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Introduction  

 
This dissertation examines psychoanalysis, sexuality, and nationality in late Habsburg Austria, 

extending into studies of the political management of language, religion, culture, and race. These 

studies have a kinship through their shared thematic and geohistorical focus, but they do not form 

one consecutive narrative. They are instead held together by a methodological approach and 

theoretical orientation that are grounded in the political stakes of my project: to assist efforts to 

resist racism and imperialism through a better understanding of the workings of hegemonic sexual 

and gender identities. 

The politics of sexuality in the current period focus intensively on gay identity and 

homophobia. Over the past two decades, claims about gay rights and equality have moved from the 

margins to become a political rallying point of global import, mobilizing masses of supporters as 

well as opponents. Gay rights have been negotiated under the universalizing sign of human rights, 

and the availability of “gay marriage” has been treated as a hallmark of a polity's commitment to its 

gay constituents. This growing visibility has been accompanied by a mobilization of racism and 

imperialism that has produced an artificial divide between “gay” interests and “Black,” 

“immigrant,” “Muslim,” “African,” “Iraqi,” “Palestinian” or otherwise racially othered 

communities and populations.1 In Germany, for instance, the major gay and lesbian organizations 

have capitalized on racist attitudes and cast “homophobic migrants” as the main problem for 

lesbians and gas, prompting U.S. queer theorist Judith Butler to reject the 2010 Berlin gay pride 

                                                
1 With the term “racial othering,” I describe the outcome of a process of racialization that renders persons 

fundamentally other, inhuman, subhuman, or out of place in a given polity. Another outcome of the same 
process of racialization is the production of a racial self, frequently as human, civilized, European, or 
white. What I describe clumsily as “racial othering” is sometimes named, more smoothly, “racialization.” 
I use the clumsier expression in order to not lose sight of the racialized character of the modern human 
self. Unfortunately, it is linguistically difficult to render a description of the process of racialization as a 
racial Self. Racial selfing, in analogy to racial othering, would be one possibility, but I tend to speak of 
racial elevation or distinction.  
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award in protest (SUSPECT 2010).2 The frivolous remark with which Seth Meyers on the American 

TV show Saturday Night Live greeted U.S. president Obama's endorsement of gay marriage in May 

2012—“We get it, Obama. You're not a Muslim”—is an example of the way anti-gay sentiment is 

associated with Muslims in the popular liberal imagination in the U.S.3 These instances of 

“homonationalism” (Puar) and “gay imperialism” (Haritaworn, Erdem, and Tauqir) mobilize sexual 

identities to negotiate much more than the relations between gay and heterosexual people.  

I contend that the notions of sexuality that are deployed in contemporary gay identity 

discourses, including homonationalism and gay imperialism, are closely related to Freudian 

articulations of sexuality. Freud’s writings on castration and Oedipus provide perhaps the most 

detailed ethnography available of the built-in logic of gender and sexualized identities that are 

experienced and presented as universal even though they are actively managing the racial, religious, 

and class fracturing that inheres in them. Articulations of sexual identities have, of course, changed 

substantially since Freud’s time, but the logic that fits them into imperialism and racism has not. I 

arrive at this conclusion by reading Freud’s theories of sexuality as part of and interwoven with the 

drastic changes in social and political organization in late Habsburg Austria. In doing so, I aspire to 

contribute to a better understanding of the role that psychoanalytic and other accounts of gender and 

sexuality play in the normalization and justification of racialized notions of individuality, sociality, 

and political organization. 

Late Habsburg Austria was a site of major political change. Starting around 1880, competing 

nationalisms became influential on the Austrian political scene.4 The antisemitic movement, which 

gained popularity in the 1890s, had its political stronghold in Vienna, where the Christian Social 

Karl Lueger was elected mayor from 1897 to 1910. The political events that I study along with 

                                                
2 On Judith Butler’s refusal of the award, see (SUSPECT, “Judith Butler Refuses Berlin Pride Civil Courage 

Prize 2010”; SUSPECT, “Where Now? From Pride Scandal to Transnational Movement”). On the racism 
of lesbian and gay organizations in Germany, see (Haritaworn and Petzen; Haritaworn, Erdem, and 
Tauqir; Haritaworn). 

3 Saturday Night Live, Season 37, Episode 21. NBC, May 12, 2014. 
4 (Judson, Exclusive Revolutionaries; Stourzh; Sutter; King) 
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Freudian and other articulations of sexuality—the controversy over the Badeni language ordinances, 

the Hilsner ritual murder affair, the creation of a ministry for social welfare—are clustered between 

1897 and 1918. This is also the period in which those psychoanalytic texts which are most central to 

my analysis were published. However, these texts, as well as the political events, are not firmly 

contained in this period. For instance, Freud’s turn-of-the-century texts negotiate memories of 

events that happened during his early childhood in the mid-nineteenth century and even include 

events that happened before his birth. Late Habsburg Austria hence describes the time period that 

forms the center of gravity for my analyses—roughly 1897 to 1918—but it is not an absolute 

demarcation.  

Habsburg Austria was not a nation state. Different nationalisms assumed different 

relationships towards the state, but none ever completely coincided with it. The meaning of nation 

and nationality was highly unstable and shifted over the last four decades of the Austrian empire. 

While my work studies intertwined negotiations of nationality in relation to religion, language, 

culture, class, and race, I give special recognition to the category of nationality. What is nationality? 

What are its relationships to language, religion, culture, and race? Does one get it from one’s 

parents? What does the state have to do with it? Even within the short two decades from 1897 and 

1918, the answers that the state and other political actors gave to these questions changed 

significantly. There is furthermore no equivalent in a nation state for the category of nationality as it 

operates in a non-national state. For these reasons, it is particularly important to analyze carefully 

how nationality works in the context of Habsburg Austria.  

The heuristic primacy of nationality (next to sexuality) as a category of analysis has led me 

to approach antisemitism differently from most Freud scholars. Discussions of Freud, Jewishness, 

and antisemitism have often taken Freud’s experience of antisemitism as the definitive experience 

of Viennese Jews, or analysed it through a one-dimensional axis where antisemitism introduces a 

divide between Jews and Germans. Freud explained in 1926:  
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My language is German. My culture, my attainments are German. I considered 
myself German intellectually, until I noticed the growth of anti-Semitic prejudice in 
Germany and German Austria. Since that time, I prefer to call myself a Jew. (as qtd. 
in Yerushalmi 41) 
 

“My language is German.” This statement by Freud appears to simply assert a truth that is self-

evident. It is frequently taken as evidence that, were it not for antisemitism, Freud would of course 

be German.5  

 Yet, one lesson that the history of “nationality” in Habsburg Austria teaches is that language, 

especially if used with a possessive pronoun in a way that normalizes the idea that each individual 

has one language, is much more than merely a descriptive fact. In 1910 the Austrian Supreme 

Administrative Court ruled that language proficiency was, as a rule, indicative of a child’s 

nationality.6 Because many people were bi- or multilingual, the decennial census became occasion 

for nationalists to mobilize as many people as possible to register their respective nation’s language 

as “language of interaction” (Umgangssprache). This data was widely interpreted as providing 

information about the relative population strengths of national communities.7 My impulse to agitate 

Freud’s Germanness, then, is not to disagree with him about his identities but, rather, to situate them 

in a multidimensional representational field where overlapping linguistic, national, regional, and 

class stratifications mediate and differentiate Jewish identity and antisemitism alike. 

 For analyzing the volatile political and social transformations of late Habsburg Austria, I 

have found theoretical and methodological inspiration in the works of Jin Haritaworn, Jasbir K. 

Puar, Roderick Ferguson, and several others who provide analyses of shifting social formations that 

center queer and trans of color identities.8 These works have developed important analytics for 

understanding the production of normative and non-normative selfhood as a flexible process. In 

                                                
5 (Gay; other discussions that participate in this trend are Yerushalmi; Gilman and Ernest Jones’ Freud 

biography) 
6 See the verdict of the Supreme Administrative Court of December 11, 1910 on the interpretation of Lex 

Perek (Budwinski; for a discussion, see Zahra 39–48). 
7 (Zahra; Judson, Guardians of the Nation; King; Brix; Stourzh) 
8 (Haritaworn, Erdem, and Tauqir; Puar; Ferguson) 



5 

moments of intense economic, social, and cultural change, the relative marginalization of mutually 

interrelated groups can be especially unpredictable. Just as “queer” can be a dehumanizing sexual 

epithet in one moment, a dehumanizing racial epithet in the next, and an alibi for imperialism in yet 

another moment, the discursive production of national, religious, and racial identity in late 

Habsburg Austria is full of overlapping, contradictory, and shifting political and epistemic claims on 

national, linguistic, cultural, and religious identities. 

Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality Volume 1 has been another source of 

methodological inspiration and relevant conceptual-historical framework alike, especially as I read 

it together with feminist and queer critical race scholarship that builds on it.9 I concur with Rey 

Chow that one of the most valuable things that Foucault’s History of Sexuality has to offer is that it 

frames sexuality in the light of biopower, where it is “no longer clearly distinguishable from the 

entire problematic of the reproduction of human life that is, in modern times, always racially and 

ethnically inflected” (7). Biopower is a type of power that operates and legitimates itself through the 

maximization and optimization of life itself, and as Chow’s comment points out, the definition of 

the “life” that biopower seeks to maximize and optimize is racially and ethnically inflected. 

Sexuality, theorized in the light of biopower, is not simply a distinct domain of human social 

behavior or individual make-up but a privileged target and mediating point of a racially and 

ethnically inflected power. While I critique aspects of Foucault’s framework, I nevertheless find his 

mode of analysis generative, first, because he provides a framework of thinking sexuality as a target 

of power that mediates transformations of social and political orders and that is not primarily 

subordinated to a general imperative to heterosexual biological reproduction, and, second, because 

he models a methodological sensibility for grasping the simultaneity of continuity and change. The 

latter is very welcome, as I seek to articulate the continuity in difference between social and 

political developments contemporaneous to Freud and the present.  

                                                
9 Especially (Stoler; Chow; Puar) 
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My analyses include readings of fiction, journalistic texts, letters, psychoanalytic theory, 

court documents, and political speeches. I frequently focus on short textual passages that strike me 

through their affective or dramatic tension, through a particular constellation of rhetorical tropes, 

through an unexpected resonance with other textual passages, or through their referential content. I 

understand the historical difference that separates me from, but also connects me to, these 

affectively or otherwise striking textual passages through Walter Benjamin's notion of historical 

materialism. For Benjamin, the historical materialist's relation to the past is created in such 

haphazard encounters as in the flitting by of an image or the flashing up of a memory. The task of 

the historical materialist is to “[grasp] the constellation which his [sic] own era has formed with a 

definite earlier one” (Benjamin Th. 5, 6, 13a). 

 My first chapter, “Castration, Coming Out, and the Biopolitics of Parental Narcissism,” 

analyses the connections between two seemingly distinct scenes—one stemming from Freudian 

psychoanalysis, the other from twenty-first-century gay fiction—that have been taken as 

paradigmatic origin moments of male/female and hetero/gay sexual difference, respectively. Freud’s 

scene of castration, in which a little boy grapples with the perceived absence of a penis in a girl, is 

part of his theory of the psychic recognition of male/female difference. I analyze this scene together 

with the coming-out scene, in which a presumably heterosexual mother grapples with the 

recognition of her daughter’s gay identity, as it is represented in the novel Keeping You a Secret by 

U.S. author Julie Anne Peters. I argue that the narratively rendered scenes of castration and coming 

out are structurally homologous, in that they are both driven by a subject’s cognitive-psychic 

breakdown at the sight of something that he or she can only fathom as loss (the loss of a penis, in 

Freud, and the loss of heterosexuality, in Peters). The recognition of difference resolves this 

experience of loss. I further argue that parental narcissism—a parent’s love for his or her child as a 

better, happier, and more accomplished version of him- or herself—sets the stage for the drama of 

loss and recognition to unfold. Parental narcissism, however, is not only an individual affect, but 
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also a discursive trope through which biopower infuses the subject whose life it seeks to maximize 

and optimize. Because parental narcissism is an important component of the scenes of coming out 

and castration, I argue that the categorical difference between male/female and heterosexual/gay 

that is articulated through these scenes should be seen as discursive tropes of biopower as well. 

In my second chapter, I turn my attention to another foundational theory of sexuality: the 

Oedipus complex. “Sexuality, Antiquity, and the Embodiment of European Culture: Freud’s 

Hannibal and Oedipus in the Shadow of the Badeni Language Ordinances” presents the argument 

that Freud’s “universal” theory of Oedipus and his self-consciously “Jewish” fantasy of Hannibal 

build on institutionalized practices of cultivating an educated subject of European culture through 

the consumption of Roman and Greek antiquity in the Gymnasium (where Freud read about 

Hannibal in Livy) and the stage (where the success of King Oedipus is taken up by Freud to support 

his Oedipus theory). The exclusivity of the prevailing definition of European culture is particularly 

evident in the way German liberal and nationalist voices rallied against the Badeni language 

ordinances, which coincided temporally with Freud’s first formulation of his ideas on Oedipus and 

Hannibal.  

With the Badeni language ordinances of 1897, the Austrian government intended to equalize 

the status of German and Czech in the bureaucracy of Bohemia and Moravia. When pushed to 

rationalize their opposition to the idea that German bureaucrats should be required to learn Czech, 

German liberals asserted the superiority of the German language through its allegedly exclusive 

relationship to the cultures of classical antiquity and the cradle of European culture. This larger 

political context comes to bear on my analysis of Freud’s writings, because it spells out certain 

stakes of the German practices of cultivating “European culture” that are not immediately apparent 

from reading Freud.  

My reading also contributes to a debate about the meaning of “universality” in Freud’s claim 

that Oedipus is universal. Rather than ask in what sense the Oedipus theory can be said to be valid 
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cross-culturally, as the question of universality is often posed, my analysis unearths the resonance of 

Freud’s argument for the universality of Oedipal feeling with contemporary theater criticism on the 

production of Sophocles’ King Oedipus in Vienna. Freud’s argument about the universality of 

Oedipal feelings, I argue, operates as an intellectualized surface of an unquestioned affective 

gendered and ethical delineation of the “modern human.” The figure that most unequivocally 

occupies the constitutive outside of Freud’s “universal” Oedipal subject is the “pious Christian 

woman” whose weak morality (in Freud’s assessment) is inseparable from her deviance from the 

heteropatriarchal gender order represented by Oedipus.  

A second analytic strand of this chapter juxtaposes Freud’s “universal” theory of Oedipus 

with his self-consciously “Jewish” fantasy of Hannibal. This juxtaposition reveals that the 

gendered-ethical affect motivating Freud’s Oedipus theory and Hannibal fantasy are the same: 

repulsion in the face of a deviant gendered and ethical embodiment. In the case of the Hannibal 

fantasy, the repulsive figure is the “unmanly Eastern Jew.” 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 first and second chapter take sexual theories of the individual sexual subject as their 

primary objects of analysis. The third and fourth chapter continue to analyze sexual theories, but the 

angle is different: Here, sexuality will appear as a counter-discourse to the antisemitic construction 

of “the Jews.” The production of individuality through the discourse of sexuality can now, in a way, 

be taken better into focus because the methodological frame is no longer governed by a sexual 

theory of the individual subject. 

The contrasting ways how chapters two and three engage religion helps illustrate this 

methodological difference. Chapters two and three both describe an antagonism between sexuality 

and a certain inflection of the religious. While the second chapter arrives at the theme of religion as 
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a marginal, yet animating, constitutive outside of the universal Oedipal modern human, the third 

chapter, “Ritual Murder and Sexuality in the Hilsner Affair,” analyses the contrast between the 

antisemitic invention of “the Jews” and discourse of sexuality and individuality.10 The antisemitic 

fantasy of “Jewish ritual murder,” which circulated widely in late nineteenth century Central and 

Eastern Europe, epitomizes the characteristic that antisemitic knowledge of “the Jews” conceives of 

“the Jews” as an entity that stands in opposition to the individual self. Accusing Jewry of murdering 

Christian children or virgins for ritual needs, antisemites imagined “the Jews” as an inherently 

murderous entity fundamentally antagonistic to “human society.” 

The Hilsner trials of 1899 and 1900 are the result a trans-regional antisemitic cooperation in 

framing the Jewish day laborer and beggar Leopold Hilsner for the alleged ritual murder of a 

Christian seamstress, Anežka Hrůzová. Liberal critics of antisemitism sought to exonerate Hilsner 

and discredit the ritual murder accusation with a counter-framework for explaining the murder, 

namely that it was the act of a sexual pervert who was driven by sadism, fetishism, necrophilia, or 

an unspecified sexual perversion. Contrary to the ritual murder allegation, this hypothesis imagines 

the murderer fundamentally as an individual self—even if the notion of perversion means that it is 

an abnormal self. By exhibiting how the antisemitic concept of “the Jews” contrasts with the 

concept of sexual perversion, the Hilsner affair is a particularly illustrative case for understanding 

the racial-religious particularity of the notion of individuality that is attached to the discourse of 

sexuality.  

 The fourth chapter, “Suggestion and Certainty: Two Approaches to a Critique of Antisemitic 

Knowledge,” analyses the politics of knowledge in the Hilsner affair. Liberal critics used the theory 

                                                
10 I do not follow the popular distinction in modern antisemitism between religious and racial antisemitism. 
These demarcations were first made by the self-consciously racial antisemitic German nationalist movement, 
and it appears that they stem to a considerable extent from the exigencies of mass politics where Christian 
Social antisemites and German nationalist antisemites competed for the same votes. They thus sought 
simultaneously to specialize their brands and to make sure that whatever ideological demands their 
opponents created, they would meet too. I treat antisemitism as religious and racial at the same time. 
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of suggestion to produce a sophisticated critique of antisemitic knowledge production about the 

alleged ritual murder. Drawing from criminal-psychological and neurological debates, the concept 

of suggestion explains how individuals come to believe in the reality of Jewish ritual murder as a 

result of antisemitic dissemination of speeches, images, and flyers that vividly represent the scene 

of a ritual murder. In the first part of this chapter, I trace the genealogical links between the concept 

of suggestion and the psychoanalytic discourse of sexuality via neurological debates about hysteria 

and hypnosis and I demonstrate that the concept of suggestion, very similar to the psychoanalytic 

discourse of sexuality, presupposes an individual self with a complex interiority that is capable of 

holding true as well as false knowledge.  

In the second part of this chapter, I analyze several documented instances of how antisemitic 

power plays out in the Hilsner affair and argue that, while the discourse of suggestion provides a 

useful account of why individuals come to believe in ritual murder, it is limited as a strategy of anti-

antisemitic resistance because it is caught up in the psychology of the individual self and the 

racialized conceptions of selfhood that are built into it. I propose an alternative approach to politics 

of antisemitic knowledge, truth, and belief that does not start from the psychology of the individual 

but from the performative fact of racial power. My approach highlights the performance of certainty 

as a collective embodied practice that forms a continuity with racial violence. 

This final chapter demonstrates that the production of the racialized individual self through 

discourses of sexuality (and its sibling discourses of neurology, psychiatry, and criminal 

psychology) also takes place in contexts and domains that, at first sight, have nothing to do with 

sexuality—not directly, at least. Even liberal efforts to oppose antisemitism via exposure of its 

mode of operation during the Hilsner affair were tied up and invested in the production of the 

racialized individual self. This analysis can inspire us to push for different modes of resistance that 

do not merely legitimate anew the structures and fantasies of the racialized individual self. 
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