). 

McGrath in fact believes that he can date Freud’s dream to the night of April 6, 

immediately after the promulgation of the Badeni language ordinances (McGrath 182, 

181). This gives him occasion once again to assert a straightforwardly German 

political desire as the repressed truth of Freud’s unconscious. McGrath interprets 

Freud’s desire for more toleration of the German language in Prague into the 

immediate present (of April 6 1897) and claims: “In effect, his dream repealed the 

language ordinances by giving German new prominence on the streets of Prague” 

(McGrath 181). 

                                                
87 For the German original, see (Freud, Briefe an Fliess 309–10). 
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 Freud’s own commentary is countering the interpretation that his dream is a 

response to current events, even though the point that the events in Prague proved 

Freud right suggests that Freud’s initial negative inclination against meeting Fließ in 

Prague was based on current conditions. Nevertheless, in his analysis of the dream, 

Freud gives his attraction towards Rome more psychic significance than he does to 

his push away from Prague, which he arguably presents as a pragmatic response to 

current events without deeper significance.88 In his letter, the nexus of German/Prague 

only receives the parenthetical comment that it is well-known that German signs in 

Prague are called for. The need for more German signs in Prague is as self-evident as 

it is incidental. Freud’s presentation suggests that he is merely spelling out step-by-

step how the language of the dream operates to equate Rome and Prague, concluding 

“thus the dream fulfilled my wish to meet you in Rome rather than in Prague.” From 

there on the chain of associations is again with Rome, not Prague. 

The editor of the German edition of Freud’s complete letters to Fließ, Michael 

Schröter, does not make as bold a claim as McGrath, but he also conjectures that 

Freud took great interest in the Badeni crisis: 

Freud mag aufgrund seiner böhmischen [sic] Geburt an diesen 
langwierigen Streitigkeiten, die das österreichische Staatswesen von 
Grund auf erschütterten, besonderen Anteil genommen haben. 
Gelegentlich erzählt er selbst (...), daß er sich wahrscheinlich aus 
seiner Studentenzeit ein betontes Interesse an der Duldung der 
deutschen Sprache in Prag erhalten habe. (in Freud, Briefe an Fliess 
309, fn. 1) 
 
Because of his Bohemian [sic] birth, Freud may have taken particular 
interest in these lengthy difficulties, which shattered the Austrian 

                                                
88 While I do not take Freud’s own analysis as definitive, I take it seriously as a starting point. 
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political system fundamentally. Occasionally he himself said that has 
maintained a pronounced interest, probably from his student days, in 
the toleration of the German language in Prague. (my translation)89 
 

While Freud may indeed have taken a pronounced interest in these events because of 

his birth in Moravia (not Bohemia), it would be similarly plausible that his 

acculturation in Vienna meant that he considered the linguistic intricacies of 

bureaucratic organization in Bohemia and Moravia of no immediate concern. At least 

his comment does not reveal any interest in Prague that goes beyond its convenient 

location between Vienna and Berlin and its anticipated agreeability (or lack thereof) 

for the travelers from the two nearby imperial capitals. 

 What Schröter takes as a first-hand account of Freud’s “pronounced interest” 

in the events of the Badeni crisis also looks different to me. Schröter rightly points 

out that Freud elaborates on the dream in The Interpretation of Dreams, published in 

1900. Freud’s account of Rome and Prague in The Interpretation of Dreams shares 

many common features with his description of those cities in the earlier letter. In The 

Interpretation of Dreams, though, F adds a slightly different qualification on the 

aspect of the dream that seems to wish for more German in Prague. 

A fourth dream, which occurred soon after the last one, took me to 
Rome once more. I saw a street-corner before me and was surprised to 
find so many posters in German stuck up there. I had written to my 
friend with prophetic foresight the day before to say that I thought 
Prague might not be an agreeable place for a German to walk about in. 
Thus the dream expressed at the same time a wish to meet him in 
Rome instead of a Bohemian town, and a desire, probably dating back 
to my student days, that the German language might be better tolerated 

                                                
89 This comment is not part of the English edition of Freud’s complete letters to Fließ. I am 

not aware of any published translation into English.  
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in Prague. (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 1 195–6)90 
 

Here Freud documents an interest on his part for more toleration of German in 

Prague, but he distances himself from this interest by explaining that it probably 

stems from his student days. He does not unequivocally date it in the past, but he talks 

about it with the gesture of the self-consciously mature adult who reminisces on a 

youthful infatuation that is neither as forceful as a childhood wish, nor a newly arisen 

passion. At another discussion of the same dream in Interpretation, Freud specifies as 

much when he says that “the wish itself may stem from a German-national period, 

now overcome, of my youth” (328). He explicitly asserts that his German nationalism 

is no longer active. If anything, these qualifications downplay the recent battles about 

language rights. Given the general anti-Czech attitude that extended from German 

national parties into the German liberal clientele, Freud’s comment arguably has a 

moderating tone. 

Regarding his relationship to German nationalist politics in Austria, Freud’s 

various comments are quite consistent with the following broad message: Freud was 

sympathetic to and involved with German nationalism as a student at the university of 

Vienna, but he soon turned away from it intentionally. Occasional (public) comments 

that “all nationalism is foreign to me” find their elaboration in the more nuanced 

(often private) message that acknowledge a past involvement with German 

nationalism or his present attraction to it while he intentionally, one could say, 

politically, disaffiliates from it. In a letter from Paris to his fiancée Martha Barney, for 

                                                
90 For the German original, see (Freud, Briefe an Fliess 201). 
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instance, Freud writes in 1886 about a conversation with a French interlocutor 

who predicted the most ferocious war with Germany. I promptly 
explained that I am a Jew, adhering neither to Germany nor Austria. 
But such conversations are always very embarrassing to me, for I feel 
stirring within me something German which I long ago decided to 
suppress. (quoted in McGrath 160–1) 
 

Statements like this suggest that McGrath’s argument about the lasting appeal of 

German nationalism to Freud is not completely wrong, even though I am not 

convinced by his more detailed arguments that locate the manifestations of this appeal 

in Freud’s unconscious identification with heroes of the German obstruction or his 

unconscious opposition to certain policies that then manifest themselves in his 

dreams.91  

Rather than theorize Freud’s complicated relationship to German nationalism 

as a straightforward, albeit repressed, identification with German obstructionist 

politicians or a straightforward, albeit repressed, opposition to certain politics, I think 

it is more productive to think about it in terms of the structure and shape of his 

gendered, sexualized theories of the psyche. Freud’s affinity with German nationalism 

and liberalism then manifests less as a commitment to certain specific political 

figures, events, and programs, and more as a philosophical commitment that speaks to 

                                                
91 German nationalism also appears in other dreams with a somewhat positive valence, for 

instance the so-called “revolutionary dream” in which Freud is in a German-nationalist 
meeting and is (in the dream itself) surprised at his own German nationalism  (Freud, 
Traumdeutung 218). I do not think that one can so quickly extrapolate a straightforward 
political position from these dreams. For instance, the sentiment of surprise (which also 
shows up in Freud’s surprise at the number of German street plaques in Rome) would have 
to be probed further. Yet I do not deny that the antisemitic Christian Socials and their leader 
Karl Lueger, for whom Freud’s abhorrence is well established, never show up with even the 
slightest positive valence in Freud’s published dreams. 
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and through the form and content of Freud’s theories of the psyche as much as it 

speaks to and through Freud’s decision to consider certain details of early childhood 

theoretically irrelevant, his knowledge of the Czech language, for example. 

In his discussion of the same dream in The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud 

provides more associations to Prague, even though he still does not pursue them 

beyond a brief throw-away note that digresses from his comment about the 

“Bohemian city” Prague.  

Thus the dream expressed at the same time a wish to meet him in 
Rome instead of a Bohemian town, and a desire, probably dating back 
to my student days, that the German language might be better tolerated 
in Prague. Incidentally, I must have understood Czech in my earliest 
childhood, for I was born in a small town in Moravia which has a Slav 
population. A Czech nursery rhyme, which I heard in my seventeenth 
year, printed itself on my memory so easily that I can repeat it to this 
day, though I have no notion what it means. Thus there was no lack of 
connections with my early childhood in these dreams either. (Freud, 
Interpretation of Dreams 1 195–6) 
 

By describing Prague as “a Bohemian city,” Freud emphasizes his dream’s 

linguistic/national content. The term “Bohemian” could designate the historic region 

of Bohemia independent of any national identity.92 Any city in Bohemia would thus 

conceivably be a Bohemian city. But the term Bohemian was also increasingly used 

alongside German, Magyar, Pole/Polish etc. to describe a national identity and a 

language. The expression “böhmisch sprechen” (to speak Bohemian) was not 

uncommon either, and the language that one could register in the census was not 

                                                
92 This meaning is evident in František Palacký’s famous decline of his invitation to the 

German national assembly in Frankfurt in 1848 with the explanation that he is a “Bohemian 
of the Slavic tribe” (Böhme slawischen Stammes). 
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called Czech but Bohemian-Moravian-Slovak.93 It appears that Freud here uses the 

term Bohemian as the politically correct, less overtly nationalist, term for a 

linguistic/national attribute. This is not only a more plausible attribute with which to 

characterize a city (as opposed to by its location in a province), but it also spells out 

the red thread between his (past) desire for more toleration of German in Prague, and 

his subsequent throw-away comment that, “by the way,” he must have known Czech 

as a child. It is the Czech character of the Bohemian city Prague that connects it to the 

Czech that Freud must have understood as a child growing up in a “small-town in 

Moravia, with Slavic population.” 

The anecdote about the Czech nursery rhyme in many ways exemplifies 

Freud’s understanding of the unconscious, namely that the unconscious stores 

memory traces from early childhood events that conscious memory only remembers 

in special circumstances.94 As an infant, Freud could understand Czech; he later forgot 

it, but when he heard a certain nursery rhyme in his seventeenth year, he remembered 

it so effortlessly that he knew that he had to have previously heard it. Despite his 

forgetting, it still had left a trace in his Unconscious. This trace allowed Freud to 

immediately retain the words of the nursery rhyme when he heard it again in his 

youth, even though he did not know its linguistic meaning. 

What is the significance of the fact that Freud once understood Czech? Freud 

                                                
93 The Czech word for Bohemia is Čechy, which is etymologically related to Czech. The 

emergent German word “czechisch” and “Czechen” (before the  “cz” became Germanized 
into “tsch”) were even considered denigrating by both Old Czech and Young Czech leaders 
(Stourzh 282).  

94 See (Freud, Traumdeutung 194–197) 
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seems to not give it particular significance. His sympathies certainly are not with the 

type of German nationalism for which early exposure to a Slavic language, for 

instance through a nursemaid, is anathema. But from a psychoanalytic rather than 

nationalist point of view, would Freud’s early exposure to and familiarity with Czech 

not be of significance? It would seem that Freud’s self-analysis would need a (self-

)analyst who knows Czech. This seems especially pertinent because Freud’s self-

analysis established that his nursemaid, who according to all records spoke to him in 

Czech, was a significant figure in Freud’s early childhood: she was, as Freud put it, 

“my prime originator” and “my teacher in sexual matters.”95 For many scenes and 

specifically many things heard from his earliest childhood, it would be hard if not 

impossible for the (self-)analyst who does not know Czech to discern their distorted 

reemergence. 

In analyses with patients other than himself, Freud affirms the need for 

multilinguality as a matter of course. Freud’s exemplary case of fetishism involves a 

patient who  

had been brought up in an English nursery but had later come to 
Germany, where he forgot his mother-tongue almost completely. The 
fetish, which originated from his earliest childhood, had to be 

                                                
95 Freud’s memories of his nursemaid and their relationship to his theory of the Oedipus 

complex have generated a large body of scholarship. See especially (Swan; Fletcher; St. 
John), also (McClintock; Stoler; Robbins; Stallybrass and White; Krüll; Gicklhorn; Sajner; 
Anzieu). Concerning the actual identity of Freud’s nursemaid, there are two competing 
theories about the identity of Freud’s nursemaid. One theory is that she is Monika Zajícová 
(or Monika Zajíc, as most English scholarship refers to her), the 40-year-old daughter of the 
family in whose house the Freud family rented a room (Anzieu, Fletcher, Swan). The 
competing theory is that she is Resi Wittek (Krüll). All accounts presuppose that Freud’s 
nursemaid spoke to him in Czech. Given her later characterization is Christian, this also is 
historically most plausible, as by all accounts Freiberg/Příbor did not have a German 
Christian population. 
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understood in English, not in German. The ‘shine on the nose’ [in 
German ‘Glanz auf der Nase’]—was in reality a “glance at the nose. 
(Freud, “Fetishism” 152)96 
 

This analysis crucially depends on the analyst’s knowledge of the patient’s forgotten 

language. Pointing to this exemplary account of fetishism and a related role of 

multilingualism in the case history Freud’s other most famous patient, the so-called 

Wolf Man, Anne Dwyer observes that “it is hard to imagine psychoanalysis coming 

into being without these emphatically multinational and multilingual case histories 

and without an analyst attuned to their complexities” (Dwyer 155). So what does it 

means that Freud was not attuned to the complexities of his own multilingual “earliest 

childhood” even though he was working through his early childhood in his self-

analysis and attributed significance to his relationship with his Czech-speaking 

nursemaid?97 

 One approach to dealing with this question is to mourn the loss in 

psychoanalytic knowledge due to Freud’s linguistic limitations as a self-analyst. This 

                                                
96For the German original, see (Freud, “Fetischismus” 311). 
97 One could also question whether Freud’s comment that he had forgotten all knowledge of 

Czech is truthful. Showing off one’s ignorance of Czech, in fact, was a common German 
nationalist gesture (Sutter, Die Badenischen Sprachenverordnungen I). It is not 
inconceivable that Freud could have adopted the same gesture. I am nevertheless inclined to 
treat Freud’s statement about having forgotten all Czech as truthful because his anecdote 
about having been able to memorize a Czech nursery rhyme immediately, without knowing 
its meaning, is compelling, original, and sufficiently unique to make it seem unlikely that it 
was anything else than a curious experience that Freud indeed had and about which he did 
not think about too hard. Freud’s claim that he understood Czech as a child is not a direct 
memory but an induction from the experience of being able to instantly memorize a nursery 
rhyme as a young adult, and it is plausible that this experience was made possible by prior 
familiarity with it. It is also possible that even as a small child, Freud never knew the 
meaning of the Czech nursery rhyme, so he technically would not necessarily have 
“known” Czech. The point however is that Czech language phrases made a distinct 
impression on him. 
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approach emphasizes that we will never know what Freud’s self-analysis was missing 

and what psychoanalytic insights he failed to generate as a result of this incomplete 

self-analysis. Freud performed his self-analysis not only to come to better terms with 

his psyche but also as a crucial step towards better psychoanalytic theories. His self-

analysis is therefore significant as a stumbling block on the way to formulating 

adequate psychoanalytic theories. Perhaps subsequent re-readings of Freud’s letters 

and publications by critics who are proficient in Czech can recuperate some 

interpretations which may shed light on some theoretical limitations of 

psychoanalysis.  

While I am interested in such re-readings of Freud’s dreams, symptoms, 

fantasies, and memories, I do not imagine that simply adding Czech to the 

multilingual interpretive horizon will by itself lead to a different set of psychoanalytic 

theories or a different understanding of these theories, if it is not part of a more 

encompassing project to challenge the epistemic-political commitments that made 

Freud’s infantile knowledge of Czech negligible in the first place. In the midst of a 

self-analysis built on the premise of the importance of early childhood memories, the 

non-issue of what Freud’s nurse (and others) said to him in Czech is a story that calls 

for analysis in its own right. Freud’s elaboration on his desire for Rome as well as his 

theorization of the Oedipus drama can point us in the right direction if we read them 

alongside the fantasies of Roman and Greek antiquity that informed theories of the 

superiority of German culture and language. 
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Ulrich Thaner on Europe, culture, and antiquity 

Before continuing with a close reading of Freud’s letter to Fließ and related writings, 

I will look at an important speech given by Ulrich Thaner because this speech is 

instructive for understanding Freud’s articulation of sexuality and the psyche through 

a discourse of antiquity. Ulrich Thaner was professor of canonical law and director of 

the University of Graz. He played a significant role in the Badeni crisis because 

German nationalist students were a driving force in the opposition to the Badeni 

ordinances, especially in Graz. They were active in the mass demonstrations leading 

up to Badeni’s dismissal in late November 1897 and had a prominent role again in 

early 1898: After the Statthalter of Bohemia prohibited German nationalist students 

from wearing their Couleur (the hat and ribbon that demonstrate membership in a 

nationalist student association), German students across Austria organized a 

university strike. In Graz, they shut down lecture halls against the opposition of 

Slovene students and effected an early closure of the semester. Thaner was repeatedly 

called upon by the Imperial government to exert a moderating influence on student 

activities and discipline individual students. Thaner’s responses typically balanced 

formal compliance with covert encouragement of student action for a cause with 

which he evidently sympathized.  

His pro-German, anti-Slav position is also apparent in his speech from 

February 1898 in the Styrian parliament, where he had a guaranteed seat due to his 

position as director of the university. For Thaner’s speech, I rely on the accounts by 
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von Sutter and Rudolf Vrba.98 Thaner distinguishes between two measures for the 

value of a language. 

To each nation, to each human his own mother tongue is the most 
precious, in this respect the Czech language is as valuable as the 
German, but also as the language of the Asante and the Congo-
Negroes. (Great amusement.) But there is another measure for the 
value of a language, namely the significance of the language as a 
means of intercourse and communication. In this respect the Czechs, 
Slovenes, Poles will certainly not be able to claim that their languages 
are equal (gleichberechtigt, with equal rights) to the German language, 
will they? A juridical formula for the language ordinance cannot be 
found. The Czechs learn German and now demand that the Germans 
learn Czech: they say, this is equality, but from this comes coercion 
and the trick is done. There is a great difference between the 
languages. The European culture-languages (Kultursprachen) are 
related with the classical languages, with the roots of European 
education (Bildung). For the Slavic languages this is not the case. 
When the German has to learn a Slavic language, he is pushed down 
from his mental height. (Thaner as qtd. in Vrba 173) 
 

The distinction places on one side a language’s value as somebody’s mother tongue. 

One might call this its subjective value. In this respect, Thaner proposes Czech to be 

of equal value as German. He immediately ridicules this limited equality through the 

hypothetical, jesting abolition (yet simultaneous affirmation) of a European colonial 

racial hierarchy. The joking invocation of a subverted order of racial value is met by 

                                                
98 Vrba renders Thaner’s speech in his 1900 publication Der Nationalitäten- und 

Verfassungsconflict in Oesterreich [The Nationalities’ and Constitutional Conflict in 
Austria] in which he promoted Czech language rights as promised by the Badeni 
language ordinances and denounced Thaner’s speech. Vrba’s critique of anti-Czech 
German supremacism is formulated through antisemitism, as he blames what he calls 
“the Jew-press” for inciting anti-Czech sentiment among Germans. Since Sutter’s 
rendition of Thaner’s speech switches back and forth between quotation and 
paraphrasis, the following quotation is taken from Vrba. I will however discuss where 
the two accounts diverge. 
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“great amusement,” as Vrba’s parenthetical note states. This parenthetical note is 

likely taken directly from the official protocol, as it was common to include audience 

reactions. Another testimony to the reception of Thaner’s comment about Asanti and 

Congo-Negroes, if indeed he made such a comment, lies in the combined record by 

Vrba and Sutter. In Sutter’s report, Thaner speaks not of the languages of the “Asante 

and Congo-Negroes” as Vrba has it, but instead of “the language of the Indian tribes 

as of the Ashanti-Negroes” (Sutter, Die Badenischen Sprachenverordnungen I 86). 

Between Sutter and Vrba, at least one of them must have erred in the transcription, 

memory, or excerption from the minutes of Thaner’s speech; collectively, they 

perform an interchangeability of the languages of “Indian tribes and Ashanti-

Negroes” and “Asante and Congo-Negroes” that concurs with Thaner’s assessment of 

their utter insignificance. 

In neither account is there any further comment on any of the racial categories 

invoked. This brevity supports the work of these categories to function as an 

affirmation of European supremacy and as a bedrock for negotiating consent to the 

claims to German linguistic and cultural supremacy over Czech language and culture. 

Thaner does not in actuality extend the limited egalitarian commitment to recognize 

the equal subjective value of all languages to the groups mentioned here. Most drastic 

is the contrast between Thaner’s hypothetical affirmation of the “preciousness” of the 

languages of “Indian tribes” to the politics of the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs, 

which at the time was setting up Indian Boarding schools with the express purpose of 

retraining Native American children to speak English instead of their native 
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languages.99 The alleged limited equality between the languages of the “Congo-

Negroes,” the Asante/Ashanti, and Indian tribes, as well as Czech, Polish, Slovene, 

and German is only affirmed at a distance, in a moment that does nothing to challenge 

European and U.S. colonial power in Africa and America. The notion of the limited 

subjective equality of all nations’ valuation of their mother tongue is only a joke en 

route to Thaner’s argument that German is superior to Czech because measured on a 

different value scale. 

According to Thaner, the superior value of German lies in its function as a 

“means of intercourse and communication” and its relationship to the “classical 

languages.” It should be presumed that the function of a mother tongue also includes 

communication. But because Thaner previously racialized and dismissed a language’s 

value as purely mother tongue, and because he now opposes it to “European culture 

languages,” it is indirectly conveyed that the intercourse and communication that 

concerns him is that which takes place within “European culture.” The idea that 

classical antiquity provides a unique foundation for European culture, here articulated 

as a linguistic argument, is inherently bound up in the imperialist construction of 

“Europe” as the most valuable entity in the world.100 Thaner’s invocation of the nexus 

                                                
99 The pretense to acknowledge the subjective value of the languages of the Asante and 

Congolese or to understand these groups as “nations” that hold their own mother tongue 
“precious” is also disingenuous. The indigenous population of King Leopold II’s Congo 
Free State was systematically killed for not meeting rubber production quotas. The 
Asante/Ashanti were discursively highly present as in Vienna due to a 1896/1897 “people’s 
exhibition” where an “Ashanti village” including inhabitants was on display in Vienna’s zoo 
(Schwarz; Besser). 

100 For accounts of the ideological construction of antiquity and its role in European 
imperialisms, especially in the colonies of Britain, Germany, and France, see (Bernal, Black 

Athena, or for a shorter introduction Bernal, “The Image of Ancient Greece as a Tool for 



114 
 
 

of antiquity, the classical languages, and European Bildung reasserts once again the 

European superiority that he had already affirmed in his earlier joke. According to 

Sutter, Thaner claims that “[the] Germans, by learning a Slavic language, would be 

catapulted out from the path which the European civilization (Gesittung) has taken” 

(Sutter, Die Badenischen Sprachenverordnungen I 86).101 

Despite his initial argumentative move to locate the superior value of German 

in the public domain of Europe, and in the relationship with the classical languages, 

Thaner subsequently attaches this “objective” value of German back to the 

“subjective” personal experience of “the German-(speaker)” of “his” language. This 

is apparent in the claim that “[when] the German has to learn a Slavic language, he is 

pushed down from his mental height.” The individual, whose relationship to his 

language was previously cast in a universalizing discourse of languages as mother 

tongues, reappears in the discourse of European culture-language as the “German” 

whose Germanness is less dependent on his relationship to the German language than 

it is to his negative relationship to the Czech language and the special value of 

German as a “culture-language.” German, in other words, is cast as a cultural artefact 

and an embodied part of the German self in a way that blends these two dimensions 

                                                
Colonialism and European Hegemony”;  also Dyson; Thomas). For the entanglement of 
fantasies of antiquity in the involvement of the European Great Powers in the Ottoman 
Empire and other areas of the Balkan, the Mediterranean, and West Asia, see (Rodogno; 
also Gere; Bjelic). 

101 Vrba also paraphrases after the quotation of the excerpted speech that “in the end Dr. 
Thaner demanded the incorporation of Austria into the Hohenzollern monarchy” thus the 
German empire (Vrba 174). The discrepancy between Vrba’s report and Sutter’s silence 
about this alleged comment is striking since, as a call for the end of the Austrian empire, it 
would have been considered high treason. 
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inseparably together in a Germanness that is threatened by a policy that requires 

“Germans” to learn Czech. 

 Apparently in opposition to the special cultural value of the German language, 

the explicitly universal discourse where each “each nation, […] each human” loves 

his or her mother tongue equally is articulated through an imaginary heteropatriarchal 

family setting – here only subtly referenced through the concept of the “mother 

tongue.” The concept of the mother tongue imagines the language-using subject 

through the figure of the child who acquires knowledge of his or her language 

through the mother. In the context of Thaner’s speech, this figure comes with an 

implicit heteropatriarchal framing because nationalist discourses in Austria treated the 

mother tongue as the outward manifestation of national identity, which in turn was 

imagined and regulated as something that is determined by the father in a 

heteropatrarchal family setting.102 Thaner’s speech references this nationalist framing 

of the mother tongue when he discusses its value “to each nation, to each human.” 

Thaner presents this framework of the heteropatriarchally anchored individual 

who is subtly imagined as a child as explicitly universal in the sense of cross-racial: 

Germans, Negroes, Indians, and Czechs, he alleges, have in common that they love 

their respective mother tongues. They are furthermore all be “humans” and “nations,” 

Thaner affirms. While Thaner’s argument capitalizes on the assumed racial difference 

between Europeans and non-Europeans to put Czech, whose European status is 

                                                
102 On the judicial treatment of language and nationality of children, see (Zahra, Kidnapped 

Souls; Budwinski). 
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subject to contestation, in its place, he pretends to recognize a universal family of 

nations where each human, each nation loves his or her mother tongue.103 

This universal equality of nations and humans notwithstanding, Thaner also 

elevates the German subject. Thaner constructs a German subject that has grand 

concepts such as an allegedly exclusive “European” relationship to the classical 

languages packed into its allegedly universal heteropatriarchally embedded human 

individuality. Thaner articulates language as simultaneously one of the most banal, 

individually embodied, heteropatriarchally anchored, and allegedly universal feature 

of human existence, and, in the case of “European culture languages,” as a reified 

special value that stems from its supposedly exclusive relationship to “antiquity.”  

 

Hannibal, Oedipus, and the Modern Human 

How does this analysis help elucidate the insignificance of Freud’s early knowledge 

of Czech to Freud’s self-analysis? In what follows, I return to Freud’s elaboration on 

his desire for Rome in his letter to Fließ and related writings, including Freud’s 

readings of the Oedipus drama. In Freud’s theories of sexuality and normative 

masculinity, built out of an engagement with antiquity, I see an articulation of the 

“modern human” that, in important respects, parallels and overlaps with Thaner’s 

construction of the subject of a “European culture language.” Furthermore, in his 

fantasy of Hannibal, Freud articulates a Jewish variation on the “modern human” that 

                                                
103 Not explicitly apparent in Thaner’s speech, in European and U.S. colonial discourses the 

same ideal of heteropatriarchal filiation is seen as the hallmark of civilization, while its 
(perceived) absence is asserted as a rationalization of imperialism. 
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is as defiantly anti-antisemitic as it is a normative subject of “European culture.” 

We have seen in his letters to Fließ that Freud considers his desire for Rome 

“deeply neurotic.” He further explains that it ties in with his Gymnasium passion for 

“the Semitic hero Hannibal,” with whom he shared an inability to reach Rome after 

having come already to the Lake Trasimene area (Briefe an Fliess 309). In the 

Interpretation of Dreams, Freud elaborates:  

Auf meiner letzten Italienreise, die mich unter anderem am Trasimener 
See vorbeiführte, fand ich endlich, nachdem ich den Tiber gesehen und 
schmerzlich bewegt achtzig Kilometer weit von Rom umgekehrt war, 
die Verstärkung auf, welche meine Sehnsucht nach der ewigen Stadt aus 
Jugendeindrücken bezieht. Ich erwog gerade den Plan, ein nächstes Jahr 
an Rom vorbei nach Neapel zu reisen, als mir ein Satz einfiel, den ich 
bei einem unserer klassischen Schriftsteller gelesen haben muß: Es ist 
fraglich, wer eifriger in seiner Stube auf und ab lief, nachdem er den 
Plan gefaßt, nach Rom zu gehen, der Konrektor Winckelmann oder der 
Feldherr Hannibal. Ich war ja auf den Spuren Hannibals gewandelt; es 
war mir so wenig wie ihm beschieden, Rom zu sehen, und auch er war 
nach Kam panien gezogen, nachdem alle Welt in Rom ihn erwartet 
hatte. Hannibal, mit dem ich diese Ähnlichkeit erreicht hatte, war aber 
der Lieblingsheld meiner Gymnasialjahre gewesen; wie so viele in 
jenem Alter, hatte ich meine Sympathien während der punischen Kriege 
nicht den Römern, sondern dem Karthager zugewendet. Als dann im 
Obergymnasium das erste Verständnis für die Konsequenzen der 
Abstammung aus landesfremder Rasse erwuchs, und die 
antisemitischen Regungen unter den Kameraden mahnten, Stellung zu 
nehmen, da hob sich die Gestalt des semitischen Feldherrn noch höher 
in meinen Augen. Hannibal und Rom symbolisierten dem Jüngling den 
Gegensatz zwischen der Zähigkeit des Judentums und der Organisation 
der katholischen Kirche. Die Bedeutung, welche die antisemitische 
Bewegung seither für unser Gemütsleben gewonnen hat, verhalf dann 
den Gedanken und Empfindungen jener früheren Zeit zur Fixierung. So 
ist der Wunsch, nach Rom zu kommen, für das Traumleben zum 
Deckmantel und Symbol für mehrere andere heiß ersehnte Wünsche 
geworden, an deren Verwirklichung man mit der Ausdauer und 
Ausschließlichkeit des Puniers arbeiten möchte, und deren Erfüllung 
zeitweilig vom Schicksal ebensowenig begünstigt scheint wie der 
Lebenswunsch Hannibals, in Rom einzuziehen. (Freud, Traumdeutung 
201–2) 
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It was on my last journey to Italy, which, among other places, took me 
past Lake Trasimene, that finally—after having seen the Tiber and 
sadly turned back when I was only fifty miles from Rome—I 
discovered the way in which my longing for the eternal city had been 
reinforced by impressions from my youth. I was in the act of making a 
plan to by-pass Rome next year and travel to Naples, when a sentence 
occurred to me which I must have read in one of our classic authors: 
‘Which of the two, it may be debated, walked up and down his study 
with the greater impatience after he had formed his plan of going to 
Rome—Winckelmann, the Vice-Principal, or Hannibal, the 
Commander-in-Chief?’ I had actually been following in Hannibal’s 
footsteps. Like him, I had been fated not to see Rome; and he too had 
moved into the Campania when everyone had expected him in Rome. 
But Hannibal, whom I had come to resemble in these respects, had 
been my favourite hero of my Gymnasium years. Like so many boys of 
that age, I had sympathized during the Punic Wars not with the 
Romans but with the Carthaginians. And when in the higher classes I 
began to understand for the first time what it meant to belong to an 
alien (landesfremd) race, and anti-semitic feelings among the other 
boys warned me that I must take up a definite position, the figure of 
the semitic general rose still higher in my esteem. To my youthful 
mind Hannibal and Rome symbolized the conflict between the tenacity 
of Jewry and the organization of the Catholic church. And the 
increasing importance of the effects of the antisemitic movement upon 
our emotional life helped to fix the thoughts and feelings of those early 
days. Thus the wish to go to Rome had become in my dream-life a 
cloak and symbol for a number of other passionate wishes. Their 
realization was to be pursued with all the perseverance and single-
mindedness of the Carthaginian, though their fulfilment seemed at the 
moment just as little favored by destiny as was Hannibal’s lifelong 
wish to enter Rome. (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 1 196–7) 
 

The dream about seeing German street plaques in Rome here becomes occasion for a 

discussion of Freud’s desire for Rome. This desire is tied to a desire for Hannibal, the 

Carthaginian general who battled against Rome and famously marched via the Iberian 

peninsula across the Pyrenees and the Alps, accompanied by elephants. In Freud’s 

fantasies, Hannibal’s march against Rome merges with his own trip to Rome, which 

in turn assumes the valence of defying antisemitism: Rome qua center of the Catholic 
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church represents to Freud the antisemitic movement (whose real center was Vienna), 

and Hannibal, who can be understood thanks to racial philological science as a 

“Semite,” represents to Freud’s fantasy the defiant Jew.  

Hannibal understandably provides a seductive figure of anti-antisemitic 

resistence, not least because he comes right out of the signature event of the highly 

regarded rite of passage into German culture, the Latin classroom of the Gymnasium. 

The Punic wars are both a historical event and the subject matter of a text by Livy, 

and it is in the form of the reading and translation of the text by Livy that they 

become an event in Freud’s Gymnasium education. According to McGrath’s 

researches into the yearly reports of the Leopoldstaedter Communal-Realgymnasium 

in Wien, Freud’s Latin class began reading Livy in the school year 1869-70, in their 

fifth Gymnasium year (81). This information factually corroborates Freud’s memories 

of experiencing the Punic wars in the Gymnasium. In addition, the fact that this 

information is included in the semi-public record of the school’s yearly report gives a 

taste of the systematic nature of the transmission of Latin texts in the Gymnasium. 

In The Interpretation of Dreams, the Punic wars are framed as an event 

contemporaneous to Freud so that Freud can have an affective reaction “during” the 

Punic wars. The phrase “during the Punic wars” suggests the contemporaneity of the 

Punic wars. Crystallized in this expression, I see an affective construction of antiquity 

as part of the life-world of the classically educated subject, a construction that shapes 

debates about national, cultural and civilizational identity: At stake are the affective 

constitution of the subject in relation to the event of antiquity and the constitution of a 
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collectivity out of the shared consumption of antiquity. 

In the subsequent passage, Freud elaborates on Hannibal’s significance as a 

Semitic and anti-antisemitic hero. 

Und nun stoße ich erst auf das Jugenderlebnis, das in all diesen 
Empfindungen und Träumen noch heute seine Macht äußert. Ich mochte 
zehn oder zwölf Jahre gewesen sein, als mein Vater begann, mich auf 
seine Spaziergänge mitzunehmen und mir in Gesprächen seine 
Ansichten über die Dinge dieser Welt zu eröffnen. So erzählte er mir 
einmal, um mir zu zeigen, in wieviel bessere Zeiten ich gekommen sei 
als er: Als ich ein junger Mensch war, bin ich in deinem Geburtsort am 
Samstag in der Straße spazieren gegangen, schön gekleidet, mit einer 
neuen Pelzmütze auf dem Kopf. Da kommt ein Christ daher, haut mir 
mit einem Schlag die Mütze in den Kot, und ruft dabei: Jud, herunter 
vom Trottoir! „Und was hast du getan?" Ich bin auf den Fahrweg 
gegangen und habe die Mütze aufgehoben, war die gelassene Antwort. 
Das schien mir nicht heldenhaft von dem großen starken Mann, der 
mich Kleinen an der Hand führte. Ich stellte dieser Situation, die mich 
nicht befriedigte, eine andere gegenüber, die meinem Empfinden besser 
entsprach, die Szene, in welcher Hannibals Vater, Hamilkar Barkas, 
seinen Knaben vor dem Hausaltar schwören läßt, an den Römern Rache 
zu nehmen.

 
Seitdem hatte Hannibal einen Platz in meinen Phantasien. 

(Freud, Traumdeutung 202–3) 
 
At that point I was brought up against the event in my youth whose 
power was still being shown in all these emotions and dreams. I may 
have been ten or twelve years old, when my father began to take me 
with him on his walks and reveal to me in his talk his views upon 
things in the world we live in. Thus it was, on one such occasion, that 
he told me a story to show me how much better things were now than 
they had been in his days. ‘When I was a young person’, he said, ‘I 
went for a walk one Saturday in the streets of your birthplace; I was 
nicely dressed, and had a new fur cap on my head. A Christian came 
up to me and with a single blow knocked off my cap into the mud and 
shouted: “Jew, get off the pavement!”’ ‘And what did you do?’ I asked. 
‘I went onto the roadway and picked up the cap,’ was his placid 
response. This struck me as unheroic conduct on the part of the big, 
strong man who was holding the little boy by the hand. I this situation 
with another which fitted my feelings better: the scene in which 
Hannibal’s father, Hamilcar Barca, made his boy swear before the 
household altar to take vengeance on the Romans. Ever since that time 
Hannibal had had a place in my phantasies. (Freud, Interpretation of 
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Dreams 1 197 modified translation) 
 

Freud continues this chain of associations to even earlier childhood experiences, 

namely his admiration of Napoleon. “Napoleon himself lines up with Hannibal owing 

to their both having crossed the Alps,” he writes (198).  

In this passage, Hannibal’s heroism is bound up in a particular ideal of a 

father-son relationship that is attractive to Freud. Richard H. Armstrong, in his in-

depth study of psychoanalysis and “the ancient world,” points out that the heroism of 

Hannibal that attracts Freud lies in the structure of the father-son encounter as a 

fantasmatic origin of a normative masculinity, and not, for instance, in any 

independent scene of heroic fighting. He clarifies:  

Hannibal is not to replace Jakob Freud, but rather the young Sigmund 
Freud; the father’s failure is retained in that it must be rectified by 
filial agency, giving room for the son to be and be rid of the Father. In 
other words, young Sigmund does not re-imagine the scene in 
Freiberg, but rather the scene in Vienna, wishing his father had 
imparted to him the sacred task of revenge. He nowhere states that his 
wish was for his father to have slain the offending goy of yore. The 
failure of the Jewish father in this tale is a failure to impart a proper 
pattern of masculine agency to his son; he failed to give his son the 
proper mission. (Armstrong, Compulsion 222) 
 

The heroic image of Hannibal, then, is not determined chiefly by Hannibal’s military 

achievements. In fact, if judged by those along, Hannibal would be a failure, as he 

never succeeded in his goal to conquer Rome. Hannibal’s heroism is an affective 

quality of filial masculinity, exemplified in his determination to avenge his father by 

stepping into his shoes and succeeding on behalf of the father. That the concrete goal 

of success never materializes is insignificant in comparison to the affective 

determination to pursue it in the name of avenging the father.   
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The theme of properly transmitted masculine agency links Freud’s Hannibal 

fantasies to his reading of Sophocles’ King Oedipus. The scene of Freud’s father’s 

being pushed off the sidewalk likewise links to a crucial scene from Sophocles’ 

drama. In this scene, Oedipus, traveling on the road to Thebes, encounters a man who 

attacks him and attempts to push him off the road. Unbeknown to Oedipus, the man is 

his father and King of Thebes. Defending himself against the attack, Oedipus kills 

him (and his herald). Despite the seeming contrast between killing one’s father and 

avenging him, a fantasy of righteous filial vindication bridges Hannibal, Oedipus, and 

Freud’s memories of the scene with his father. 

For the oedipal hero definitely will not let himself be thrown off his 
path, even by one who clearly has a superior social status. We could 
even entertain the idea that there is a symbolic condensation in 
Oedipus for Freud, such that through the Theban’s patricidal encounter 
Freud kills off both his father’s goy adversary and his unheroic father, 
asserting through this filial hero the proper role of the male. 
(Armstrong, Compulsion 227) 
 

By condensing Hannibal and Oedipus, Freud gets to symbolically kill his father and 

avenge him too. While it is widely acknowledged that Freud’s theory of Oedipus is 

about fitting a masculine subject into a heteropatriarchal social order, Freud’s 

Hannibal fantasy deals with normative masculinity too, even though it is less self-

evident because its ostensible subject is antisemitism and Jewish identity. However, 

the question of normative masculinity cannot be separated from Freud’s discussion of 

Jewish identity in the context of antisemitism.  
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The Eastern Jew 

Daniel Boyarin argues that the scene of Freud’s father and its subsequent 

Hannibalean, not-quite-not-Oedipal resolution are emblematic of a clash between 

competing ideals of Jewish masculinity; on the one hand the normatively masculine, 

belligerent, heroic masculinity that signifies assimilation, on the other hand the 

religiously practicing Jew whose normative code of behavior includes delicacy and 

gentleness, which Boyarin sums up with the Yiddish Edelkayt (Boyarin 34–6).  

Freud’s father’s behavior, Boyarin argues, is exemplary if measured by the standard 

of Edelkayt, which finds dignity in not letting oneself be provoked, especially not by 

a goy. Jacob Freud’s behavior is only deficient if measured against the norm of 

masculinity of the assimilated German-Jewish Austrian subject. By finding his 

father’s behavior unheroic, and by fantasizing about Hannibal instead, Sigmund 

Freud evidently evaluates his father against this norm. 

At the turn of the century in Austria, the clash between different ideals of 

Jewish masculinity is inscribed in the racially inflected opposition between the 

assimilated German Jew and the figure of the Eastern Jew or “Ostjude.”104 Jacob 

Freud’s fur hat, Boyarin contends, is a common head covering to wear on the Sabbath 

and mostly associated with Eastern Jews and in particular Polish Jews. Freud’s 

Galician-born father in this story is thus clearly marked as a different kind of Jew than 

                                                
104 “[T]here is an indication that Freud’s father had been, at that time [of the incident where a 

Christion knocked off his hat] a very traditional Jew. He was wearing the Shtreimel, the 
Sabbath fur hat of the East European Hasid, an emblem in Freud’s world of the 
unreconstructed primitive Ostjude, the eastern or, particularly, Polish Jew” (Boyarin 34). 
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Freud, both through dress and behavior.105 

 The actions of Hannibal, on the other hand, align this “Semitic” hero with the 

masculinity that is normative to the assimilated German Jewish subject. 

Hannibal was in every important way not a Jew (not the stereotypical 
Ostjude who gets his shtreimel knocked off and does nothing about it), 
but a pugnacious Semite of a different order. (Armstrong 223)  
 

Armstrong, building on Boyarin, thus clarifies the opposition between two paradigms 

of Jewishness: Eastern Jew versus Semite. The Semite, who was born in German 

scientific discourses of Jewish racial difference, is rendered in Freud’s discussion is a 

gender and racially normative subject. The heroic Jewish identity that Freud 

constructs via Hannibal then not only substitutes a more heroic behavior for an 

unheroic one but it also exemplifies the adherence to a racially-normativizing 

masculinity. 

The fact that Hannibal came towards Rome via the Iberian peninsula and 

crossed the Pyrenees and (like Napoleon) the Alps—that he, in other words, came 

from the West—also helps to distinguish this “Semitic” hero from figure of the 

Eastern Jew. The latter has an ascribed origin in the East written in its name and 

invokes a very different geographic imagination: a Westward migration from Galicia, 

Romania and Russia. 

With Hannibal, the “Semite,” and perhaps also Oedipus, the hero of a “Greek 

tragedy,” Freud counters his father’s “unheroic” Eastern Jewish behavior, in a way 

that is as defiantly Jewish-oppositional (to antisemitism) as it is normatively 

                                                
105 (Krüll) 
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European. The fantasy of Hannibal’s heroic masculinity enables defiance to 

antisemitism and denigration of the Eastern Jew at the same time. This exemplifies 

that Jewish responses to antisemitism do not line up on a single axis with complete 

defiance on one end and complete submission on the other. By combining defiance to 

antisemitism with adherence to antisemitic antipathies, Freud demonstrates that 

resistance does not occur from a position of complete externality but from re-working 

the discourses that exist.106 While a different re-working could have challenged the 

denigration of the Eastern Jew, Freud’s fantasy of a Hannibal who supersedes the 

markers of the unmanly Eastern Jew through a patrilineal, heroic masculinity holds 

up the denigration of the Eastern Jew. His denigration of the Eastern Jew is no longer 

in the name of antisemitism but now in the name of the modern human, but he does 

not challenge the gendered-racialized standard of masculinity by which the Eastern 

Jew is found deficient. 

 

The Consumption of Antiquity in the Gymnasium and the Theater  

To situate and assess the function of the gendered-racialized fantasies of the 

masculine heroes Hannibal and Oedipus, it is important to pay close attention to the 

institutional set-up that not only provides the material occasion to inspire the fantasies 

but also shapes how Freud writes about them and argues with them. In the case of 

Hannibal, I have already pointed out Freud’s reference to the Punic Wars as part of 

his life world and suggested that the institution of the Gymnasium, including its Latin 

                                                
106 This understanding of resistance is theorized in (Foucault). 
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class, cultivates this experience. In the case of Oedipus, it is the Viennese stage that 

needs to be considered more closely. Both the Gymnasium and the theater are sites 

where the “modern human” is formed through the aesthetic and affective 

consumption of antiquity. 

 Freud’s use of Hannibal in his fantasy makes a place for antiquity in Freud’s 

own psyche in a way that is in line with the German liberal-turned-nationalist 

discourse exemplified by Thaner. Thaner, as we saw above, places German’s 

relationship to the classical languages at the center of the intimate/public German 

subject. Freud’s affective relationship to “the Punic wars,” are materially rooted in the 

study of Livy in the Gymnasium, but this affective relationship also provides him 

with a model of father-son relationship that he elevates to the ideal for his own 

relationship to his father. Even though the Gymnasium experiences take place when 

Freud is already a teenager, Freud associates them with the somewhat earlier 

experience where his father took him on a walk.107   

Freud’s use of Oedipus to theorize a “universal” male infantile desire for his 

mother and jealousy and hatred toward his father creates an even stronger affinity 

between the allegedly universal realm of “early childhood” in its nuclear-familial 

                                                
107 The scene where Sigmund Freud accompanies his father on a walk takes place, 
according to Freud, when he was ten or twelve years old. As such, it does not 
constitute an example of the subject’s infantile placement in heteropatriarchal 
structures. Freud provides further associations that lead to his early childhood, but 
these involve his relationship to his playmate and not his father: “And maybe one 
could follow the development of this warrior ideal even further back in childhood up 
to wishes which the intercourse—soon friendly, soon warring—during the first three 
years with a boy who is one year older, was bound to evoke in the weaker of the two 
playmates” (Freud, Traumdeutung 203–4). 
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heteropatriarchal setting, and the “cultured” practice of the German-language cultural 

elite of Austria to consume antiquity aesthetically and affectively. When Freud first 

proposes that the legend of Oedipus Rex encapsulates a truth of a universal original 

mother-love and father-hatred in his letter to Fließ of October 15 1897, he appeals to 

the affective experience of the theater-goer. 

Wenn das so ist [dass Verliebtheit in die Mutter und Eifersucht gegen 
den Vater ein allgemeinse Ereignis früher Kindheit ist], so versteht 
man die packende Macht des Königs Ödipus trotz aller Einwendungen, 
die der Verstand gegen die Fatumsvoraussetzung erhebt, und versteht, 
warum das spätere Schicksalsdrama so elendig scheitern mußte. Gegen 
jeden willkürlicken Einzelzwang, wie er in der Ahnfrau etc. 
Voraussetzung ist, bäumt sich unsere Empfindung, aber die griechische 
Sage greift einen Zwang auf, den jeder anerkennt, weil er dessen 
Existenz in sich verspürt hat. Jeder der Hörer war einmal im Keime 
und in der Phantasie ein solcher Ödipus, und vor der hier in die 
Realität gezogenen Traumerfüllung schaudert jeder zurück mit dem 
ganzen Betrag der Verdrängung, der seinen infantilen Zustand von 
seinem heutigen trennt. (Freud, Briefe an Fliess 293) 
 
If this is so [that love of the mother and jealousy towards the father is a 
universal event of early childhood], we can understand the gripping 
power of Oedipus Rex, in spite of all the objections that reason raises 
against the presupposition of fate; and we can understand why the later 
"drama of fate" was bound to fail so miserably. Our sentiment rebels 
against any arbitrary individual compulsion, such as is presupposed in 
Die Ahnfrau and the like; but the Greek legend seizes upon a 
compulsion which everyone recognizes because he senses its existence 
within himself. Everyone in the audience was once a budding Oedipus 
in fantasy and each recoils in horror from the dream fulfillment here 
transplanted into reality, with the full quantity of repression which 
separates his infantile state from his present one. (Freud, Complete 

Letters 272 translation modified) 
  
As the setting of Freud’s Hannibal in the Latin class in the Gymnasium provides a key 

identity-founding institution of the liberal German Austrian bourgeoisie and elite, so 
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does the theater, the setting of Freud’s Oedipus.108 Freud’s object of analysis is not 

Sophocles’ drama itself but rather the allegedly universal reaction of the theater 

audience: the visceral affective reaction of shuddering back (zurückschaudern). 

According to Freud, this strong visceral reaction is directed at the gendered plotline 

and has nothing to do with the tension between human will and destiny. 

In Die Traumdeuting (The Interpretation of Dreams), Freud affirms the points 

that the drama is extremely effective in leaving a strong impact on its viewer and that 

the reason must lie in the particularity of the plot.  

Wenn der Königs Ödipus den modernen Menschen nicht minder zu 
erschüttern weiß wie den zeitgenössischen Griechen, so kann die 
Lösung wohl nur darin liegen, daß die Wirkung der griechischen 
Tragödie nicht auf dem Gegensatz zwischen Schicksal und 
Menschenwillen ruht, sondern in der Besonderheit des Stoffes zu 
suchen ist, an welchem dieser Gegensatz erwiesen wird. (Freud, 
Traumdeutung 269) 
 
If Oedipus Rex moves the modern human no less than it did the 
contemporary Greek, the explanation can only be that its effect does 
not lie in the contrast between destiny and human will, but is to be 
looked for in the particular nature of the material on which that 
contrast is demonstrated. (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 1 262) 
 

Freud presents an antagonism between Sophocles’ contemporary Greek and the 

modern human to highlight the trans-historical effectiveness of the play, as if these 

two figures adequately demonstrate the range of human experience.109 Greg Thomas 

critiques the argumentative move of pointing to a commonality between a “modern 

                                                
108 See (McGrath) 
109 For two different production histories of Oedipus Rex in different periods in Europe, with 

two different arguments about the relevance of these histories to Freud’s argument, see 
(Rancière; Armstrong, “Oedipus as Evidence”), Compulsion 47–52, 226–8; Armstrong, 
“Oedipus as Evidence.” 



129 
 
 

human” subject and an “ancient Greek” and taking it as evidence for the universality 

of the commonality in question. Thomas points out that this argumentative move has 

a racial subtext. Produced ideologically as the cradle of “European culture,” ancient 

Greece is invoked to prove Europe’s distinction and its universality at the same time 

(Thomas 6). 

Freud’s argument about the universality of Oedipal feeling is intertwined with 

a discourse of distinction as well. Freud refers to a particular affective reaction to the 

theater performance of King Oedipus and uses this affective reaction of the theater 

audience as the springboard for an argument that mother-love and father-hatred are 

universal. The same affective reaction, however, is also considered a sign of the 

cultural distinction of the particular theater audience. Consider the words of Vienna’s 

most influential cultural critic, Ludwig Speidel, the Feuilleton editor of Vienna’s 

leading liberal newspaper, the Neue Freue Presse. In anticipation of the 1886 

premiere at the Viennese Burgtheater, Speidel spells out that the production of King 

Oedipus is a challenge—but not only, as one might assume, for the director Adolf 

Wilbrandt and his team but especially for the audience! 

Morgen (Mittwoch) wird das Burgtheater die Tragödie „König 
Oedipus“ von Sophokles in der Bühnenbearbeitung Wilbrandt‘s zum 
erstenmale zur Aufführung bringen. Damit tritt an das Burgtheater und 
namentlich an das Publicum eine große Aufgabe heran. Die Zuschauer 
werden eine ästhetische Prüfung, ein wahres Rigorosum, zu bestehen 
haben. (Speidel 7) 
 
Tomorrow (Wednesday) the Burgtheater will bring on the performance 
of the tragedy “King Oedipus,” edited for the stage by Wilbrandt, for 
the first time. With this the Burgtheater and especially the audience is 
faced with a great task. The audience will have to undergo an aesthetic 
examination, a veritable Rigorosum. (my translation) 
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By attending and enjoying the performance of King Oedipus, the members of the 

audience qualify themselves with an honorary academic title of sorts. The Rigorosum 

is an oral examination that accompanies the completion of a doctoral degree. Its Latin 

name reflects the classical inspiration of an education that runs from the Gymnasium 

through the university and has its outposts in the theater. Speidel points out that the 

preconditions of the drama are gruesome, that Sophocles’ artistic rendition, however, 

is splendid. He concludes: 

Ein solches Kunstwerk ertragen und genießen zu können, zeugt von 
einer von Natur großen Empfindung oder von einer hohen ästhetischen 
Cultur. Diese beiden Elemente sind im Wiener Publicum reichlich 
vertreten, und so können wir sicher sein, einem genußreichen Abend 
entgegenzugehen. (ibid) 
 
To be able to endure and enjoy such a work of art is evidence of 
naturally great sentiment or a high aesthetic culture. Both these 
elements are amply represented in the Vienna audience, thus we can 
certainly look forward to a pleasurable evening. (my translation) 
 

Post production, his review likewise includes a congratulatory comment for the 

audience: 

The success of the production, which had been prepared with the 
greatest care, was outstanding. The spectators, who confronted the 
tragedy’s alien style of composition with refined understanding and 
who lost no moment of the action, truly deserve the highest 
praise. Vienna has at last come of age for grand tragedy. (quoted in 
Armstrong, “Oedipus as Evidence”) 
 

Rather than seeing the play’s success as evidence of its universal effectiveness among 

“modern humans,” as Freud does, Speidel sees in it the evidence of distinction: the 

audience is distinguished by its “naturally great sentiment” or “high aesthetic culture” 

and proudly represents a Vienna that has “come of age.” These characterizations 
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mobilize modernist binaries between backwardness/primitivity on the one hand and 

maturity/culture on the other.  

While one could argue that Freud and Speidel propose opposing 

interpretations of the audience’s favorable evaluation of King Oedipus, I argue that 

Freud’s comments about the effectiveness of the Greek tragedy builds upon Speidel’s 

assessment of the affective or cultural distinction of the Viennese theater audience 

and reconfigures this alleged distinction as a purported universality. The assertion of 

distinction is built into Freud’s claim to universality.  

I understand Freud’s claim to universality in relation to his emphasis on the 

sexual content of the play. The triangulation of the male child between mother and 

father and the competitive, emulating relationship with the father in particular insert 

the play into the imagination of the life of an infant surrounded by a heteropatriarchal 

nuclear family, in which mother and father exert the determinative influences on the 

child’s psyche. This fantasized scene of an infant in the surrounding of a 

heteropatriarchal nuclear family is coded as ordinary and universal, even though it is 

precisely this gender and family organization that is also in other instances taken as 

the mark of modernity or Europeanness.110  

With Freud’s and Speidel’s comments considered together, the discourse about 

the success of King Oedipus achieves a construction of the audience that is akin to the 

                                                
110 Psychoanalytic discourse regularly theorizes racial difference through and as deviance 

from normative Oedipal gender and sexual organization. For instance Owen Berkeley-Hill, 
psychiatrist and psychoanalyst in colonial India, theorized that the Muslim psyche was 
insufficiently Oedipal (Hartnack; Bjelic).  For a critique of more contemporary forms, see 
Puar, especially “The Sexuality of Terrorism”; Puar and Rai. 
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curious construction of the German in Thaner’s speech: the subject is distinctive and 

elevated (through its relationship to culture/antiquity) and universal and ordinary 

(through its heteropatriarchally ordered sexuality and language). The ordinariness is 

indexed through the imagined scene of infancy and through the heteropatriarchal 

family setting that provides the frame for sexuality and language acquisition 

respectively. This ordinariness is furthermore claimed to be universal. Thaner also 

explicitly articulates this universality as cross-racial, including German, Czech, 

American Indian, and Congo and Asante Negroes as examples of “all humans, all 

nations” who love their mother tongue.  

At the same time, this alleged ordinariness and cross-racial universality is 

embedded in a discourse of an exclusive relationship of “European culture” to 

“antiquity.” Thaner asserts this relationship explicitly. In Freud it can be seen in the 

institutionalized set-up of the theater production of Greek tragedy, including its 

discursive production as a mark of distinction for the subject of the audience. The 

subject of European culture (Thaner) or “modern human” (Freud) who is mediated by 

the infantile, heteropatriarchal imagination of possessing and loving a mother tongue 

or having Oedipal desire and hatred is thus produced as a distinguished subject 

through the wider social meanings (of Europeanness, of education, or Germanness, 

and of civilization) that are attached to the institutionalized practices of consuming 

antiquity. The distinguished status of the individual modern human is normalized by 

inscribing the grandness of classical antiquity into the alleged commonness of his or 

her embodied, affective life: into his appreciation of his mother tongue (which he, in 
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the abstract, is said to have in common with “primitive people), and into his most 

“infantile” sentiments of loving his mother and hating his father. 

The organic language of the Keim (germ) in the letter (“Jeder der Hörer war 

einmal im Keime und in der Phantasie ein solcher Ödipus”) even figures the affective, 

psychic material of Oedipus in a biologically embodied, sexually reproductive way, 

since from the word Keim it is not far to Keimzelle or gamete. Jeffrey Masson’s 

idiomatic translation, “Everyone in the audience was once a budding Oedipus in 

fantasy” captures the organic imagination that Freud evokes here (Freud, Complete 

Letters 272). John Fletcher points out that at this particular juncture, Freud theorizes 

sexuality to move from the inside out, unfolding like a bud, developing like a germ, 

rather than to be implanted by an original trauma or seduction.111 In addition, my 

point is that the interior-generated sexuality is nevertheless parasitic upon the fantasy 

of European culture. Freud’s reading of King Oedipus re-articulates a discourse about 

the cultural distinction represented by Greek tragedy and “European culture” and 

finds a place for the Greek hero inside and inherently part of the sexual body-with-a-

psyche of the modern human. 

Against this backdrop, the fact that Freud has no interest in and no questions 

about his infantile knowledge of Czech, other than presenting it as a curiosity on the 

side, appears not an unfortunate oversight but rather embedded in the particular 

delineation of “European culture” and aesthetic distinction in which Freud found the 

ingredients and also a rationale for his theory of Oedipal sexuality. While it was 

                                                
111 Fletcher builds on the work of Jean Laplanche and Teresa de Lauretis for this distinction. 



134 
 
 

imaginable to have once been a budding Oedipus, and to have the trace of this 

“budding Oedipus” inside oneself, it was less conceivable that there be any traces of 

Czech in Freud’s psyche which would have any significant hold on his identity.   

 

Fate and God: The Pious Christian Woman 

Looking more closely at the overlapping theorizations of the success of King Oedipus 

in Freud’s writings and in contemporary theater criticism, I observe another 

dimension that is woven into the normative masculinity of the “modern human” in 

Freud’s Oedipus theory and in a different way into Freud’s Jewish fantasy of the 

Semitic hero Hannibal: an aversion to certain forms of religiosity. Freud routinely 

presents the fatalistic-tragedy explanation as the one and only alternative explanation 

for the success of King Oedipus. By pointing to a different fatalistic tragedy, typically 

Franz Grillparzer’s Die Ahnfrau, and asserting that it fails to inspire or impress, Freud 

quickly discards with this explanation.112 

Es muß eine Stimme in unserm Innern geben, welche die zwingende 
Gewalt im Schicksal des Oedipus anzuerkennen bereit ist, während wir 
Verfügungen wie in der „Ahnfrau“ oder in anderen 
Schicksalstragödien als willkürliche zurückweisen können. (Freud, 
Traumdeutung 269) 
 
There must be something which makes a voice within us ready to 
recognize the compelling force of Oedipus’ destiny, while we can 
dismiss as merely arbitrary such dispositions as are laid down in 
[Grillparzer’s] Die Ahnfrau or other modern tragedies of destiny. 
(Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 1 262 translation modified) 
 

                                                
112 The assertion, as Armstrong points out, does not have a solid empirical foundation. 

Grillparzer’s “Die Ahnfrau” was successful on the Viennese stage. 
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In his later Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, he rehearses the same fatalistic-

tragedy hypothesis, only to dismiss it again—this time as weak morality: 

[Die Tragödie des Sophokles] ist im Grunde ein unmoralisches Stück, 
sie hebt die sittliche Verantwortlichkeit des Menschen auf, zeigt 
göttliche Mächte als die Anordner des Verbrechens und die Ohnmacht 
der sittlichen Regungen des Menschen, die sich gegen das Verbrechen 
wehren. Man könnte leicht glauben, daß der Sagenstoff eine Anklage 
der Götter und des Schicksals beabsichtige, und in den Händen des 
kritischen, mit den Göttern zerfallenen, Euripides wäre es 
wahrscheinlich eine solche Anklage geworden. Aber beim gläubigen 
Sophokles ist von dieser Verwendung keine Rede; eine fromme 
Spitzfindigkeit, es sei die höchste Sittlichkeit, sich dem Willen der 
Götter, auch wenn er Verbrecherisches anordne, zu beugen, hilft über 
die Schwierigkeit hinweg. Ich kann nicht finden, daß diese Moral zu 
den Stärken des Stückes gehört, aber sie ist für die Wirkung desselben 
gleichgültig. Der Zuhörer reagiert nicht auf sie, sondern auf den 
geheimen Sinn und Inhalt der Sage. (Freud, Vorlesungen 343) 
 
[The tragedy of Sophocles] is fundamentally an amoral work: it 
absolves men from moral responsibility, exhibits the gods as promoters 
of crime and shows the impotence of the moral impulses of men which 
struggle against crime. It might easily be supposed that the material of 
the legend had in view an indictment of the gods and of fate; and in the 
hands of Euripides, the critic and enemy of the gods, it would probably 
have become such an indictment. But with the devout Sophocles there 
is no question of an application of that kind. The difficulty is overcome 
by the pious sophistry that to bow to the will of the gods is the highest 
morality even when it promotes crime. I cannot think that this morality 
is a strong point of the play, but it has no influence on its effect. It is 
not to it that the auditor reacts but to the secret sense and content of the 
legend. (Freud, Introductory Lectures 331) 
 

The play shows “the Gods of promoters of crime.” Even though this would be the 

perfect material for an indictment of the Gods, the intended morality of the 

playwright is pro-Gods. Freud does not mince words when he denounces this 

morality, he calls it a “pious sophistry” (fromme Spitzfindigkeit) and simply asserts 

that it has no part in the effect of the play on its audience. Not only does he refute the 



136 
 
 

fatalistic-tragedy hypothesis, he puts it down with a vengeance. Armstrong remarks 

pointedly: “Freud rather likes to make us feel like idiots if we accept the work’s 

apparent concerns with anything less than contempt” (“Oedipus as Evidence,” n.p.). 

Armstrong also points to yet another example in which Freud dismisses the play’s 

concern with the conflict between the hero and the Gods as the result of 

“a misconceived secondary revision of the material, which has sought to exploit it for 

theological purposes” (ibid, compare SE 4:264). The theological concern of the play 

is thus nothing but a false superimposition. 

Certainly, the “mature” Viennese audience with great sentiment or high 

aesthetic culture, as Speidel praised Oedipus-loving Vienna, would not be showered 

with praise in Vienna’s eminent liberal newspaper if it were seen to simply have 

fallen for a “pious sophistry.” But Freud does not even raise the possibility that there 

may be such a pious outlier among the fans of Oedipus. The morality of the pious 

sophistry is so weak that the possibility that it could have moved Viennese theater-

goers is treated as non-existent. The unacceptability of the “pious sophistry” is simply 

axiomatic—weak morality turns into empirical impossibility. 

The overlaps and continuities between Freud’s and Speidel’s writings suggest 

that Freud’s attack of the fatalistic-tragedy hypothesis is going after a straw man. 

Richard Armstrong reminds us “that many people shared Freud's disinterest in the 

theological drift of the play” (“Oedipus as Evidence,” n.p.). The theological drift was 

predicted to be an obstacle to the play’s effectiveness in its modern production. On 

the day before the premiere, while Speidel swore in the Viennese theater audience for 
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its upcoming “aesthetic examination,” another critic at the Neues Wiener 

Tagblatt expressed skepticism. 

Not the trimeter [of the Greek original] and the choruses, but rather 
fate, oracles, belief in the gods, and the power of priests are the great 
hindrances which thwart the universal effectiveness of tragedy.113 
 

Freud’s claim that the play’s effectiveness is despite its apparent membership in the 

genre of fatalistic tragedy is clearly part of a wider discourse. By refuting it, Freud 

appeals to a common antipathy to piousness in his liberal audience. 

Freud’s contemporary, the influential philologist and scholar of antiquity 

Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Möllendorff, critiqued the imposition of a “destiny versus 

free will” framework on Sophocles’ King Oedipus. But he too discussed the 

religiosity of Sopholes and makes a remarkable link, in the present time, to the 

religiosity of a christliches Mütterlein (Christian old mother). 

Vermuthlich wird den Sophokles heut zu Tage am besten ein 
christliches Mütterlein verstehen, das in all den unbegreiflichen und 
ungerechten Lebensschicksalen, die sie gesehen hat, die Hand des 
persönlichen in alles eingreifenden gerechten Gottes findet, und sie hat 
nicht unrecht, wenn sie dann den armen Heiden bedauert, dem die 
Gewissheit der (potentiellen) Erlösung gefehlt hätte, so sehr auch 
Sophokles dieses Bedauern abzulehnen berechtigt wäre. (Wilamowitz-
Möllendorff 57) 
 
Presumably the one who will understand Sophocles best in our days is 
a Christian old mother who sees the hand of the personal and 
everywhere-intervening God in all the unfathomable and unjust life 
fates that she has seen, and she is not wrong when she then pities the 
poor heathen who lacked the certainty of a (potential) salvation, as 
much as Sophocles would be right to reject this pity.  
 

Even though Wilamowitz-Möllendorff’s assessment of Sophocles’ King Oedipus 

                                                
113 December 29 1886, as quoted in Armstrong, “Oedipus as Evidence” n.p. 
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parts ways with Freud’s in significant ways, his comment does point us to the 

gendered construction of a certain Christian piousness and the “weak” morality that is 

involved in submitting to the Gods, as opposed to the normative masculinity of 

Oedipus’ competitive relationship with his father and sexual relationship with his 

mother 

The word Mütterlein is a diminutive of the word Mutter (mother) and does not 

literally denote “old.” The word is frequently used in the phrase “altes (old) 

Mütterlein” and, especially in combination with Christian piety as it is sketched by 

Wilamowitz-Möllendorff, it does not come with the social valuation that is tied to the 

idealized mother figure. While the idealized mother is represented through her 

relationship to her child, as is Oedipus’ mother, the term Mütterlein can describe an 

aging woman whose children, if she has any, have long grown up and do not need her 

any more. Childless in one way or another, she is imagined to extend her old-

motherly care indiscriminately. She is thus a counter-figure to the Oedipal “modern 

human” on various accounts: her religious sensibility makes her unimaginable as an 

audience member to the performance of King Oedipus, and her motherly affect has no 

place in the idealized heteropatriarchal mother-father-child constellation of Freud’s 

Oedipus. Her religiosity and her old-motherly gendered sociality are in fact linked 

through the imagination that she will impart her “pious” views together with her 

indiscriminate old-motherly care and affection. This imagination is subtly referenced 

in Wilamowitz-Möllendorff through the phrase of the “poor heathen”: This phrase has 

pity built into it and therefore imitates the speech of the “old mother.” 
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 This figure of the Christian old mother also points us to the figure of Freud’s 

nursemaid. Freud’s nursemaid, too, is embedded negatively in Freud’s theorization of 

the modern human through the Oedipus complex.114 He describes her during his self-

analysis, in his letters to Fließ of October 3, 1897. He calls her 

ein häßliches, älteres, aber kluges Weib [...], das mir viel vom lieben 
Gott und der Hölle erzählt (...) hat. (Briefe an Fliess 288) 
 
an ugly, elderly, but very clever woman, who told me a great deal 
about God Almightly and about hell. (Freud, Complete Letters 268 
translation modified) 
 

This description has a mild tinge of irony in the phrase “vom lieben Gott” (literally 

“dear God”) or “God Almighty.” The phrase has reverence built in, akin to the built-in 

pity of the phrase “poor heathen,” and thereby takes on a subtly irony if used by a 

professed non-believer. The same irony is manifest in a passage from Freud’s next 

letter of October 15, which is the letter in which Freud also shares for the first time 

his analysis of King Oedipus.  

Ich fragte meine Mutter, ob sie sich noch der Kinderfrau erinnert. 
„Natürlich,“ sagte sie, „eine ältliche Person, sehr gescheit, sie hat Dich 
in alle Kirchen getragen; wenn du dann nach Hause gekommen bist, 
hast du gepredigt und erzählt, wie der liebe Gott macht.“ (Freud, 
Briefe an Fliess 291) 
 
I asked my mother whether she still remembered the nurse. “Of 
course,” she said, “an elderly person somewhat old person, very 
clever, she was always carrying you off to some church; when you 
returned home, you preached and told us all about God Almighty.” 
(Freud, Complete Letters 272) 
 

                                                
114 Freud’s memories of his nursemaid and their relationship to his theory of the Oedipus 

complex have generated a large body of scholarship, but the gendered religiousity has not 
been adequately appreciated yet. See especially Swan; Fletcher; St. John, also McClintock; 
Stoler; Robbins; Stallybrass and White; Krüll; Gicklhorn; Sajner; Anzieu. 



140 
 
 

In its performance by the nursemaid, Christianity involves orally transmitted 

knowledge of God and hell as well as the physical practice of going to church. In fact, 

the description of going to church is more distinctive: she was carrying Freud off to 

some church. The verb carry emphasizes the bodily exertion that is involved in taking 

a small child to church. It calls up images of the physical interior space of the church 

as a gathering point for old women and small children (as well as others) and thereby 

contrasts with a more masculine image of the church as institution that could be 

evoked with phrases such as “she took you to church” or “she made you attend 

church.” 

Freud’s nursemaid’s focus on hell suggests a religious-moral outlook where 

human abstention from sin is more central than faith and submission to God’s will as 

is emphasized in Wilamowitz-Möllendorff’s Christian old mother.115 As such, her 

religiosity is thus arguably not as offensive to Freud as the one ostensibly conveyed 

by Sophocles’ tragedy: the acceptance of the futility of human struggle against the 

will of the Gods. The overarching gendered construction of the pious old woman, in a 

motherly role but not “mother,” nevertheless subsumes these traces of theological 

difference in a common gendered-religious outside to Freud’s “modern human.” 

Freud’s nursemaid, who engages in religious talk while performing maternalized care 

to a child that is not her own, exemplifies the combination of feminized religiosity 

                                                
115 This difference could be correlated to different Christian denominations. There is a 

scholarly consensus to assume that Freud’s nursemaid was Catholic. The greater emphasis 
on faith in Wilamowitz-Möllendorff’s figure of the “christliches Mütterlein” suggests a 
possibly greater influence of protestantism. 
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and marginality to the ideal of the heteropatriarchal family that I explored in 

Wilamowitz-Möllendorff’s figure of the Christian old mother. 

The gendered religious/non-religious difference that is negotiated in Freud’s 

letters is mediated by a Jewish/Christian difference and therefore not as apparent as it 

otherwise would be. But keeping in mind the construction of Vienna’s educated 

public and Freud’s “modern human” as having an aversion to religious piousness, and 

given that Freud constructed “sexuality” out of the practices, institutions, and 

narratives that differentially produce this educated public, Freud’s nursemaid’s 

distinct type of religiosity adds another explanation to the fact that Freud did not 

consider his infantile knowledge of Czech (for which she is after all most likely the 

most significant source) in his self-analysis. She would, after all, be unimaginable in 

the theater audience of King Oedipus. 

 With this in mind, let us look back once more at Freud’s Hannibal fantasy. I 

had not so far named the relation between the defiant Jew Sigmund Freud, with his 

fantasy of the Semitic herol, and the “unmanly” Eastern Jew, as indexed by the 

“unheroic” submission of Sigmund Freud’s Galician-born father, as a religious 

difference. But the latter figure is inscribed with a religiosity into his gendered 

appearance that is completely absent in Hannibal, and this (ascribed) religiosity is 

intrinsically bound up in this figure’s failure to embody normative masculinity. The 

particular religiosity inscribed in the (male) Eastern Jew differs of course in important 

ways from that of the pious Christian woman and is not as directly linked to the 

Oedipus theory. But if Hannibal provides a benign variation with a Jewish face to the 
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universal Oedipus theory of the modern human (as European), coalescing around the 

same normative masculinity, then the figures of the unmanly Eastern Jew and the 

pious Christian old woman are supplementing the Hannibal and Oedipus figures 

respectively in their religiously inflected deviance from that normative Europeanness. 

 Freud treats the aversion to the behaviors and morals represented by the 

Eastern Jew and the pious Christian old mother as extra-theoretical. Freud’s Hannibal 

fantasy, admittedly, is not a theory, but the point here is that he treats his 

disappointment in his father’s unheroic behavior as psychoanalytically uninteresting. 

Freud shows no interest in questioning the origins of his desire for his father’s 

heroism.  

Freud’s treatment of the piousness in his Oedipus theory is even more 

remarkable. Consider once more the language Freud uses in his letter to Fließ.  

Gegen jeden willkürlicken Einzelzwang, wie er in der Ahnfrau etc. 
Voraussetzung ist, bäumt sich unsere Empfindung, aber die griechische 
Sage greift einen Zwang auf, den jeder anerkennt, weil er dessen 
Existenz in sich verspürt hat. Jeder der Hörer war einmal im Keime 
und in der Phantasie ein solcher Ödipus, und vor der hier in die 
Realität gezogenen Traumerfüllung schaudert jeder zurück mit dem 
ganzen Betrag der Verdrängung, der seinen infantilen Zustand von 
seinem heutigen trennt. (Freud, Briefe an Fliess 293, emphasis mine) 
 
Our sentiment rebels [rears up] against any arbitrary single 
compulsion, such as is presupposed in Die Ahnfrau and the like; but 
the Greek legend seizes upon a compulsion which everyone recognizes 
because he senses its existence within himself. Everyone in the 
audience was once a budding Oedipus in fantasy and each recoils in 
horror from the dream fulfillment here transplanted into reality, with 
the full quantity of repression which separates his infantile state from 
his present one. (Freud, Complete Letters 272 emphasis mine) 
 

Rejecting the appeal of the fatalistic tragedy, Freud uses language of bodily revulsion 
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that can compete with the bodily revulsion evoked by Oedipus’ crimes. The passage 

that says “our sentiment rebels” translates a metaphorical use of an expression (sich 

aufbäumen) that describes strong convulsive bodily movement such as the rearing up 

of a horse. Freud thus presumes a reaction to the idea of fate among the collectivity of 

his readers akin to that of a rearing-up horse. This is quite similar to the “shuddering 

back” that he claims is the normative reaction to the idea of mother-incest and father-

murder. But whereas the “shuddering back” is explained as the expression of 

repressed desire, the “rearing up” of the sentiment is left untheorized, as axiomatic 

and theoretically uninteresting religious-moral orientation. No psychoanalytic 

explanation rehabilitates the pious morality or attempts to provide insight into the 

origin of the sentiment’s “rearing up.” This visceral bodily reaction brings the subject 

into psychoanalytic focus, it is not subject to psychoanalytic analysis itself.  

The different valences of the rearing-up (against the idea of fate) and the 

shuddering-back (from the idea of mother-incest and father-murder) have their 

correlation in the contrasting assessments of a “compulsion” brought by destiny or 

God and a “compulsion” rooted in sexuality. Freud uses the same word (Zwang) for 

both instances of compulsion. The idea that one may be compelled by divine force or 

fate gives the sentiment of the “modern human” convulsions (without psychoanalytic 

relief), but being compelled by Oedipal desire and hatred characterizes this same 

modern human to the psychoanalytically informed person. 

In The Interpretation of Dreams, when Freud renders his associations with 

Hannibal, he casually evokes ideas of fate as well. “[Es] war mir so wenig wie ihm 
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beschieden, Rom zu sehen” (Traumdeutung 202). In the first published English 

translation, Brill translates, “like him I was destined never to see Rome.” James 

Strachey, in the Standard Edition went for: “Like him, I had been fated not to see 

Rome.” Despite Freud’s invective against notions of fate and destiny that are bound 

up with Gods, the fantasy of Hannibal, bound up in a fantasy of filial masculinity, 

allows for such notions to pass without being questioned. Re-formulated as 

heteropatriarchally anchored gender and sexuality, the stories of Hannibal and 

Oedipus take on a substitute-religious valence. Such sexuality, imbued with the aura 

of classical antiquity, appears as the only form in which the notion of being 

compelled by something beyond one’s control is compatible with the idea of being a 

modern human.  

 

Conclusion 

The affective relationship to Oedipus and Hannibal that informs Freud’s theorizing 

and fantasizing is built in the cultivation of distinction in the Latin class of the 

Gymnasium and the Viennese theater production of Greek tragedy. Both of these sites 

cultivate a sense of European culture that is in an exclusive relationship with Roman 

and Greek antiquity. Freud emphasizes the sexual and gendered content of the 

Oedipus myth and drama and, bypassing the overt discourse of European cultural 

distinction, asserts the universality of mother-love and father-hatred. Still bypassing 

the discourse of cultural distinction, he presents this heteropatriarchal scaffolding as 

the setting in which the universal infant takes shape as a psychic subject. Sexuality 
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and its gendered scripts, whether inspired by Oedipus or Hannibal, thus becomes the 

scene where fantasies of European culture and antiquity become embodied. Antiquity, 

in the wider discourse produced as a secular rationale for the specialness of Europe, 

inflects this “sexuality” with a differential meaning. In sexuality, the aura of antiquity 

as a source of European culture finds a place in the individual body of the “modern 

human.”  

Figures such as the unmanly Eastern Jew or the pious Christian old mother not 

only exist in a deviant or marginal relationship to this heteropatriarchal gender order, 

but they are also not interpellated as “modern humans” at the Gymnasium or the elite 

theater. The figure of the pious Christian old mother in particular represents a 

gendered religiosity that Freud emphatically puts down on his way to defend his 

theory of Oedipal sexuality as universal. The antipathy towards religiosity (religiosity 

as an embodied practice rather than religion as a cultural tradition) is foundational to 

Freud’s “universal” Oedipal subject, which emblematizes the shift from a self-

consciously exclusive discourse of European culture to a “universal” discourse of 

sexuality.  

The next two chapters, will continue to engage with a certain antagonism 

between sexuality, race, and religion, but from a different angle. The first two 

chapters have both taken as their starting point narrative articulations of a sexual self 

(coming out, castration, Oedipus) and then analyzed what form of subjectivity it 

legitimates. In the third and fourth chapters, which are closely linked and related, I 

continue to analyze the notions of subjectivity that are legitimated through discourse 
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of sexuality and psychoanalysis in particular. But rather than center sexual theories as 

my starting point and primary object of analysis, I examine how the discourse of 

sexuality comes to play a role in one of Austria’s major antisemitic mobilizations at 

the turn of the nineteenth century: the Hilsner affair. 
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