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Introduction 

Nike Schröder is a Lustmörderin with a demon between her legs and a brain in her fridge. 

Or rather, Nike Schröder is a fictional female sexual homicide offender, whose childhood spent 

in complete isolation with only her zealous father, leaves her incapable of understanding her 

body’s physiological arousal response to her victims’ most coveted body parts. Author and 

media personality Thea Dorn (born Christiane Scherer in 1970 in Offenbach am Main) released 

Die Hirnkönigin in 1999 and quickly became, in her own words, “Deutschlands brutalste 

Autorin!”1 19-year-old Nike Schröder is the novel’s antagonist, who carefully selects her victims 

based on a very particular criteria: older white male intellectuals—preferably bald but with a full 

beard. One review of Dorn’s novel described Nike’s victims as “sympatisch” and “humanistisch 

gebildete Männer,” nevermind that one of them was a philanderer who emotionally abused his 

wife, who in turn suspected her husband was sexually abusing their daughter.2 In a macabre 

mating ritual, Nike kills these men, absconding from the scene of the crime with their heads, 

only to ‘undress’ them later in private. For Nike, the act of undressing is closer to an autopsy 

than it is any ordinary seduction, as she first delicately peels back the skin from her victims’ 

skulls and then reverently removes their brains. Nike then proceeds to caress her thighs with the 

denuded organ, reaching a sexual climax as she slips her fingers in the longitudinal fissure 

between the brain’s two lobes.  

Dorn is far from the first author to pen a female serial killer, but the pathologically sexual 

nature of Nike’s crimes captured wide-spread media attention–and not just because they were 

sexual, but because they were committed by a woman. To put this in perspective: official 

1 Joachim Kronsbein, “Harte Schocker aus zarter Feder.” Der Spiegel, April 23, 2000. 
2 Andrea Roedig, “Das Schenkelklatschen der Leichen: Die FU-Dozentin Thea Dorn und ihr 

neuer Krimi.” Der Tagesspiegel, September 28, 1999.  
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statistics from the Bundeskriminalamt (BKA) show that between 1990-2010, women were 

suspected in approximately 24% of all crimes committed; of all crimes committed, .9% were 

murder; of all murders committed, 3% were sexual homicides; of all sexual homicides 

committed, women were suspected in 1.85% of cases, with a range of 3.1% to 7.9%.3 When Die 

Hirnkönigin was published in 1999, although none of the 30 people suspected of committing 

“Mord im Zusammenhang Sexualdelikten” in that year were women, for all other “Straftaten gg. 

die sex. Selbstbestimmung,” women did in fact make up 7.3% of the 30,714 suspects officially 

reported by the police.4 This means that while the novel’s skeptical reception may not have been 

too surprising, women committing crimes of a sexual nature, including rape, was not unheard of. 

Nonetheless, headlines such as “Frauen töten nicht aus Lust”5 and descriptions of Dorn’s writing 

as “drastisch und explizit,”6 mirror the horrified and bemused fascination experienced by Kyra 

Berg, the novel’s protagonist, alongside the rest of the cast of characters in this Berlin-based 

crime novel, in the face of degenerate female sexuality. Berg is a crime reporter for a fictitious 

Berlin newspaper writing a series about ‘truly violent’ female murderers when the Editor-in-

Chief becomes Nike’s first victim, thus setting into motion the novel’s primary story arc.  

Spoiler alert: the novel ends with Kyra (and anyone else aware of the murderer’s identity) 

dead and Nike on a plane to Athens. Because of a dual-narrative structure which follows both 

Nike and Kyra, the novel is never a ‘who dunnit’ or “how dunnit’ in the tradition of the Golden 

age of crime fiction; nor is it, as one reviewer remarked, a case of ‘why dunnit?’ as can often be 

 
3 These calculations are based on official records released by the Bundeskriminalamt between 

1990-2010.  
4 Bundeskriminalamt Deutschland, Polizeiliche Kriminalstatistik: 1999 Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland, May 1, 2000, 128, 133. 
5 Henrike Thomsen, “Frauen töten nicht aus Lust.” Berliner Zeitung, January 2000. 
6 Andrea Roedig, “Umzimperliche Mord-Frau.” Literaturbeilage der Wochenzeitung, Offenbach 

am Main, 1999. 
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found in modern crime fiction which explores social realities and the human condition.7 The 

driving question of Die Hirnkönigin, if we were to continue this line of interrogation, is “Wait, 

really? A woman dunnit?” Or, fully articulated: how is the reader supposed to believe that a 

woman, commonly believed to be constrained by social and biological limitations to both the 

breadth of her physical strength and depths of her sexual depravity, could commit a series of 

sexually sadistic murders? According to Kyra, she cannot, because “[d]ie Lustmörderin ist 

genauso eine Männerphantasie wie der Lustmörder. Nur dass Ted Bundy die Sados bedient, 

während Salome mehr für die Masos ist. Frauen killen nicht aus Lust.”8  

The driving question of my own project, however, differs yet again. My goal is not to 

definitively prove that women can and have committed murders in the name of sexual desire; 

that is outside the scope of my studies, and frankly, an unsatisfyingly one-dimensional inquiry. 

My query is instead the query itself: when male sexual homicide offenders, such as Kyra’s 

example Ted Bundy, exist almost unquestioned in much of the Western cultural landscape as 

both boogey-man and charismatic anti-hero, why does the existence of a female counterpart, 

even a fictional one, incur seemingly impervious doubt? Henrike Thomsen, for example, 

criticized that “die Zeichnung der Lustmörderin ist misslungen. Dorn versucht, sie von einem 

völlig leeren Zentrum her zu denken.”9 This critique of the Lustmörderin would become a 

common refrain in the scholarly reception of Dorn’s novel as well, and one which seemed to 

resonate suspiciously loud for something that allegedly did not exist. To me, this emptiness is 

less like the lifeless void of a vacuum, and more like the eerie quiet of a suddenly still forest: 

ominous, threatening, and full of life. Hence, I argue that the word Lustmörderin is far from an 

 
7 Roedig, “Unzimperliche Mord-Frau.” 
8 Thea Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin (München: Goldmann, 2001), 146. 
9 Thomsen, “Frauen töten nicht aus Lust.” 
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empty signifier, but marks instead an uncommonly accessed threshold into the timeless 

discourses of crime and human sexuality.  

Dorn’s decision to directly engage in the concept of Lustmord situates the novel within the 

history of sexology. Established primarily in German-speaking Europe at the end of the 19th 

century, sexology was one of several major disciplines to emerge during the institutionalization 

of the social sciences at the height of Western modernisation. As the study of human sexuality 

expanded and gained traction with German psychiatrist Richard Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia 

Sexualis in 1886, sexology flourished as a uniquely interdisciplinary field of study at the nexus 

of anthropology, psychology, sociology, and criminology. From these coalescing modes of 

knowledge production arose the concept of Lustmord and the Lustmörder, a discourse which I 

argue remains relevant today for all the ways that gender and sexual violence shape modern 

subjectivities. 

The development of the term Lustmord began in the communities surrounding present 

day Bochum, Germany: from December 30, 1878, to the spring of 1882, several women from 

working class backgrounds were found dead of strangulation and mutilation, with no sign of the 

culprit. By the third murder in August of 1879, the press in and beyond the Ruhrgebiet were 

describing the crime as a series of Lustmorde.10 From the local Märkischer Sprecher to the 

Salzburger Volksblatt, newspapers widely used the newly minted term Lustmord to report on the 

sexually violent murders.11 In her dissertation “Lustmord and the Loving Other,” Amber Marie 

Aragon-Yoshi covers this case extensively and contextualizes the accompanying anxiety within 

 
10 Amber Marie Aragon-Yoshida, “Lustmord and Loving the Other: A History of Sexual Murder 

in Modern Germany and Austria (1873-1932),” (PhD diss., Washington University, 2011), 24-

25. 
11 Salzburger Volksblatt, April 15, 1882.  
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the changing modern industrial landscape, which brought with it new threats, such as this 

allegedly new type of anonymous murder. Moreover, she emphasizes the portrayal of the victims 

as wholesome young women, and the widespread panic of female members of the community 

who feared being in public without a male escort.12 Though later both men and women would be 

the victims of some of Germany’s most notorious Lustmörder, the initial discourse of Lustmord 

established a heteronormative binary between the ‘beastly’ male murderer and the ‘respectable’ 

female victim.13 

By the time Krafft-Ebing published the first edition of Psychopathia Sexualis in 1886, 

Lustmord had officially entered the German language. Much of his study explores the nature of 

sexually motivated violent crimes based on case studies from across Europe, throughout which 

he clearly codes the perpetrator of Lustmord as male without ever entertaining the possibility of a 

female counterpart. Although Italian researcher Cesare Lombroso (1835 - 1909) had already 

published the first of female criminals with a focus on sexuality in 1895, marking the beginning 

of a body of research which would directly link the alleged threat of non-maternal female 

sexuality to female criminality and deem it a threat to society, according to accepted doctrines of 

knowledge, was largely impotent.14 There were no studies about female criminality which even 

suggested women were also capable of crimes like Lustmord. The word Lustmörderin only 

entered the German-speaking cultural imagination in 1926, when an 18-year-old woman in 

Duisburg murdered two young children and almost became Germany’s first Lustmörderin. The 

sex murderess was only slightly more present in the evolving sexological discourse of Lustmord, 

 
12 Aragon-Yoshida, “Lustmord and Loving the Other,” 38. 
13 See for example the language used by the Märkischer Sprecher on April 20, 1882. 
14 Barbara Hales, “Woman as Sexual Criminal: Weimar Constructions of the Criminal Femme 

Fatale.” Women in German Yearbook 12 (1996): 101–21. 103 
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briefly appearing in a few case studies for seemingly no other purpose than to prove her own 

impossibility.  

Lustmord, however, only became more popular in both sexology and popular culture, 

especially after the First World War. Much has been written about this fascination with 

Lustmord, most notably by Maria Tatar in her 1995 study Lustmord: Sexual Murder in Weimar 

Germany. Tatar lays the groundwork for understanding the cultural and historical significance of 

such crimes in the German consciousness as a form of transgression. She argues that fantasies 

involving male-perpetrated sexual violence against women were in part due to the “asymmetrical 

effect of the war on men and on women,” citing the prevalence of male amputees after the 

atrocities of WWI.15 The rising tensions as women became more economically and socially 

independent and the belief that women “posed a threat to the social, economic, and political 

balance of power,” resulted in a growing artistic engagement with Lustmord.16 Tatar writes that 

German artists such as Georg Grosz (1883 - 1959) and Otto Dix (1891 - 1969) depicted 

Lustmord in their artworks, even going so far as to include themselves in the images as the 

iconoclastic Lustmörder.17 Such a self-oriented handling of Lustmord already implicates the role 

male subjectivities played in this discourse, but Tatar’s study furthermore analyzes the central 

role women and their sexuality and bodies play in portrayals of this sort of crime, either when 

sons revolt against sexually prohibitive mothers, or as a reaction against “women in general as 

icons of licentious sexuality.”18      

 
15 Maria Tatar, Lustmord. Sexual Murder in Weimar Germany (Princeton, Princeton University 

Press, 1995), 12. 
16 Tatar, Lustmord, 12. 
17 Tatar, Lustmord, 6. 
18 Tatar, Lustmord, 7. 
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I believe one of Tatar’s most critical insights into the cultural significance of Lustmord is her 

observation on the femme fatale. Tatar recognizes a deliberate rejection of femmes fatales when 

the atrocities of war against the body are transferred to the female body, writing that “it’s a short 

step from the sexual empowerment of the femme fatale to the murderous assault of her body.”19 

Even if female sexuality was increasingly construed as a cultural threat, the most dangerous 

woman of this discourse was no match for the Lustmörder. The stronghold of the Lustmörder 

over the femme fatale is also supported by the extensive oeuvre of Erich Wulffen (1862 - 1936), 

one of the most prominent German criminal sexologists of the day. In his 1923 monograph Das 

Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, Wulffen firmly repudiated the existence of the Lustmörderin. He 

notes that no other scholar, including Krafft-Ebing, had been able to report on the existence of a 

female sex murderer, and claims that “selbst bei Nymphomanen ist der Geschlechtstrieb nicht 

derartig monströs, daß er zu Lustmord, Nekrophilie und Kannibalismus erlangt.”20 As Barbara 

Hales reminds us, there was no shortage of publications on female criminality during this time, 

but the focus was not on the possibility of their extreme sexuality or any threat they posed to 

male lives, but rather their growing independence within a historically oppressive patriarchal 

regime.  

This hardly sounds like the void described by Thomsen, and so I return to my initial 

observation: like a silent copse of trees, the lack of the Lustmörderin is an indication of danger. 

In my dissertation, I seek to excavate this cavernous silence and unpack what the constellation of 

sex, gender, and sexual violence central to the Lustmord discourse means for subjectivity in 

 
19 Tatar, Lustmord, 11. 
20 Eric Wulffen, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin: ein Handbuch für Juristen, 

Verwaltungsbeamte und Ärzte mit kriminalistischen Originalaufnahmen (Berlin: Langenscheidt, 

1923), 377. 
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modern German culture. Why is the Lustmörder exalted, and what of his predominantly female 

victims? What does it mean when female death comes to define male identity? And why is it 

seemingly imperative that the Lustmörderin, fictional or otherwise, not exist, especially if even 

despite their allegedly innate criminality, women are thought to be harmless? Even Dorn’s 

protagonist Kyra Berg, who claims that  “eine wirkliche gewalttätige Frau, die durch und durch 

skrupellose, böse ist, würde diese Gesellschaft heftiger erschüttern als alle Revolutionen,” cannot 

accept that such a woman could also enjoy herself and kill at the same time.21 I therefore argue 

that it is neither violence nor pleasure alone, but instead the agency demonstrated by a woman 

who finds her own sexual pleasure at the cost of male life and limb that is the real danger of the 

Lustmörderin. If we accept this as true, then it becomes obvious why the Lustmörderin is such a 

contested and silenced figure: sexology emerged as a field of knowledge dominated by 

patriarchal ideologies in a society organized around a heteronormative binary at a time when the 

process of modernization irrevocably destabilized traditional gender roles. To acknowledge even 

the potential, no matter how seemingly far-fetched, that a woman could be equal to a man at his 

worst would only make it easier to prove that her best could match his as well.  

I therefore argue that the Lustmörderin matters because she is a prototype of female 

subjectivity removed from and threatening to the hegemony of patriarchy. While in no way 

advocating for women (much less men) to actually commit such crimes, I do advocate for the 

reevaluation of the Lustmord discourse as it stands today in both scholarship and popular culture, 

so that we may better understand its lasting impact on modes of male and female subjectivity in 

Western culture. The World Health Organization considers violence against women and female-

identifying sexual minorities a global crisis, estimating that one in three women have been the 

 
21 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 22. 



 

 

 
 

9 

victim of physical and/or sexual violence, most often at the hands of an intimate partner.22 In 

Germany, the official report from the Bundeskriminalamt (BKA) for 2021 shows 18.3% of 

victims in cases officially reported to the police were victims of intimate partner violence; 80% 

of those victims were women.23 More urgently, evidence is emerging that physical and sexual 

violence against women increased during the COVID-19 epidemic, with China and the UK 

among the first nations to report higher instances of domestic abuse during COVID-19 

quarantine in Spring 2020.24 In the UK, this included a death toll twice as high as the average 

rate in the previous ten years.25 Numerous studies confirm the same trend internationally, for 

example in Kenya, Bangladesh, and Argentina, just to name a few. In Germany, preliminary 

results indicate a 4.9% increase in sexual and intimate partner violence against women in 2020 

over the previous year.26 Overall, further results released by the BKA in 2021 show an increase 

of more than 10,000 cases of domestic violence where the victims and the perpetrators were 

 
22 “Violence against women,” World Health Organization, March 9, 2021. 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women. 
23 Bundeskriminalamt Deutschland, Partnerschaftsgewalt: Kriminalstatistische Auswertung- 

Berichtsjahr 2021, November 2022, 3. 
24 Neetu John, Sara E Casey, Giselle Carino, and Terry McGovern. “Lessons Never Learned: 

Crisis and gender-based violence,” in Developing World Bioethics 20, no. 2 (April 2020). 
25 Elisabeth Roesch, Avni Amin, Jhumka Gupta, and Claudia García-Moreno. “Violence against 

women during covid-19 pandemic restrictions,” editorial, British Medical Journal (May 2020). 

n.p. 
26 Kate Brady, “Berlin cracks down on gender-based violence,” Deutsche Welle, July 24, 2022. 

https://www.dw.com/en/germany-cracks-down-on-gender-based-violence/a-62567153 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women
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reported to live in the same home (see figure 1).27 

 

Figure 1, Häuslicher Gewalt in Germany, 2019 -2021. 

While I began this project well before 2020, I believe that the well documented impact of 

COVID-19 on violence against women, including in German-speaking Europe,28 has 

unfortunately provided further evidence for the relevance of my study: especially because the 

BKA results from 2021 shows that far more men are victims of intimate partner violence than 

one might expect. Women were undeniably the majority, but fully 20% of reported victims were 

male-identifying, and 21.1% of officially reported perpetrators were also women.29 And perhaps 

 
27 The BKA defines “Häusliche Gewalt” as “alle Formen körperlicher, sexueller oder 

psychischer Gewalt und umfasst familiäre sowie partnerschaftliche Gewalt. Häusliche Gewalt 

liegt vor, wenn die Gewalt zwischen Personen stattfindet, die in einer familiären oder 

partnerschaftlichen Beziehung zusammenwohnen. Sie liegt auch vor, wenn sie unabhängig von 

einem gemeinsamen Haushalt innerhalb der Familie oder in aktu- ellen oder ehemaligen 

Partnerschaften geschieht.”  Bundeskriminalamt Deutschland, Partnerschaftsgewalt, 16-17.  
28 For the impact in Austria, see Monika Potkanski-Palka, “Domestic Violence and COVID-19 in 

Austria Increased vulnerability and risk for children and young people,’ in Zeitschrift für 

Polizeiwissenschaft und polizeiliche Praxis 2021, no 2 (2021); for Switzerland information is 

less readily available, but was included in the Brink et. al study, while a brief from the Swiss 

Federation for the Protection of Children from November 2020 cites a drastic increase during 

quarantine of child pornography in several European countries. See “Sexual violence against 

children online,” Kinderschutz Schweiz, November 12, 2020. 

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/HRBodies/CRC/GCChildrensDigitalEnviro

nment/2020/others/swiss-foundation-protection-of-children-2020-11-14.docx.  
29 Bundeskriminalamt Deutschland, Partnerschaftsgewalt, 16-17.  
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even more shocking than these numbers is this: in 2022, only 2.1% of all reported crimes were 

sexual in nature.30 I say this not to diminish the impact of such crimes, but instead as testament to 

the disproportionately large fascination with sexual violence that has persisted since, as I will 

demonstrate, the very first case of Lustmord. I therefore echo Joanna Bourke, who in the 

introduction to Disgrace: Global Reflections on Sexual Violence (2022), writes that her study, 

like many others, “can only ever be a partial account of sexual violence (both physical and 

psychological) around the world. After all, forms of abuse are legion.”31 I agree with Bourke in 

that such accounts must be socially and historically grounded. I therefore argue that a 

comprehensive understanding of the intimate relationship between sexual violence and 

subjectivity in modern Germany must consider the silence of women–represented by the 

Lustmörderin–in the Lustmord discourse.  

To do so, I approach questions of subjectivity, sex, gender, and violence through the concept 

of abjection. I investigate the lacuna of the Lustmörderin in sexological texts, historical criminal 

cases, press and government archives, and contemporary feminist crime fiction that centers 

female sexual violence. In Chapter 1, I establish the foundation from which the rest of my 

dissertation will unfold: I introduce the abject with French theorist Julia Kristeva’s 

psychoanalytic approach to the essential role of abjection in the formation of the subject, and 

then expand my analysis to a broader framework of social abjection. Aided by both productive 

engagements with as well as critiques of abjection from scholars like Judith Butler and Imogen 

Tyler, I bring my theoretical introduction to a close by proposing Louis Althusser’s concept of 

 
30 Bundesministerium des Innern und für Heimat, Polizeiliche Kriminalstatistik 2022: 

Ausgewählte Zahlen im Überblick, August 2023, 31. 
31 Joanna Bourke, Disgrace: Global Reflections on Sexual Violence (United Kingdom: Reaktion 

Books, 2022), 3.  
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interpellation as the key to understanding the potential of the abject and the Lustmörderin as a 

feminist intervention in the Lustmord discourse. In my second body chapter, I begin my 

historical analysis with the first recorded case of Lustmord from 1878-1882 and explore 

abjection in the rapidly evolving landscape of industrialization and modernization in Germany. I 

argue that it was the Bochum case, and not later engagements with Lustmord in the Weimar Era, 

that established the persistent oppressive paradigm of male murderer and female victim as a 

result of the socio-historical context of gender and subjectivity in modern German-speaking 

Europe. I build my examination of this case with sociologists Nina Degele and Christian Dries’ 

model of modernization in order to comprehensively articulate the cultural tensions captured 

within the Lustmord discourse. This then leads me to Georges Bataille’ theory of social rituals 

and gender and media scholar Claire Sisco-King’s theory of abject hegemony, both of which 

together I argue are central to understanding the cultural primacy of the Lustmörder and the role 

of sexual violence in gendered subjectivity. 

By tracing this discourse as it develops, especially in the volatile years after World War One, 

I next demonstrate in my next chapter that institutions of knowledge were invested in denying 

the existence of female perpetrated Lustmord as a means of upholding traditional regimes of 

gender. Chapter 4 analyzes what the abject hegemony of the Lustmörder meant for the social and 

sexual emancipation of women from the fin-de-siecle to the onset of the Second World War. I 

argue that the devastating loss of mostly men during WWI positioned the figure of the 

Lustmörder to operate socially as a threat to a growing population of women for whom sexuality 

was no longer strictly a necessary means to reproductive ends [loss of men undermined 

traditional gender roles which positioned the Lustmörderin. I conclude my historical analysis 

with a case study of Käthe Hagedorn, a teenage girl from Duisburg who made headlines as 
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Germany’s first Lustmörderin when she murdered two small children in 1926. I bring necessary 

nuance into my analysis by framing the question of Hagedorn’s abject sexuality within an 

intersectional theory of interpellation. This constructivist approach, bolstered by Pablo Vila’s 

language of identitarian articulations, enables me to expose the hidden machinery of abjection as 

Hagedorn’s subjectivity was interpellated by/in the Weimar press. I argue that processes of 

reification, popularly held cultural assumptions about women’s reading habits, and the abject 

hegemony of the male-perpetuated sexual violence foreclosed any possibility for Käthe 

Hagedorn to ever successfully be interpellated as a Lustmörderin. With the full history and 

impact of the Lustmord discourse established, and with the Hagedorn case for comparison, I 

return to Thea Dorn’s Die Hirnkönigin in my final chapter and juxtapose Nike as a Lustmörderin 

with a close reading of French feminist philosopher Helene Cixous’ essay “Castration of 

Decapitation?” This examination thus reveals the stakes of my project: I argue that in her 

abjection, the figure of the Lustmörderin defies reification and radically embraces jouissance. 

She ruptures even the limits of abject gender, thus expanding the realm of intelligible, hegemonic 

subjectivity to become more inclusive of historically marginalized subjects. 



Chapter 1 

Understanding Abjection 

 

1.1 Kristeva in Dialogue with Freud and Lacan 

 

In 1982, an English translation of Bulgarian-born, French-based Julia Kristeva’s Pouvoirs de 

l'horreur. Essai sur l'abjection (1980) appeared. Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection 

became the foundation of a rapidly growing body of feminist texts which adopted Kristeva’s 

psychoanalytic exegeses on horror, subjectivation, and the maternal body. In response to this 

deluge, Winfried Menninghaus calls abjection a political and critical ‘buzzword’ in his 

monograph Disgust: The Theory and History of a Strong Sensation (2003).1 While Menninghaus 

considers abjection “the newest mutation in the theory of disgust,” and is wary of the fast and 

broad application of abjection in scholarship, he nonetheless acknowledges the potential viability 

of abjection beyond Kristeva’s initial conceptualization.2 He writes that Powers of Horror was 

“the catalyst providing evocative and highly resonant means of addressing a variety of 

heterogeneous problems," as evidenced not just by the sample literature review he offers–a range 

of texts dealing with race, Robert Frost, and anorexia, just to name a few. This has led to an 

altogether rich and diverse continued engagement with abjection in feminist texts today, from 

which I also draw theoretical inspiration for my own project.3 Abjection has evolved beyond 

Kristeva’s psychoanalysis of maternal identification and into a larger discourse which critically 

engages with modes of subjectivity on national, societal, and individual levels. To adequately 

account for how abjection can support my investigation of subjectivity as it relates to gender and 

 
1 Winfried Menninghaus, Disgust: The Theory and History of a Strong Sensation (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 2003), 365. To contextualize, he offers the statistic that between 

1982 and 1997 the MLA Bibliography lists a full 28 pages of texts under the entry “abject(ion).” 
2 Menninghaus, Disgust, 365. 
3 Menninghaus, Disgust, 366. 
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sexual violence, I first trace the development of abjection from Kristeva and the field of 

psychoanalysis to a conceptualization of social and political abjection within feminist studies 

which takes into account material and lived experiences of abjection. This approach to abjection 

builds upon both positive and critical receptions of Kristeva, and better elucidates the potential of 

the abject to productively intervene in problematic hegemonic subjectivity. 

The Powers of Horror has had a wide impact that reaches well beyond the initial scope of 

Kristeva’s psychoanalysis. Her text, as both Menninghaus and others note, requires knowledge 

of both philosophy, psychoanalysis, and French literature,4 enabling a strong interdisciplinary 

foundation for a body of feminist scholarship which challenges dominant theories of 

subjectivation. Kristeva defines the abject as both ephemeral and intimately related to the 

subject. Speaking from her own subject position, she writes that 

When I am beset by abjection, the twisted braid of affects and thoughts I call by such a 

name does not have, properly speaking, a definable object. The abject is not an ob-ject 

facing me, which I name or imagine. Nor is it an ob-ject, an otherness ceaselessly fleeing 

in a systematic quest of desire. What is abject is not my correlative, which, providing me 

with someone or something else as support, would allow me to be more or less detached 

and autonomous. The abject has only one quality of the object—that of being opposed to 

I.5 

The abject is thus a phenomenon neither wholly external nor internal to the self; it is not an 

easily contained or articulated state of being, but rather a collection of affective responses 

 
4 Menninghaus, Disgust, 366. 
5 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York, 

NY: Columbia University Press, 1982), 1.  
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ranging from worry, desire, fascination, and repulsion.6 She further notes that while an object 

may offer a point of orientation for the subject, thus allowing for the desire of meaning, the 

“abject, on the contrary [...] is radically excluded and draws me toward the place where meaning 

collapses.”7 That place, while not the self as a whole nor an oppositional object, can nonetheless 

only be found within the subject. Like the identical poles of a magnet, the self is drawn 

continuously to and repelled from the abject, never escaping its orbit, and thereby establishing 

the initial boundary of the self.  

To further elucidate the relationship to the self, the abject, as well as other subjects and 

objects, Kristeva then situates her analysis within a Freudian framework. She writes that "to each 

ego its object, to each superego its abject,” and that “from its place of banishment, the abject 

does not cease challenging its master.”8 Because the superego governs in terms of external ethics 

and morals, so too does the abject operate for the individual on a societal level as well, which 

Kristeva clarifies by likening the abject to social taboos. Like taboos that challenge unquestioned 

cultural mores, often viscerally and criminally, the abject evokes an affective response of 

revulsion. This response produces a limit or boundary through negation and transgression: this is 

what we—I—do not do in order to be who we—I—am supposed to be. She relates this revulsion 

often to waste, dung, or other bodily fluids considered unhygienic, and does so most famously 

through the metaphor of the corpse. So pens Kristeva: 

The corpse […] that which has irremediably come a cropper, is cesspool, and death; it 

upsets even more violently the one who confronts it as fragile and fallacious chance. A 

wound with blood and pus, or the sickly, acrid smell of sweat, of decay, does not signify 

 
6 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 1. 
7 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 2. 
8 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 2. 
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death. In the presence of signified death—a flat encephalograph, for instance—I would 

understand, react, or accept. No, as in true theater, without makeup or masks, refuse and 

corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live.9  

She continues, explaining that this boundary “is death infecting life. Abject. It is something 

rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an 

object.”10 Through the metaphor and materiality of decaying flesh, Kristeva establishes both the 

affective experience of the abject, as well as the abject’s inextricable relation to the self. It is the 

boundary which no subject can ever escape, that between its own life and demise, as symbolized 

by the confrontation with death and the metamorphosis from body to corpse.  

But the founding instance of abjection is an inevitable repudiation that comes far before 

the subject’s first encounter with death. This repudiation sets Kristeva apart from Freud and 

Lacan and underscores the strength of her theory as a feminist approach to subjectivation: that of 

the mother. Another of Kristeva’s central metaphors is food loathing, which she ties to the 

maternal body and mother’s milk.  

‘I’ want none of that element, sign of their desire; ‘I’ do not want to listen, ‘I’ do not 

assimilate it, ‘I’ expel it. But since the food is not an ‘other’ for ‘me,’ who am only in 

their desire, I expel myself, I spit myself out, I abject myself within the same motion 

through which ‘I’ claim to establish myself. 11 

This metaphor and the relation to what Freud calls the superego lay bare the basic structure and 

potential of Kristeva’s theory of subjectivation for a broad and edifying examination of social 

issues. Through a negative affective response, the subject establishes the limits of itself. The 

 
9 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 3. 
10 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 3. 
11 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 3. 
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original repudiation is that of the maternal body; this is a fundamentally exclusionary act, the 

logic of which applies not just to the subject, but to the society the subject is formed in: it is 

enacted not through the ego’s relationship to the base desires and instincts of the id, but to the 

socially and morally determined relationship to the superego.  

 Though the affective response central to abjection through which one ‘expels’ the subject 

manifests itself often as disgust, as Menninghaus notes, it is only experienced as revulsion. There 

is also a crucial element of fascination entrenched in the abject, for which Kristeva uses a 

Lacanian framework of jouissance. Translated into English sometimes as lust or enjoyment by 

Lacan in his own work,12 Kristeva writes that because “[t]he time of abjection is double: a time 

of oblivion and thunder, of veiled infinity and the moment when revelation bursts forth,”13 it 

takes place in the “abominable real, inaccessible except through jouissance. It follows that 

jouissance alone causes the abject to exist as such. One does not know it, one does not desire it, 

one joys in it [on enjouit]. Violently and painfully. A passion.”14 In Kristeva’s Lacanian 

interpretation, the abject is both a prior and constitutive factor where the ego is concerned, never 

fully integrated into the ego or distinguished fully enough to be either subject or object. Abjects 

are therefore considered ‘imaginary|symbolic’ objects of desire which belong neither to the logic 

of desire in the Symbolic or the logic of demand in the Imaginary.15 They are then banished to 

the “Real” as a form of jouissance, “where they can be enjoyed painfully and intensively.”16 For 

 
12 Néstor A. Braunstein, “Desire and Jouissance in the Teachings of Lacan.” In The Cambridge 

Companion to Lacan, 102–15 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 203.  
13 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 9. 
14 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 9. 
15 Hanjo Berressem, “On the Matter of Abjection,” In The Abject of Desire: The Aestheticization 

of the Unaesthetic in Contemporary Literature and Culture, 19–49 (Amsterdam, New York: 

Rodopi, 2007), 25. 
16 Hanjo Berressem, On the Matter of Abjection,” 25. 



 

 

 
 

19 

Kristeva, this explains “why so many victims of the abject are its fascinated victims—if not its 

submissive and willing ones.”17 Abjection can therefore not be narrowly understood as disgust, 

such as food or hygiene repulsion, nor as fascination brought forth by either horror or euphoria 

alone, but must unequivocally be understood in terms of ambiguity and a symbolic aphasia. 

Transcendent and nearly inexpressible, it is not a “lack of cleanliness or health that causes 

abjection,” writes Kristeva,  

but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. 

The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite. The traitor, the liar, the criminal with a 

good conscience, the shameless rapist, the killer who claims he is a savior . . . Any crime, 

because it draws attention to the fragility of the law, is abject, but premeditated crime, 

cunning murder, hypocritical revenge are even more so because they heighten the display 

of such fragility.18 

This ambiguity and the fragility of limits is what many feminist theorists have since explored to 

develop a productive theory of transgression that mobilizes abjection to challenge these unstable 

limits. I will return to this central notion of instability later in my discussion of Judith Butler, but 

not before a closer analysis of Kristeva’s emphasis on the role of the maternal body. This aspect 

of her concept of the abject also primes her work for a feminist adaptation, especially in the ways 

she deviates from Lacan and Freud. 

Though Kristeva’s approach to psychoanalysis builds on and converses with the earlier 

works of Freud and the contemporaneous works of Lacan, her theory has been regarded as 

challenging both men’s aversion to the role of maternal identification. Menninghaus describes 

 
17 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 9. 
18 Julia Kristeva, “Approaching Abjection,” in The Kristeva Portable Reader, ed. Kelly Oliver 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 195. 
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Kristeva’s treatise on horror as a “confrontation with Freud” which refuses to privilege the father 

in the oedipal identification schemata.19 As he explains, “according to Kristeva, Freud’s 

conception of the pre-oedipal relationship of mother and child was too idyllic and reassuring.”20 

Furthermore, Tina Chanter argues that Freud’s theory contains a “systematic avoidance of the 

mother as a site of identification” and “leaves object-choice to mothers and identification to 

fathers.”21 Abjection is therefore Kristeva’s response to a system of paternal subjectivation 

whereby she emphasizes the maternal; here, as summed up by Chanter, “the very process of 

instituting subjectivity, the very possibility of making distinctions, is founded by the abjection of 

the mother, through which the infant initiates itself as a desiring subject.”22 Kristeva similarly 

disavows Lacan’s “startlingly mother free account of the subject‘s birth into the symbolic 

domain,” as described by Imogen Tyler.23 As Tyler observes 

For Kristeva, the abjection of the maternal is the precondition of the narcissism of the 

mirror-stage. Moreover, like the mirror-stage, abjection is not a stage ‘passed through’ 

but a perpetual process that plays a central role within the project of subjectivity. Just as 

within Lacanian ontology all subjects are fundamentally narcissistic, so in Kristeva’s 

account all subjects are fundamentally ‘abjecting subjects’. 24 

Kristeva’s psychoanalytic theory thus converses both with and against the male-dominated canon 

by powerfully repositioning the role of the mother in the process of subject formation. As 

 
19 Menninghaus, Disgust, 367. 
20 Menninghaus, Disgust, 370. 
21 Tina Chanter, “Abjection, or Why Freud Introduces the Phallus: Identification, Castration 

Theory, and the Logic of Fetishism,” The Southern Journal of Philosophy 42, no. 1 (March 

2004): 48. 
22 Chanter, “Abjection, or Why Freud Introduces the Phallus,” 64. 
23 Imogen Tyler, “Against Abjection,” Feminist Theory 10, no. 1 (2009): 80. 
24 Tyler, “Against Abjection,” 80. 



 

 

 
 

21 

summed up by Menninghaus, “in order to be able to develop an idea of ego— whether in Freud’s 

sense of a primary narcissism or in Lacan’s sense of a mirror stage—the child has to abandon the 

corps à corps with the mother and seek to establish firm boundaries for its own bodily being and 

subjectivity.”25 It is this very deviation which many have found an important point of feminist 

access to subjectivation, but one which is not without critique of its own.  

I will now briefly present two responses to Kristeva’s conceptualization of abjection 

which will prove fruitful to my own engagement with the abject, which proposes the abject as 

productive and destabilizing position against heteronormativity. I will first focus on what has 

come to be known as ‘affirmative abjection,’ a largely positive reception of Kristeva’s work, and 

then turn to Imogen Tyler’s concerns about ‘abject criticism,’ which she claims uncritically 

accepts matricide and further marginalizes the lived experience of those who are abjected by 

society. Finally, I will focus on Tyler’s theory of social abjection, specifically as it intercepts 

with Judith Butler’s understanding of abject beings and interpellation.  

 

1.2 Abjection Beyond Psychoanalysis 

 

Deborah Caslav Covino is one of the central voices of abject criticism. Specifically, her work has 

come to be associated with so-called affirmative abjection, as noted by both Tyler and 

Menninghaus. In her essay “Abject Criticism,” Covina lays out a trajectory of female 

‘fleshliness’ from Aristotle to Freud which excludes women “from spheres of intellection and 

artistic productivity based upon the understanding of her body as an obstacle to reason and 

morality, faculties required for philosophic-artistic competence.”26 Because women are to be 

 
25 Menninghaus, Disgust, 371. 
26 Deborah Caslav Covino, “Abject Criticism,” Genders, no. 32 (2000) 

https://www.colorado.edu/gendersarchive1998-2013/2000/07/20/abject-criticism, n.p. 

https://www.colorado.edu/gendersarchive1998-2013/2000/07/20/abject-criticism
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beautiful, they are therefore inferior, both intellectually and morally, and are accordingly 

excluded from the realm of the sublime. Covino presents the works of Patricia Yaeger and Mary 

Russo as a challenge to this aesthetic tradition. “In their work,” writes Covino, 

the abject woman becomes a subversive trope of female liberation: she speaks an 

alternative, disruptive language, immersing herself in the significances of the flesh, 

becoming willfully monstrous as she defies the symbolic order. The abject woman 

abandons her oppressive confinement to the category of the beautiful, reforms her 

association with the grotesque, and contests her expulsion from the sublime.27 

As Covino, Yaeger, and Russo note, the sublime and the abject are intimately related. Kristeva 

writes that the abject borders the sublime, two different moments on the same journey, brought 

into existence by the same subject and speech; as a result, the sublime is the sublimation of the 

abject.28 This sublimation is therefore an avenue of rehabilitating a feminist aesthetic tradition, 

which Yaeger and Russo do through the grotesque.  

Here, however, Covino pushes back against this conflation of the abject with the 

grotesque to develop a theory of abject criticism. Her primary critique is that “Yaeger and Russo 

both recognize abjection as a distinctively female burden […] Abjection ‘disfigures’ the sublime 

and grotesque, intensifying powers that are distinctly female,” an emphasis which Covino warns 

can potentially cause women to regress back into the “cave of abjection.”29 She instead proposes 

a ‘shared abjection’ which does not neglect the central role of the maternal, but also allows for an 

understanding of male subjects within abjection. Covina writes that a conceptualization of shared 

abjection  

 
27 Covino, “Abject Criticism,” n.p.  
28 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 11. 
29 Covino, “Abject Criticism,” n.p. 
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generates a method for reenvisioning gendered social, political and sexual relations, as 

well as providing a critical approach to other forms of exclusion. An aesthetics and ethics 

grounded in concern for the body of the Other will lead us to mark the evasions and 

impositions of abjection, and to read the full inventory of cultural hierarchies in these 

terms. A focus on shared abjection can reveal much about our common cultural anxieties 

attendant to disease, disability, physical weakness, penury, pain, aging, and death, 

contributing to the general project of re-historicizing and critiquing constructions of 

human difference.30 

Covino’s abject criticism therefore extends beyond only considerations of the maternal body, 

returning to the universal subjectivation of Kristeva’s theory. Though the abjection of the 

maternal is the originating expulsion which establishes the self, by no means is the maternal 

body the only one which is abjected. Covino’s conceptualization reminds us of this. As she notes 

in her monograph Amending the Abject Body, there has been a mistranslation of the “necessary 

abjection of the mother” into “the abjection of women in general, who are reduced to the 

maternal function.”31 Abjection is in fact a universal experience of the subject, and by imagining 

a shared abjection, the abject being can be mobilized as a transgressive figure in “the struggle 

against social and communal identity.”32 

Abject criticism as ‘affirmative abjection’ has, as Covino suggests, been applied to a 

diverse range of socially excluded groups. Menninghaus calls this a “political appropriation of 

abjection,”33 writing that  

 
30 Covino, “Abject Criticism,” n.p. 
31 Deborah Caslav Covino, Amending the Abject Body: Aesthetic Makeovers in Medicine and 

Culture (New York: State University of New York Press, 2004), 21. 
32 Covino, Amending the Abject Body, 28. 
33 Menninghaus, Disgust, 389. 
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In the political field, various groups that felt themselves to be ‘abject’—in the sense of 

discriminated against or rejected—have used Kristeva’s idiom in order to give a new 

articulation to their struggle for recognition, an articulation that allows both identification 

with and protest against their own “abjection.”34  

He illustrates his point using the AIDS crisis as an example, observing that homosexual men 

have used this affirmative move to “condemn their own cultural abjection as a repressive 

function of patriarchal authority” while simultaneously “provocatively affirming their abject 

existence as a socially unaccommodated way of life and source of pleasure."35 This application 

of the abject finds roots in Kristeva’s brief allusions to societal abjection, such as the taboos of 

incest and cannibalism. However, as her concern is with the superego, her project primarily 

focuses on the individual’s subjectivation, and not on how that subject forms within a particular 

set of socio-historical conditions. Covino notes that this has led some to criticize Kristeva as 

being apolitical,36 and Menninghaus similarly witnesses a tension between this socio-political 

mobilization of the abject and Kristeva’s psychoanalytical maternal abjection. He explains that if 

affirmative abjection were to truly align with Kristeva’s psychoanalytical approach, then “the 

parallel drawn between Kristeva’s abject mother and the figure of the abject homosexual would 

ultimately amount to turning the repudiation of homosexuality into an unavoidable law of 

culture.”37  This is, needless to say, not the case, but recognizing this distinction is necessary if 

we are to acknowledge how abject criticism has developed beyond Powers of Horror. Unlike in 

strictly psychoanalytical abjection, Menninghaus stipulates that “the abject referent of the 

 
34 Menninghaus, Disgust, 389. 
35 Menninghaus, Disgust, 389. 
36 Covino, Amending the Abject Body, 28. 
37 Menninghaus, Disgust, 389. 
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political discourse is always a specific historical and cultural phenomenon; this means that the 

rules concerning abjection are looked upon as changeable.”38 In this way, abject criticism begins 

to break from Kristeva’s narrow approach, and moves towards a broader socio-political 

application, the likes of which gives my project a crucial lens through which to understand 

Lustmord as a social discourse of subjectivity. 

 While Covino represents abject criticism and specifically affirmative abjection, Imogen 

Tyler challenges this approach and posits instead a theory of social abjection. She criticizes 

affirmative abjection for myopically focusing on and ‘celebrating’ the transgressive appeal of 

abjection. Tyler argues that affirmative abjection “fails to address either the troubling premises 

of Kristeva’s theory [e.g matricide] or the social consequences of living as a body that is 

identified as maternal and abject.”39 More specifically, she writes that “the maternal abject (and 

the matricide it assumes) is not a pre-historic, unchangeable fact but is a disciplinary norm which 

has been established through processes of reiteration and has taken on the appearance of a 

universal truth.”40 Abjection for Tyler is not, as she argues against both Kristeva and her own 

feminist contemporaries, “formless, pre-symbolic and un-representable,”41 and always in relation 

to an archaic mother, but rather, like Menninghaus notes, a mutable concept dependent on the 

specific social and historical context of the subject. As such, while Tyler acknowledges the 

considerable influence and importance of Kristeva’s notion of the abject at the explanatory level, 

she pushes beyond the theoretical scope and “argues for a more thoroughly social and political 

account of abjection through a consideration of the consequences of ‘being abject’ within 

 
38 Menninghaus, Disgust, 393. 
39 Tyler, “Against Abjection,” 78. 
40 Tyler, “Against Abjection,” 95. 
41 Tyler, “Against Abjection,” 83 
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specific social and political locales.”42 To do so, she returns to an older application of the abject, 

one which Kristeva only touches on superficially, but which plays a key role in Tyler’s critique 

and adaptation of abjection. 

Kristeva’s abject is founded on a logic of exclusion, which she claims only Georges 

Bataille had previously recognized in establishing the cultural order. She writes that Bataille 

links “the production of the abject to the weakness of that prohibition, which, in other respects, 

necessarily constitutes each social order.”43 While Kristeva briefly mentions Bataille, Tyler relies 

heavily on his logic of ‘inclusive excluding.’ She privileges the lived experiences of those 

abjected by the socio-historical circumstances identified by Menninghaus above, like those 

afflicted members of the homosexual community at the height of the AIDS crisis. For Tyler, this 

means that such populations are not irrevocably expelled from society, but are in fact “included 

through their exclusion, and it is this paradoxical logic which the concept of abjection 

describes.”44 Furthering the paradox is the notion that in order for a prohibition to function, “it 

must at the same time be continually transgressed. For example, in order for a sexual practice to 

be declared taboo or obscene, experienced as disgusting and regulated accordingly, it must be 

seen to be practiced within the body politic.”45 Homosexuality, for example, can only be 

considered socially abjected insofar as it is visible, and members of the community are expelled 

for it. For Bataille, Kristeva, and Tyler, this paradox and with it the inherent instability of the 

limit constitutes the transgressive potential of abjection, on both the level of individual and 

society. This is, as Tyler writes, the “heart” of her project: 

 
42 Imogen Tyler, Revolting Subjects: Social Abjection and Resistance in Neoliberal Britain 

(London: Zed Books, 2013), 4. Emphasis in original. 
43 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 64. 
44 Tyler, Revolting Subjects, 19. 
45 Tyler, Revolting Subjects, 20. 



 

 

 
 

27 

What the conceptual frame of abjection reveals is that neither the subject nor the nation-

state is a solid or unitary entity, but rather an assemblage of practices. The borders of the 

subject and the state are continually being made and undone (Butler and Spivak 2007). 

Indeed, my reason for (re)turning to abjection is because it is a theory of bordering which 

describes the labour of both subject formation and state formation and as such it allows 

us to think these different modalities of ‘making’ together.46"  

Tyler’s social abjection therefore retains core tenets of Kristeva’s approach, most importantly the 

fragility of the limit and the logic of exclusion, but critically builds upon this to move beyond a 

falsely universalized maternal abject. Instead, social abjection investigates the cooperative 

making and unmaking of both state and individual subjectivities by closely examining the 

specific ‘norms of abjection’ of any given society, contingent upon the specific historical, social, 

and political contexts of that society; ultimately, she finds paths of resistance through the 

material realities of the abject beings those norms produce, as they continually transgress 

limits.47 Tyler’s undertaking of the abject builds heavily on the works of Judith Butler, 

specifically on the concept of abjection she develops in Bodies That Matter.  

 

1.3 Butler: Interpellating Abject Desubjectivation 

 

While Butler’s theory of gender performativity as developed in Gender Trouble is important for 

understanding the abjection of Lustmord, Bodies That Matter (1993) is a more productive locus 

for my investigation. In her introduction, Butler reiterates the idea of gender performativity as a 

stylized performance over time, but also includes the discursive category of sex within this social 

 
46 Tyler, Revolting Subjects, 46. 
47 Tyler, Revolting Subjects, 38. 
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construction. She writes that “‘sex’ is an ideal construct which is forcibly materialized through 

time. It is not a simple fact or static condition of a body, but a process whereby regulatory norms 

materialize ‘sex’ and achieve this materialization through a forcible iteration of those norms.”48 

Butler stresses that the reiteration of these norms, e.g gender performativity, is necessary, but 

will also necessarily never be complete. She explains that those bodies which do not successfully 

materialize within the regulatory norms or fit within the larger power matrix are abjected bodies, 

and that the exclusion of these bodies is necessary for maintaining the limitations which define 

culturally intelligible notions of sex. She writes, 

this exclusionary matrix by which subjects are formed thus requires the simultaneous 

production of a domain of abject beings, those who are not yet ‘subjects,’ but who form 

the constitutive outside to the domain of the subject. The abject designates here precisely 

though ‘unlivable’ and ‘uninhabitable’ zones of social life which are nevertheless densely 

populated by those who do not enjoy the status of the subject, but whose living under the 

sign of the ‘unlivable’ is required to circumscribe the domain of the subject.49 

Butler concludes that “the subject is constituted through the force of exclusion and abjection” 

and that though by definition ‘outside’ the subject, the realm of abjection actually exists “‘inside’ 

the subject as its own founding repudiation.”50 In her “Notes,” Butler clarifies her definition of 

abjection as being related to the psychological concept of Verwerfung, meaning that the self is 

constructed through a ‘tenuous’ foreclosure, and that which has been abjected cannot, under this 

 
48 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of "Sex" (New York: Routledge, 

1993), 1-2. 
49 Butler, Bodies That Matter, 22. 
50 Butler, Bodies That Matter, 22. 
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definition, re-enter the realm of sociability.51 She instead proposes a realm of abjection inside of 

sociality that also serves as a dis-illusionary threat to the self.  

This repositioning of the abject puts Butler in conversation with Kristeva’s abjection and 

the logic of exclusion. Specifically, her theory picks up Bataille’s paradoxical construct of 

inclusive exclusion in its desire to relocate the abject within the realm of sociality. However, as 

Tyler observes, Butler’s abject beings stray away from Kristeva’s psychoanalysis in their 

contingent abjection. Tyler challenges Kristeva’s foundational, universal matricide by pointing to 

Butler’s earlier critique in Gender Trouble. Here, as Tyler notes, Butler pushes back against this 

idea, writing that “what Kristeva claims to discover in the prediscursive maternal body is itself a 

production of a given historical discourse, an effect of culture rather than its secret and primary 

cause.”52 Butler’s abject is thus more like Tyler’s social abjection, one which disavows 

ahistorical applications of abjection that in fact forget or become complicit in marginalizing the 

lived experiences of abject beings. Butler acknowledges this as a central challenge in her work: 

To the extent that a specific use of psychoanalysis works to foreclose certain social and 

sexual positions from the domain of intelligibility […] psychoanalysis appears to work in 

the service of normativizing the law that it interrogates. How might socially saturated 

domains of exclusion be recast from their status as “constitutive” to beings who might be 

said to matter’?53  

For my project, this means examining how the abject has been made to matter. Tyler’s answer to 

this question, for example, is social abjection and empirical research on lived experiences of 

abjection, but Butler offers other potential political strategies. The example of drag is well 

 
51 Butler, Bodies That Matter, 186. 
52 Tyler, “Against Abjection,” 81. 
53 Butler, Bodies That Matter, 189. 
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known, but I am also interested in Butler’s engagement with Louis Althusser’s concept of 

interpellation as a site of potential resistance within subjectivation. There is a consensus in the 

theoretical evolution of the abject on the vital fragility of borders and the abject’s ability to 

productively transgress, challenge, and destabilize limits with its congenital paradoxes and 

ambiguities. Gender and sex, for example, can be troubled through strategic performances, 

rematerializations, and rearticulations. In the case of gender and sex more strictly related to 

subject-formation, it seems that another site of such potential is through what Butler calls 

desubjectivation as it relates to interpellation. 

 Butler’s essay on Althusser’s interpellation in The Psychic Life of Power questions the 

hailing scenario of the policeman and the passerby, and as others have since critiqued, inserts 

guilt into the interpellation of the subject. In Althusser’s allegory, a police officer calls to a 

passerby, who turns and returns the call without question, and in that moment is interpellated as a 

subject, via, according to Butler, an acceptance of guilt.54 She questions why this must be so, and 

concludes that  

‘Submission' to the rules of the dominant ideology might then be understood as a 

submission to the necessity to prove innocence in the face of accusation, a submission to 

the demand for proof, an execution of that proof, and acquisition of the status of the 

subject in and through compliance with the terms of the interrogative law. To become a 

'subject' is thus to have been presumed guilty, then tried and declared innocent.55  

This understanding of subjectivation can be aligned with Butler’s theory of abjection and the 

formation of a realm of sociability through the exclusion of abject beings. The matter of guilt and 

 
54 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 1997), 107. 
55 Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, 118. 
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innocence then relates to the status of exclusion or inclusion—those who materialize sex within 

the contingent ideology of the state are innocent and subjects, those who fail at materializing 

intelligible subjectivity and are guilty and thus abject. For Butler, the linguistic turn in Althusser 

is especially important, meaning that for her, subjectivation happens through language and 

specifically the performativity of naming the subject.56 Ideology is thus not tied for Butler only 

to Althusser’s state apparatus, but is instead dispersed as “a form of dominant discourse, one that 

inculcates subjects with beliefs and connects certain words—names, slurs, social categories—

with pre-given meanings, all in a way that helps maintain the status quo and systems of 

oppression.”57 This is what allows for performative rearticulation in Butler’s theory, and for the 

reclaiming of names, for example queer, in reconfiguring subjectivities which may have been 

abjected. Strategic failures of interpellation, Butler writes, “[demand] a willingness not to be—a 

critical desubjectivation—in order to expose the law as less powerful than it seems.”58 Such a 

demand implicates the essential transgression of the abject—the willingness not to be is the 

willingness to be abject, and to trouble ideological power by destabilizing the already fragile and 

ambiguous limit of a system that is both made and unmade through the exclusion of the abject. 

 Although Butler is critiqued for both the assumption of guilt in her interpellative theory 

as well as her linguistic focus, addressing each of these points further demonstrates the potential 

of the abject in interpellation. In regard to guilt, Butler returns to this matter in Giving an 

Account of Oneself. She writes that she was too quick to turn to guilt in the doctrine of 

interpellation, and that by reading Althusser through Nietzsche’s ‘bad conscience’ she perhaps 

 
56 Noela Davis, “Subjected Subjects? On Judith Butler’s Paradox of Interpellation,” Hypatia 27, 

no. 4 (November 1, 2012), 882. 
57 Matthew Lampert, “Resisting Ideology: On Butler’s Critique of Althusser,” Diacritics 43, no. 

2 (2015), 124. 
58 Butler, Psychic Life of Power, 130. 
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limits the extent of desubjectivation.59 As Kim San Ong-Van-Cung explains, “Butler formulates 

[the subject’s turn to the hailing call] in terms of a passionate attachment to the law. This 

complicity conditions and limits the viability of a questioning of the law—for one cannot be too 

critical in relation to modalities that assure one’s own existence.”60 Theorizing the subject’s 

complicity thusly puts limits on the transgressive power of performance, which Butler later 

undoes by reading Althusser through Foucault instead. In this reading, the potential for 

disobedience is stronger; here she writes that 

the law can be refused, and it can be broken, or forced into a rearticulation that places in 

question the authoritarian rigidity of its unilateral functioning. The subject is not a 

necessary effect produced by norms, but neither is it completely free to disregard the 

norm that inaugurates its reflexivity. We fight against those conditions of our lives that 

we have not been able to choose for ourselves. 61 

Without a guilt prior to the interpellating moment of subjectivation, there is more agency to 

resist, perhaps even more agency to be found in abjection. Furthermore, Ong-Van-Cung writes 

that in this account of interpellation, “it is possible to occupy the terms that occupy us,” stressing 

Butler’s linguistic turn and the power of naming. Some have critiqued Butler for being too 

myopically linguistic,62 but on this charge, it is important to acknowledge, as Jacques Bidet does, 

that speech acts are not just name calling.  

 
59 Kim Sang Ong-Van-Cung, “Critique and Subjectivation: Foucault and Butler on the Subject,” 

Actuel Marx No 49, no. 1 (May 19, 2011), 148–61. No page numbers available for the English 

translation. 
60 Ong-Van-Cung, “Critique and Subjectivation,” n.p. 
61 Ong-Van-Cung, “Critique and Subjectivation,” n.p. 
62 Lampert, “Resisting Ideology,” 129. 
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 Butler’s linguistic turn is, in fact, already found in Althusser’s interpellation. Bidet claims 

that Althusser’s doctrine of interpellation is, like social abjection, contingent: “It aims to link the 

socio-economic matrix that defines ‘capitalist social relations’ to an anthropology of the modern 

subject.”63 This is achieved precisely through the linguistic turn, in which Althusser ‘endows’ the 

system with ‘a faculty of speech’: Althusser’s interpellation happens through a verbal command 

to “submit yourself” and the answering “I obey.”64 Bidet calls this “a true ‘linguistic turn,’” 

which relates language to production via “a social relation in which every action, especially of 

production, is at the same time, an ‘action of language.’”65 The speech act of interpellation and 

the naming of the subject are therefore productive linguistic actions and critical for both 

Althusser and Butler. This means that the reclaiming of slurs should not be dismissed as name-

calling, but as an action of language which resists ideology. For Butler, this means that if the 

subject can say ‘I obey,’ she can also critically desubjectivate herself and say I do not obey. She 

can be unwilling to ‘be,’ which I again argue may in fact be a willingness to be abject. As such, 

this is an important juncture to return to Kristeva’s abject, whose theory of subjectivation 

similarly assumes a linguistic dimension. For Kristeva, literature is the ‘privileged signifier’ of 

the abject; not just naming but writing is crucial for her abjection.66 In a passage on Oedipus at 

Colonus, Kristeva outlines a theory of the subject which aligns all too well with Althusser’s 

interpellation. She writes that  

The border between abjection and the sacred, between desire and knowledge, between 

death and society, can be faced squarely, uttered without sham innocence or modest self-

 
63 Jacques Bidet, “The Interpellated Subject: Beyond Althusser and Butler,” Crisis & Critique 2, 

no. 2 (2015), 69. 
64 Bidet, “The Interpellated Subject,” 65. 
65 Bidet, “The Interpellated Subject,” 65. 
66 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 208. 
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effacement, provided one sees in it an incidence of man's particularity as mortal and 

speaking. “There is an abject” is henceforth stated as, “I am abject, that is, mortal and 

speaking.”67 

The act of naming—of the subject’s interpellation—seems to be a critical moment at which 

Kristeva, Althusser, and Butler all meet, begging a question central to my project: what is the 

Lustmörderin, if not the speaking and interpellated abject?  

 In the following chapters, I use the theoretical foundation I have outlined here and the 

guiding question of the speaking abject to interrogate subjectivity within this discourse of 

gender, sexual violence, and subjectivity. Lustmord is a discourse driven by different 

incarnations of the abject beings as well as violent acts of abjection and aim to reveal the 

nuances and social implications between being abject and abjected. Just as there is a complicated 

grammar of subjectivity–for example, why are some subjects subjugated while other subjects 

subjugate–I argue the same exists for the abject. If the abject is horrific, fascinating, and vile, the 

epitome of sex, crime, and taboo, then it follows that the Lustmörder is an exemplary abject 

being. But what of his victims, his Lustopfer, who are violently excluded from the realm of the 

social by his hand—do they assume the role of the corpse in Kristeva’s analogy? If that is the 

case, then the victim is abject, as well. One cannot exist without the other, but if both are abject, 

are they equal? Decidedly not. Furthermore, if the potential for social progress and 

transformation to be enacted through abjection does exist, does this make the Lustmörder an 

agent of change worth championing? Again, decidedly not. My objective is to detangle the 

hierarchies of power and agency within a grammar of abjection as determined by the lived 

realities of modern Germany: who are the abject beings, who among them abjects, and who 
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among them are abjected—and by whom. As I move forward chronologically from the first 

recorded case of Lustmord in 1878 to the first recorded case of a Lustmörderin in 1926, I seek to 

attend to the critiques of abjection raised in this chapter, so that I can further probe the 

relationship between the Lustmörder and his victims, and of each to the abject. How can two 

subjects whose being is antithetical to one another exist simultaneously in the same moment of 

abjection? I aim to answer this question so that I may further probe the potential of the abject as 

a feminist intervention into patriarchal regimes of sexual violence in popular culture



Chapter 2 

The Legacy of Josephine Kost: Lustmorde in Imperial Germany 

 

2.1 The Bochum Lustmorde, 1878-1882 

 

On December 30 of 1878, 18-year-old Josephine Kost’s body was found on the bank of a narrow 

path between Grumme and Bochum in the Ruhr region of western Germany.  Scattered around 

her body were the mundane contents of her basket: butter, soap, a New Year’s Cake, a waffle 

iron, and an umbrella.1  Rather unusually, however, there was a leather strap around her neck—

she had been strangled to death.  Little else is known of Josephine Kost other than the 

circumstances of her murder, aside from the fact that, according to local news clippings, her 

funeral was well attended, and that in reflection of her good social standing, she was interred 

under the attention of the Jungfrauenbund and the clergy. What is known is that Kost was the 

first of eight women, who were all found strangled to death and determined by police to be the 

victims of an ‘unsittliches Attentat’—a sweeping euphemism for sexual assault or rape.2 News of 

these murders spread quickly through German-speaking Europe, and even to the German-

language newspaper in Indianapolis, The Indiana Tribune.3  

That such a story caught the attention of the public is hardly surprising; since 1747 and 

the first German translations of Francois Gayot de Pitaval’s successful twenty-two volumes of 

legal and criminal cases, early iterations of the modern true crime genre had found a broad and 

 
1 While some of these details appeared in the initial news reports, a much more embellished 

version appeared in one of the earliest dedicated case studies of Lustmord in Germany, published 

in 1885 in the first volume of the legal journal Das Tribunal. See Ernst Barre, “Die Lustmorde 

im westlichen Deutschland, I. Abtheilung [sic],” Das Tribunal 1, no 10 (October 1885). 
2 Aragon-Yoshida, “Lustmord and Loving the Other,” 28. 
3 Indiana Tribune, May 3, 1882. 
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enthusiastic readership.4 Even Friedrich Schiller leant his authority to the budding genre when he 

published the new German language collection Merkwurdige Rechtsfalle als ein Beitrag zur 

Geschichte der Menschheit, which was then followed nearly a century later by the simply named 

Der neue Pitaval (1842).5 So by the time of the Bochum murders from 1878-1882, popular 

interest in sensational criminal cases and especially murders was well established, but this case 

became more than just a potential entry to another new sensational Pitaval; 6instead these crimes 

were the beginning of an even more unique modern criminal discourse that would preoccupy the 

collective imagination of Germany for decades to come: Though the murders were initially 

reported as a series of Mädchenmorde, by the third murder in 1879 the press in and beyond the 

Ruhrgebiet were describing the crime as a series of Lustmord, a term that until these crimes did 

not even exist.7 

 
4 Jules Doncker, “Collecting Criminal (Stereo‐)Types: Eighteenth‐ And Nineteenth‐century 

ʻcauses Célèbresʼ As Anthologies,” German Life and Letters 70, no. 1 (2017), 116-117. 
5 Doncker, “Collecting Criminal (Stereo-)Types,” 117. 
6 Joy Wiltenburg, “True Crime: The Origins of Modern Sensationalism,” The American 

Historical Review 109, no. 5 (2004), 1396. 
7 “Witten, 13. Aug. [Nachspiel des Querenburger Mordes],” Die Dortmunder Zeitung, August 

15, 1879. 



 

 

 
 

38 

 

Figure 2. First known usage of the term Lustmord. 

By all accounts, this is the first usage of Lustmord in recorded German history (figure 2).8 

When the term officially entered the Grimmisches Wörterbuch, it was press clippings about the 

Bochum murders from the November 5, 1880 edition of the Leipziger Tageblatt and the April 

13, 1881 edition of the Berliner Tageblatt, Germany’s most widely circulated daily paper,9 

which served as examples-in-use.10 Though the Lustmord discourse is now recognized by 

scholars as a reflection of and response to modern German anxieties, scholarship on Lustmord 

most often places these anxieties in the Weimar Era and relates them primarily to the atrocities of 

World War One, most notably in the visual representations of Lustmord by artists such as Otto 

Dix and Georg Grosz, which prominently feature mutilated female corpses and well-dressed 

 
8 Though it is accepted that the term Lustmord first appeared in the 1885 edition of the 

Grimmisches Wörterbuch, as observed by the sexologist F. Pfäfflin in “Zur Lust am Lustmord” 

in Der Nervenartz, September 1982 edition, few scholars connect this dictionary entry to the 

Bochum murders. As far as I am aware, I am the only scholar so far to have found this 1879 

reference; previously Aragon-Yoshida had only connected the term to the fifth murder. See: 

Amber Marie Aragon-Yoshida, “Lustmord and the Loving the Other,” 28. 
9 Corey Ross. Media and the Making of Modern Germany: Mass Communications, Society, and 

Politics from the Empire to the Third Reich, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 23. 
10 Friedemann Pfäfflin, “Zur Lust am Lustmord,” Der Nervenarzt 53, no. 9 (1982), 548. 
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murderers.11 While it is true that Lustmord became a discourse of projection for a crisis of gender 

after WWI, the roots of this crisis had already been planted well before the interwar period. In a 

departure from current scholarship, I argue that it was only possible for Lustmord to be such a 

fertile and powerful phenomenon after WWI, because from the very first cases in the early 

decades of Imperial Germany, Lustmord has always been a discourse fraught with broadly 

diverse modern anxieties. The Bochum murders happened at the height of industrialization in the 

Rhine-Ruhr region, and the victims were all women with ties to traditional agricultural society; 

moreover, they were sexually assaulted and strangled by a man whose unidentified status led to 

all manner of speculation on what kind of outsider, clearly a product of this modern way of life, 

could have committed such an inhuman crime. I claim that it was these anxieties which would 

later allow Lustmord to be a playground for a violent gender crisis, and if we hold this case up to 

the light of history, the Bochum murders become a prism through which anxieties borne of the 

process of modernization in Imperial Germany were refracted, before they ever even shed light 

on a crisis of gender in the Weimar Republic. And perhaps the most illuminating issue that 

stands out among the details of these heinous murders is the wave of human migration which 

quite literally mobilized the rapid growth of industrial modern Germany, and which resulted in 

the pressing question of Die Vagabundenfrage—the answer to which seemed in many ways the 

dreaded phenomenon of Lustmord. 

 
11 Most emblematic of this visual genre is perhaps Dix’s 1922 etching Lustmörder 

(Selbstbildnis), where the blank but grinning visage of the checked-suit wearing, knife-wielding 

murderer stands prominently in the foreground of a room littered with dismembered body parts, 

most of which are identifiably female. The title of this piece is significant given the artist’s 

proclivity towards self-portraits, and the fact that the furniture in the background was modeled 

after the Dix’s own home. See also: Stephanie Bender, “Lady Killers and Lust-Murderers: The 

Lustmord Paintings of Weimar Germany,” Athanor xxix, 2011; Olaf Peters, Otto Dix: Der 

unerschrockene Blick. Eine Biographie (Reclam, 2013). 
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2.2 Scene of the Crime: Bochum as a Critical Site of Modernity 

 

Before detangling the ways in which the first cases Lustmord came to play a role in the media 

and in various political and social agendas prior to Weimar Germany, we must first locate not 

only these crimes, but more importantly the scene of the crime in the specific socio-economic 

and historical matrix of the Ruhrgebiet in the late 19th century: namely that of tumultuous 

modernization, also called the Industriemoderne.12 This was a time of accelerating and sweeping 

social change, and not just in the booming cultural hub of Berlin. The process of industrialization 

played a key role in Western Germany’s own modern evolution, as it quickly became the 

country’s main source of coal.13 The abundance of this natural resource meant that Bochum and 

the surrounding area served as the main artery for all of Germany’s industry: nothing—and 

especially capitalism—could run without coal. Afterall, like historian David Blackbourn tells us 

in The Long Nineteenth Century, by 1850 “it was clear that newfangled capitalism was there to 

stay.”14 With capitalism, a veritable synonym for modernity, came capitalist goods, made 

possible on a revolutionary scale via the industrialization of the workplace. In short order, 

modern factories necessitated a new type of workforce to create those goods, no longer by hand 

but by steam and coal. These developments were not wholly unwelcome after the instability of 

the first half of the century but were not without their own troubles. As Blackblourn explains,  

 
12 Nina Degele and Christian Dries, Modernisierungstheorie: eine Einführung (München: Fink, 

2005), 37-38. 
13 S Thomas and J. Tuppen, “Readjustment in the Ruhr—the Case of Bochum,” Geography 62, 

no. 3 (1977), 172-73. 
14 David Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century: A History of Germany, 1780-1918 (New 

York: Oxford University Press,1998), 190. 
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Industrialization removed some problems, only to create new ones. It broke the cycles of 

dearth and starvation, boosted output and demand, and provided employment for the 

underemployed of Vormärz Germany. But it also disrupted old patterns of production, 

accentuated the uneven development between regions, and subjected men and women to 

new insecurities.15 

It has been well established in scholarship that modernization was a complex and contradictory 

process that forged as many anxieties as it did technological and cultural advances, which 

prompted sociologists Nina Degele and Christian Dries to characterize modernization–in the 

simplest and most essential terms–as an ambivalent dialectic. They stress that modernization was 

far from a linear or one-dimensional development and provide a theoretical (and visual) 

framework that allows us to conceptualize the Bochum murders as a modern micro-history upon 

which intricate macro-processes can be legibly mapped.16   

As previously mentioned, the centrally located city of Bochum is especially suited for 

this exercise, because from the mid-19th century onward, Westphalia and the cities in the Rhine-

Ruhr region, with its soon-to-be plentiful coal mines, iron factories, and steel plants, emerged as 

the industrial capital of Germany. The sheer numbers speak for the rapid growth cities in this 

area experienced, with Dortmund, Bochum, and Essen growing in population anywhere from 

four-fold to six-fold in a single generation.17 In Bochum alone there were already 26 coal mining 

shafts in operation by 1850;18 in accordance with national economic trends over the next 70 

years, a once sprawling region of farmland and countryside transformed into one of the most 

 
15 Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century, 189-190. 
16 Degele and Dries, Modernisierungstheorie, 30-31. 
17 Degele and Dries, Modernisierungstheorie, 199. 
18 Thomas and Tuppen, “Readjustment in the Ruhr,” 170. 
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heavily industrialized areas in Germany. And though agriculture had once played a dominant 

role in the larger German economy, those numbers were in flux as well: in 1850, agriculture 

stood at 46.5% of the net social product, but just seventeen years later in 1867 accounted for only 

41.6%.19 This wave of industrial and urban surged in the 1870s,20 and although in 1882 

agricultural workers and their dependents still represented 42% of the total population compared 

to only 35% in industry, by 1895 this too had changed, and industry now represented the largest 

portion of the population.21 All of these statistical developments of course hinged on another 

crucial part of the modernization process in Germany: human migration.  

 If the numbers were changing, then this was only possible because of the people those 

numbers represented. As Blackbourn writes, so-called “surplus rural populations” representing 

all manner of trade were on the move, either emigrating or moving internally towards cities as 

Germany urbanized.22 In particular, the makeup of the agricultural sector shifted and was 

increasingly made up of migrants from eastern German and Prussian provinces such as 

Mecklenburg and Saxony.23 While earlier generations of such migrants had been primarily 

artisans, peasants, and families, by the 1880s, 30% of this newly mobile population consisted of 

individual workers, heading towards farms and factories in the western part of the country; only 

a decade earlier this number was as low as 18%.24 Historian Eric Dorn Brose refers to Theodore 

 
19 Eric Dorn Brose, German History 1789-1871: From the Holy Roman Empire to the 

Bismarckian Reich. (Berghahn Books, 1997), 286. 
20 Ross, Media and the Making of Modern Germany, 12. 
21 Brett Fairbairn, “Economic and Social Developments,” in Imperial Germany:1871-1918, ed. 

James Retallack (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 64. 
22 Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century, 199. 
23 Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century, 193. 
24 Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century, 193. 
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Hamerow to describe life after the 1848 revolutions had abolished serfdom and life in the 

country began to change drastically, sharing that:  

The state freed the peasant from the burdens of the past, but it could not protect him from 

the dangers of the future. His safety lay in flight. The masses of the overcrowded 

countryside began to desert their fields in a mighty internal migration which within the 

lifetime of one generation completed the urbanization of Germany. They descended on 

the blast furnaces of the Ruhr, the textile mills of Saxony, the coal mines of Silesia. They 

doubled and tripled and quadrupled the size of cities like Düsseldorf, Leipzig, and 

Breslau.25 

Urbanization and industrialization demonstrably transformed not just the German economy in 

terms of abstract statistics, but in very tangible ways felt in the daily lives of large swaths of the 

German population. As a region rich in the resources necessary for all industrial pursuits, 

Bochum and the Ruhrgebiet provide a compelling micro-history and reveal the impact of 

national development on a local scale. Once a landscape dotted with farms, by the end of the 19th 

century Bochum was a booming industrial hub rich with vital resources such as coal, steel, and 

iron, and a substantially larger population of a new class of industrial laborers. By way of 

example, only 3% of the population of Königsberg in the far eastern German territory was made 

up of blue-collar working families–such families accounted for 80% of Bochum’s population by 

the 1860s.26  

 
25 Brose, German History 1789-1871, 287. 
26 Brose, German History 1789-1871, 288. See also William Robert Lee and Peter Marschalck, 

“Demographic change and industrialization in Germany, 1815–1914: Bremen in Comparative 

Perspective” The History of the Family 5, no. 4 (2000). They cite an easing of immigration 

regulations in the 1860s as a primary factor why many industrial cities grew so exponentially in 

this decade. See also Jürgen Mittag, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet: Grossstadtbildung im 20. 
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As of the 1860s, Bochum was experiencing a “californisches Zeitalter,” rife with 

speculation supported by financiers from across all of Germany.27 But much like the American 

Gold Rush of 1849, many who gambled lost. Along with a growing industrial sector came a 

series of financial crises and lethargic infrastructure development, but this could hardly be 

considered a surprise in light of Bochum’s exponential population growth. Between 1500 and 

1800, the population of Bochum had doubled from 1,000 to barely 2,000; but less than half a 

century later in 1843, the population had doubled again to 3,899. Then even more alarmingly, 

between 1843 and 1873, Bochum’s population exploded to 25,174, more than quadrupling in 

mere decades compared to doubling in centuries.28 In sum, Bochum’s history is exemplary of 

many of the ‘upheavals’ associated with modernity: it grew aggressively fast from a small 

agrarian community to a bustling industrial hub with a diverse new population drawn from 

across all of German-speaking Europe by coal-fired opportunity. The result was a population 

composed of newly arrived migrants and the relatively small remaining agricultural sector; an 

unprecedented fusing of strangers and familiar faces alike, who were no longer working in fields 

and herding cattle, but now spent their days in the mines and factories that dominated the 

landscape of this uncertain new urban assemblage. And as this population growth continued, 

there would be one statistic that proved to be exceptionally challenging: By 1907, migrants from 

across all of Germany made up 63.5% of the total population in Bochum.29  

 

Jahrhundert; eine Veröffentlichung des Instituts für Soziale Bewegungen und des Stadtarchivs 

Bochum (Essen: Klartext, 2005), 86. 
27 Mittag, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 86. 
28 Jürgen Mittag, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet: Grossstadtbildung im 20. Jahrhundert (Essen: 

Klartext: 2005), 94. 
29 William Robert Lee and Peter Marschalck, “Demographic Change and Industrialization in 

Germany, 1815–1914: Bremen in Comparative Perspective,” The History of the Family 5, no. 4 

(2000), 378. 
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Ultimately, industrial modes of production facilitated by modern technologies,30 in 

conjunction with the move away from previous feudal-agricultural systems, proved to be the 

primary agent of not just economic but significant social and especially demographic change in 

the industrial Ruhrgebiet.  Historian Jürgen Mittag writes that "[die Besetzung] des Ruhrgebiets 

durch Bergbau und Stahlindustrie übte eine geradezu katalysatorische Wirkung auf die 

Bevölkerungs- und Stadtentwicklung aus. Das Wachstum der ehemaligen Ackerbürgerstädte 

verlief explosionsartig weitgehend unreguliert und chaotisch."31 The overtaking of Bochum’s 

citizens with long-standing ties to the former community by a comparatively newly arrived 

population of migrants led to social instability, which led to a worsening unease felt about who 

actually wielded economic–and therefore political–control in this new industrial network. Brose 

writes that fears circulated regarding faraway financiers investing in the region’s factories and 

railroads as they became increasingly reliant on what seemed like the whims of global markets 

rather than local production.32 Most dire of all, however, was that as the number of mines and 

factories grew at dizzying speeds, the infrastructure of roads, resources, and social programs 

which should have accompanied them in order to accommodate a growing population was slow 

to develop. According to David Blackbourn, “communities developed overnight, with all the 

charm of gold rush towns and levels of drunkenness and violence to match.”33 Between new 

faces next door and faceless forces driving the economy, and the success of industry combined 

 
30 Several technological advances in mining aided in this industrialization, with the first mining 

railway of the area built in 1815, as well as steam-powered technologies implemented in the 

1830s which allowed for deeper drilling and the extraction of more resources as of 1841, which 

coincided with an explosion in worldwide demand for coal and steel. For more information see 

Bochum und Das Ruhrgebiet: Grossstadtbildung im 20. Jahrhundert.  
31 Mittag, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 26. 
32 Brose, German History 1789-1871, 286. 
33 Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century, 206-7. 



 

 

 
 

46 

with the volatility of deflation and international markets, it seemed impossible to pinpoint the 

source of national nervousness.34 In their examination of this chaotic and dialectical process of 

modernization, Nina Degele and Christian Dries developed an eight-factor-model of 

modernization that I argue can more fully allow us to concretize and isolate the anxieties 

identified by Mittag, Drose and Blackbourn that all came to the fore in the public reception of the 

Bochum Lustmorde.35  

 

Figure 3. Degele and Dries Eight Factor Model of Modernization. 

Their model, based on the work of sociologists Hans van der Loo and Willem van Reijen, 

divides this complex process into eight key factors to illustrate cornerstone points of tension 

within modernization (figure 3).36 They begin by dividing the social sphere into four sectors 

 
34 Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century, 191. 
35 Degele and Dries, Modernisierungstheorie, 21. 
36 Degele and Dries. Modernisierungstheorie, 21. 
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identified by van der Loo and van Reijen—the rationalization of culture, the domestication of 

nature, the differentiation of social structures, and the individualization of citizens within 

communities. These four areas represent the four foundational paradoxes of modernization, and 

where they meet results in four primary nodes of tension: globalization, the integration of the 

individual into these new social structures, the rapid acceleration of technological progress 

(Beschleunigung), and genderization (Vergeschlechtlichung).37 In the same way that 

modernization was a multifaceted process, so too were its problems and their consequences, 

hence why I find Degele and Drees’ model useful for particular developments as they relate to 

particular issues. For example, if we take the example of Bochum’s exponential population 

growth, we can most obviously map the resulting social unease onto either integration or 

acceleration. We can then narrow our focus by addressing either global structural concerns 

regarding Bochum’s expanding industry (integration, to be explored in the next section), for 

which we would delve more deeply into differentiation; or we could assess how cultural trends 

and tensions played out at the local level (acceleration) by attending to either individualization or 

rationalization as experienced by Bochum’s citizens. Understanding an evolving Bochum 

through this sociological model allows us to more clearly articulate the changes taking place in 

the Ruhrgebiet at the end of the ‘long nineteenth century,’ and to better grasp the relationship 

between broadly construed social anxieties as they materialized within the burgeoning Lustmord 

discourse. And as I argue, decades before soldiers’ trauma was projected onto the mutilated 

corpses of women in Weimar art, these tensions first took a different shape: the ephemeral threat 

of the vagabond. 

 
37 Degele and Dries, Modernisierungstheorie, 27. The recreation and translation of original 

German language image is my own. 
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2.3 Murder, Mayhem, and Modernity: die Vagabundenfrage and Lustmord 

 

As we have now seen in Bochum’s evolution from agricultural community to industrial society, 

perhaps the most palpable tension at play was Integration: the result of the dialectical push and 

pull between individualization and differentiation. At the same time that the individual was 

emerging from the masses, the social order was differentiating into specialized subsystems which 

therefore necessitated the integration of these two complementary but opposing processes.38 The 

rationalization of social stratification into economy, status, and power, as Max Weber would 

come to describe this process, translated on the micro level to the invention of the assembly line 

and the creation of specialized labor in the form of the industrial worker.39 However, 

accompanying the advent of an interchangeable labor force came the emergence of the modern 

understanding of the individual as subject, who had been theorized into existence by classical 

German philosophers of the Enlightenment era.40 Friction between these two polarizing 

processes gave rise to a plethora of anxieties (and brought about the disciplining of the subject, 

per Foucault), which is just one reason why the time from 1880 to 1910 came to be known as the 

‘age of nervousness.’41 Nietzsche famously characterized this time as an era in which “the 

burden of culture [had] become so great that there [was] a general danger of over-stimulation of 

 
38 Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century, 233. 
39 Tony Waters and Dagmar Waters. Weber’s Rationalism and Modern Society: New 

Translations on Politics, Bureaucracy, and Social Stratification (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2015), 8-9. 
40 For an overview see: Karl Ameriks and Dieter Sturma, Modern Subject, The: Conceptions of 

the Self in Classical German Philosophy (Albany: SUNY Press, 1995). 
41 Joachim Radkau, “Die Wilhelminische Ära als nervöses Zeitalter, oder: Die Nerven als Netz 

Zwischen Tempo- und Körpergeschichte,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 20, no. 2 (1994), 211–
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the nervous and thinking capacity,”42 an observation foreshadowing the birth of institutions 

which aimed to rationalize and relieve the burden of the overstimulated masses through 

disciplines like sociology, psychoanalysis, sexology, and criminology. Examining these fields 

reveals critical questions regarding subjectivity, the future of the newly unified Germany, and a 

new understanding of German identity beyond shared geography and language. As summarized 

by Geoff Elroy, “[f]rom inside this general condition of simultaneous belonging and 

indeterminacy, affiliation and estrangement–of owning an identity whose terms were urgently in 

flux–the tangle of German modernities could then be observed,” as “the infrastructure for 

identity formation, whether on a microscopic or society-wide scale, was being rebuilt.”43 

Bochum, I argue, is one such microscopic example. 

One of the most pronounced anxieties of the day arose directly from the tangle of 

reforming identities and the large-scale migration of mostly industrial workers.44 With 

industrialization came urbanization, which was in turn quickly linked to a perceived rise in crime 

disproportionate to normal population growth. Historian Eric Johnson looked critically as this 

correlation, writing that the connection between cities and criminality was validated by the 

contemporary scholars like Emil Durkheim and Ferdinand Tönnies, who argued that the change 

from rural to urban and "community to society" gave way to criminality wholesale, while others  

 
42 Killen, Berlin Electropolis 1. 
43 Geoff Eley, “What Was German Modernity and When?” in German Modernities from Wilhelm 

to Weimar: A Contest of Futures eds. Geoff Eley, Jennifer L. Jenkins, and Tracie Matysik 

(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2016).   
44 See for example, Lee and Marschalck, “Demographic Change and Industrialization in 

Germany, 1815–1914”; Thomas and Tuppen, “Readjustment in the Ruhr” for more on migration 

and demographic change during German industrialization. Also: Richard H. Tilly and Michael 

Kopsidis, From Old Regime to Industrial State: A History of German Industrialization from the 

Eighteenth Century to World War I (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020). 
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argued it was the specific conditions of urban dwelling which led to the increase.45 Regardless of 

how the issue was framed, it was believed that “the congested metropolis provided an 

environment where people did not know or care about their neighbors, where thieves found 

much to steal and easy escape routes, where gangs festered, and where a general attitude of 

lawlessness prevailed.”46 One way this anxiety manifested was a shift in the nature of 

sensationalized true crime from earlier examples like the first Pitaval. Previously the genre 

focused on insular familial crimes or the retelling of public executions; historian Joy Wiltenburg 

explains that as early as the 16th century, crime was a profitable use of newly invented printing 

technologies.47 She writes that criminal cases proved to be visually stimulating, crucial when 

literacy rates remained low, with many early texts  

[offering] an easy stock image of execution [and were] often surprisingly meticulous 

about picturing the specifics of each case: the wheel, the hanging, the burning, or the hot 

pincers as they had actually been applied. Often they gave even more detailed attention to 

the crime itself, sometimes presenting series of panels to show the sequence of events. 

Some even had added coloration, which could provide the red of blood.48 

Over the centuries, textual depictions of crime evolved, and literary portrayals of criminal trials 

became more popular as law and reason became the benchmark for guilt rather than religious 

codes alone.49 By the dawning of Imperial Germany, focus had shifted instead to the criminal 

and society rather than the victim and their lives. Johnson writes that “[as] Foucault famously 

 
45 Eric A. Johnson, Urbanization and Crime: Germany, 1871-1914 (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995), 3. 
46 Johnson, Urbanization and Crime, 3-4. 
47  Joy Wiltenburg, Crime and Culture in Early Modern Germany (Charlottesville: University of 

Virginia Press, 2012), 10. 
48 Wiltenburg, Crime and Culture, 10. 
49 Wiltenburg, Crime and Culture, 190. 
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argued, this was the advent of the criminal, and a new way of understanding not individuals but 

subjects, and most importantly, subjects could be punished. Hence the criminal.”50 And this 

period did in fact give rise to a number of new types of criminals, such as the Hochstapler who 

took advantage of unknowing citizens, the Giftmörderin who hid in plain sight and poisoned 

families, and of course, the Lustmörder.  

If anxieties existed surrounding the uncertainty of the many new ways of being (and no-

longer-being) presented by new standards of modern and/or urban living, then the series of 

Lustmorde in Bochum, with an infamously unknown murderer attacking innocent women in the 

epicenter of German industry, offered an auspicious opportunity to exorcise these fears. I argue 

that Lustmord developed as a modern discourse driven by the paradoxical processes of 

integration, acceleration, and genderization, and was an attempt to assuage fears regarding 

modernization through the rationalization of the individual psyche and the search for a 

differentiated criminal to blame for these new societal ills. To borrow the words of historian 

Mary Poovey, long before Otto Dix imagined himself as Jack the Ripper, a public discourse on 

Lustmord had already arisen through which the “ideological work” of anxious modern Germany 

were played out.51 I therefore turn now to a close reading of the reporting and reception of the 

first recorded case of Lustmord in Imperial Germany as it became embroiled in two critical 

contemporary questions of modernity: the male-oriented Vagabundenfrage, and the increasingly 

posed Frauenfrage. 

As I have demonstrated, Bochum during the Kaiserreich was a city in motion, and within 

this kinetic movement came new encounters. “Conflict—imagined and real—was ubiquitous in 

 
50 Johnson, Urbanization and Crime, 3-4. 
51 Eley, German Modernities from Wilhelm to Weimar, 37. 
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Imperial Germany,” writes James Retallack, who also notes that contemporary cultural critics 

such as Max Weber and Georg Simmel were “certain that the Wilhelmine era was characterized 

by constant change and upheaval.”52 One such upheaval which profoundly impacted Bochum 

was the changing population demographics of this once predominantly agricultural region. While 

previously a collection of small rural farming villages, Bochum and the surrounding area was 

transformed into a new urban landscape dominated by industry from roughly the 1840s onward. 

Throughout the mid-nineteenth century workers were moving from east to west and from village 

to city and receding deep in the coal mines that led to great prosperity for this once small town in 

Westphalia. This did not mean, however, that the deep agricultural roots of the Bochum area 

were abruptly and completely (literally) torn up, but rather that tensions arose between not just a 

growing but diversifying labor force, which included both industrial workers as well as 

agricultural laborers from the east and traditional seasonal farm workers.53 Bochum was one of 

the most attractive locations for laborers and investors alike to settle, and unlike other western 

German cities that benefited from the textile industry, steel, iron, and coal were the dominant 

industries in the Bochum area. As mentioned previously, all manner of industry relied on the 

natural resources that made Bochum prosper, but as opposed to textiles, the labor required in 

Bochum largely fell well outside the developing concept of Frauenindustrie. The vast majority 

of the industrial labor force in Bochum was male, meaning that it was not just the tension borne 

of modern integration that played a key role in the Lustmord discourse, but also the process 

 
52 Retallack, Imperial Germany, 13, 41. 
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Degele and Dries identify as Vergeschlechtligung or genderization: an explicit gendering of a 

public sphere that was newly accessible to women, but still deeply divided.54 

We can therefore not ignore the fact that the industries which dominated Bochum and 

served the greater industrial needs of all of Germany employed, as Kathleen Canning shares, 

only ‘negligible’ numbers of women before WW1.55 While there were industries, primarily 

textiles, that employed significant numbers of women and came to generally be known as the 

Frauenindustrie, these did not find success in Bochum–nor would they have likely attracted male 

workers if they did, as the hierarchization of gender in factories was so strong that many men 

viewed textile work as unappealing if not inferior.56 These factors combined meant that 

processes of genderization, which sought to rationalize and differentiate men into factories and 

women into domestic work, came to the fore in a community that was prospering as much as it 

was faltering. While elsewhere in Germany more women were entering into factory work, the 

division of labor in Bochum remained a shadow of the previously agrarian model, where 

women’s work was still primarily relegated to the home and farmstead. As such, I argue that by 

the time of Josephine Kost’s murder in 1878, the interplay and paradoxes of modernization 

collided such that the vagabond–a man without a community, occupation, or wife–was uniquely 

qualified to embody the anxieties that were ultimately played out in the narrative of the Bochum 

Lustmorde. With each new case, a young woman representing the old way of life met her 

untimely end at the hands of an unknown male outsider, and the fragile balance of communities 

in flux was ripped asunder. 

 
54 Kathleen Canning, Languages of Labor and Gender: Female Factory Work in Germany, 
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Not all welcomed the growth that came with industry and were particularly weary of the 

growing population of migrant workers on the move that fed the industrial machine. In many 

ways perceived as outsiders threatening the traditional order, itinerant industrial laborers were 

the sort of destabilizing agent thought responsible for an increase in crime, a belief which 

seemed to hold merit as not all those who emigrated to the area were successful in finding work. 

In light of shifting attitudes, the once romantic figure of the vagabond—as featured, for example, 

in Goethe’s Wilhem Meisters Lehrjahre and Wanderjahre, and various examples of 

Enlightenment travel literature—no longer a benign wanderer. 57 Instead, vagabonds more often 

served as a symbol of the unwanted social effects of industry and the sort of individual lacking 

care or connections to a community. He remained, nonetheless, a popular figure in all manner of 

literature: for example, published in 1858, Das deutsche Gaunerthum by German magistrate 

Friedrich Avé-Lallemant helped strengthen associations with vagabonds and a life of crime.58 

The study was so influential that it even reached a British audience via English translation, and 

though Gauner seems to have been the more commonly used word until roughly the 1860s,59  an 

English-language review states that Avé-Lallemant “applies the word ‘gauner’ to all kind of 

thieves, and also to Jews, gipsies [sic], fortune-tellers, and every species of vagabond, from the 

more or less civilized ‘Bohemian’ to the lowest tramp.”60 German usage of the variations of 

 
57 For more see: The Wanderer in Nineteenth-Century German Literature: Intellectual History 

and Cultural Criticism (Rochester, N.Y: Camden House, 2008). 
58 Avé-Lallemant and Friedrich Christian Benedict. Das Deutsche Gaunerthum in Seiner Social-

Politischen literarischen und linguistischen Ausbildung zu seinem heutigen Bestande (Leipzig: F. 

A Brockhaus, 1858).  
59 This data is a result of Google’s Ngram viewer, which graphs a term’s usage over time via the 

analysis of Google’s ever-growing collection of digitized open access materials. 
60 “German Rogues and Vagabonds,” The Universal Review: Volume II (London: Wm. H. Allen 

and CO., 1859), 784. 
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‘Vagabond’ later spiked in the 1880s as the matter became more widely known as die 

Vagabundenfrage in the public and political spheres.  

 The issue was such an influential debate that in 1883, Reichstag member Karl Braun, 

representing the national liberal party, delivered an address to the Berliner 

Volkswirthschaftlichen Gesellschaft simply titled “Die Vagabunden-Frage.”61 Braun declared 

that the issue was in fact no longer a question, but rather a “brutal fact,” and defined vagabonds 

first juristically as people who “wandered about, destitute and unemployed,” and secondly in 

terms of industry, as “people who, under the pretense of looking for work, avoid work with care, 

diligence, audacity, and cunning.”62 This economically centered definition of vagabondism is 

critical, and not just because the new industrial market was believed to be the source of this most 

recent trend of vagabondism. It likewise echoed other social issues that were similarly framed in 

terms of economy rather than humanity, such as the ‘surplus rural populations’ thought to drive 

industrial migration. Much like Avé-Lallament cited the economic effects of the end of slavery 

as one of the roots of early pauperism and begging, Braun and others commonly believed that 

modern industry was also the cause of this century’s ‘vagabond issue.’ Such unmoored men 

without steady unemployment were considered an unwelcome symbol of a modern industrial 

society, and endured blame in the decades to come for increases in crime, even prompting even 

distinguished criminologist Erich Wulffen to publish his own treatise on the topic in 1910, aptly 

titled Gauner- und Verbrechertypen. Vagabondism was popularly portrayed as a “eine 

 
61 Karl Braun, Die Vagabundenfrage: Vortrag gehalten in der Berliner Volkswirtschaftlichen 
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62 Braun, Die Vagabundenfrage, 4. Translations my own. 
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Pflanzschule […] für Bettelei, für Raub, für Stehler und Hehler”63— and, as we shall now see, 

rape and murder. 

Although Josephine Kost’s death garnered media attention all throughout the Ruhrgebiet, 

and despite early leads shared with police, little was known of her assailant. After news of her 

violent death was initially reported, several other young women came forward sharing stories of 

their own similar attacks, but that, according to the press, each attempted rape had been thwarted 

when the women ‘persistently resisted’ their would-be attacker’s violent overtures.64 One victim 

allegedly told detectives that her attacker had also used a leather strap, but while it was reported 

that a suspect had been apprehended, no further evidence led to any more potential suspects in 

the Kost murder. The police continued the investigation “mit dem größten Eifer,” but the murder 

remained unsolved.65 The gruesome nature of the crime and anonymity of the perpetrator 

resonated deeply in the community, as evidenced by the large turnout at Kost’s funeral. Tensions 

only worsened when the body of Elisabeth Riemenschneider was found on July 5th of 1879. The 

‘barely’ 15-year-old maidservant was found less than 150 meters away from where she should 

have been herding cattle for a local farmer.66 The Dortmunder Zeitung reported that a doctor was 

called immediately upon discovery of the body, which showed evidence of “ein Act bestialischer 

Wollust,” and because Riemenschneider’s body was “vollständig erkältet, so scheint das 

unsittliche Attentat bald nach halb acht Uhr verübt worden zu sein.”67 Further investigation of 

the crime scene revealed that, like Kost, she too had been sexually assaulted and strangled—only 

 
63 Braun, Die Vagabundenfrage, 5. 
64 Märkischer Sprecher, January 3, 1879 
65 Märkischer Sprecher, January 4, 1879. 
66 Märkischer Sprecher, July 8, 1879. 
67 “Mord,” Dortmunder Zeitung, July 7, 1879. 
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this time, with her own scarf.68 Similarities between the crimes was cause for great alarm, 

prompting the Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung to observe that, “[e]s lastet auf unserer ganzen Gegend in 

Folge dieser bestialiachen Morde und besonders under dem weiblich Geschlecht ein Gefühl 

großer Unruhe und Aufregung.”69 One death could have been a coincidence, but that changed 

after Riemenschneider’s murder.  

The Dortmunder Zeitung appeared critical of the case and insisted an investigator from 

Berlin should be called, but the Märkischer Sprecher seemed hesitant but optimistic as they 

expressed hope that the police would be able to catch the murderer this time: “Hoffen wir, daß es 

dieses Mal dem ruchlosen Verbrecher nicht gelingen werde, sich dem Arme des irdischen 

Richters zu entziehen.”70 Nonetheless, news of each murder spread further beyond the 

Ruhrgebiet, once again casting suspicion on the growing population of transient male laborers. 

On July 10, 1879, the Aachener newspaper Echo der Gegenwart informed readers that a 

“schelische[r] Arbeiter,” had been arrested, and describes the man as having spent the last 

several days “bettelnd und vagabundieren in der Nähe umhergetrieben.”71 However, despite the 

man’s arrest, the lead proved unfruitful, and the third victim would be found less than a month 

later. 

On August 5, Lisette Schülken never arrived for work. Mr. Bergmann, who employed 

Schülken on his farm, went looking for the 19-year-old who should have been harvesting rye, 

and found instead her strangled and sexually violated body in a nearby forest. The report the next 

day in the MärkischerSprecher stated that Bergmann found “die Ärmste, vor wenigen Stunden 

 
68 Märkischer Sprecher, July 8, 1879. 
69  “Ein entsetzliches Unthat [sic],” Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung, July 9, 1879. 
70  Märkischer Sprecher, July 8, 1879. 
71 Echo der Gegenwart, July 10, 1879. 
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noch ein Bild der Gesundheit und jugendlicher Kraft, in einem nahen Wäldchen entseelt am 

Boden liegen—ein herzzerreißender Anblick—auf dieselbe Weise die Opfer von Querenburn 

und Grumme von der hand eines viehischen Lüstlings ermodert.”72 The use of the word Lüstling 

can be traced back to the linguistic works of Justus Georg Schottel in the mid 17th century and 

sometimes used to describe someone with a refined palette,73 and was then popularized in the 

works of Kloppstock, Wieland, and Schiller over the next hundred years.74 By the time of the 

Bochum murders, it had only negative connotations and referred exclusively to men: Karl 

Weigand, for example, defined Lüstling in his Deutsches Wörterbuch in 1878 as a person with 

“krankhafte Begierde nach fleischlicher Lust,”75 while the 1885 Grimmsche Wörterbuch even 

used a quote from Schiller’s Maria Stuart to demonstrate its popular usage: “so sind die Männer. 

Lüstlinge sind alle!”76 The report additionally claimed that the farmer Bergmann attested to 

Schülken’s good character and work ethic, as well as her family’s good reputation in the 

community, and questioned how anyone ‘human’ could commit such a crime: “Wehe über der 

oder die Ungethüme in Menschengestalt, die solcher Bluttahten fähig sind!"77 Although the 

article ends with the same urgent plea for the murderer to finally be apprehended, the reporting 

on Schülken’s death differs significantly in the attention to detail of both the victim and 

perpetrator. Like in the case of Josephine Kost, emphasis is placed on Schülken’s good 

reputation within the community, and rather than releasing news of a possible suspect or 

information that could potentially lead to one, the unknown murderer is editorialized instead. In 

 
72 MärkischerSprecher, August 8, 1879. 
73 Theodor Heinsius, Vollständiges Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache mit Bezeichnung der 

Aussprache und Betonung für die Geschäfts- und Lesewelt (Wien: C.F. Schade, 1829), 2: 22.  
74 Jacob und Wilhelm Grimm, Deutsches Wörterbuch (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1885), 6: 1347-1348. 
75 Karl Weigland, Deutsches Wörterbuch (Giessen: J. Richer’sche Buchhandlung, 1878), 1144. 
76 Grimm, Deutsches Wörterbuch, 1348. 
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this report, the suspect exceeded the limits of humanity; he was no longer simply a ‘nefarious 

criminal,’ but “a monster wearing human skin,” who according to local papers the next day, 

wandered in his human form as a vagabond. 

 

Figure 4. Detailed report of Schülken's death, August 7, 1879. 

On August 7, 1879, the Dortmunder Zeitung printed the first article to include detailed 

speculation as to the identity of the murderer (figure 4). This dispatch from the Dortmunder 

Zeitung was reprinted in papers across the region, including the Märkischer Sprecher, Rhein- 

und Ruhrzeitung, Nationale Emscher Zeitung, and the Westfälischer Merkur. Although after 

Josephine Kost’s murder an “umherstreichender Bummler”—a synonym for vagabond that by 

1890 also carried sexual overtones—was reported as an alleged suspect, in this case the paper 



 

 

 
 

60 

dedicated more time to the puzzle of the murderer.78 The paper reported that “Obdachloses 

Gesindel, welches vom Bettel lebt und die Nächten in den Wäldern zubringt, treibt sich genug im 

hießigen Amtsbezirke umher,” but also warns that he could be “ein gut situierter Mann.”79 Yet 

despite the assertion that the police should not only look at men ‘in tattered clothes,’ the idea that 

it could be a homeless wanderer—Gesindel here being another synonym for vagabond in the 

contemporary language usage—is given far more detail, while the perpetrator is described 

elsewhere as a “ruchloser Gesell,” thereby contradicting pleas by the press to the police not to 

exclude men in good standing.80 Reports on the third murder dehumanize Schülken as well, 

describing in detail how she was found with a belt around her neck and her clothes ripped from 

her mutilated body, which bore multiple defensive wounds; it was additionally shared that the 

evidence led police to believe that she had been strangled in the field, whereafter the murderer 

moved her body into the woods where he then ‘satisfied’ his “viehische Lust.”81 Likely due to 

the increased media coverage of the third murder in comparison to Kost and Riemenschneider, 

Lisette Schülken was the first victim for whom a reward was offered in the search for her killer.82 

 
78 Märkischer Sprecher, August 6, 1879. 
79 Dortmunder Zeitung, August 7, 1879. 
80 Dortmunder Zeitung, August 7, 1879. 
81 Märkischer Sprecher and the Dortmunder Zeitung, August 6, 1879.The related Geselle also 

referred to journeymen, one of many among the professions which migrated from East to West. 

See: James H. Jackson Jr. Migration and Urbanization in the Ruhr Valley, 1821-1914 (New 

Jersey: Humanities Press International, 1997), 377. Roots of the word traced back to the 

Nibelungenlied. 
82 “Mord in Giessenberg-Sodingen.” Castrop-Rauxeler Anzeiger, August 13, 1879. 
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Figure 5. Reward offered for information leading to arrest of Schülken's murder. 

Also significant is the repeated criticism expressed by the press of how local police were 

handling the case, especially by the Dortmunder Zeitung. Though most regional papers reprinted 

the same report from Dortmund, not all included the following detail: “es wäre deshalb zu 

wünschen–ohne den Behörden in Kreise Bochum zu nahe zu treten–wenn veranlasst würde, dass 

einige gewiegte Berliner Criminalpolizisten hierher gesandt würden. Nur durch energische 

Maßregeln kann die so gefährdete öffentliche Sicherheit wieder hergestellt werden.”83 The next 

day, the paper reiterated this criticism more emphatically, writing that not only had the police 

been remiss not to secure the crime scene, but that “schliesslich muss noch betont werden, dass 

es unbedingt notwendig ist, einige der tüchtigen Criminalpolizisten hierher zu senden, der 

Steuerzahler hat das Recht, zu verlangen, dass Alles aufgeboten wird, um die öffentliche 

Sicherheit wieder herzustellen.”84 The sentiment that being in public was no longer safe was 

strong, as reflected in, for example, the Castroper Anzeriger’s frontpage account of Schülken’s 

murder, which stressed that the victim was “eine gesunde und stark gebauter Person,” and that 

where she was found was on “einem öffentlichen Wege, [der] kaum 5 Minuten vom Hause 

 
83 “Verbrechen.” Dortmunder Zeitung, August 6, 1879. 
84 “Zu dem gestern gemeldteten Verbrechen.” Dortmunder Zeitung, August 7, 1879. 
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entfernt liegt.”85 Given that that the abridged format of a Generalanzeiger such as the 

Dortmunder Zeitung,MärkischerSprecher, and Castroper Anzeiger meant that as many short and 

attention-catching articles as possible were printed in order to appeal to as wide a readership as 

possible, the editorial choice to focus more on the scandalous nature of the crime, as well as the 

perceived failing of the police to keep the public safe is pointed.86 Furthermore, Schülken’s 

murder had sparked more widespread unrest in the communities around Bochum. The 

Wattenscheider Zeitung, for example, printed the upsetting information on August 14, 1879 that 

a man suspected of the crime had been released from police custody, because as it turns out, the 

only reason he was a suspect at all was because he shared an unfortunately similar appearance 

with a “schon wegen Diebstahls bestrafter Vagabond.”87 I argue that this case of mistaken 

identity is evidence of fears regarding modernization that were already present at the time of the 

murders, for which Lustmord was quickly becoming a sensational surrogate discourse. 

The emerging narrative across these three cases is therefore pointedly modern: With 

integration came the differentiation of essential social functions, including, according to Degele 

and Dries, political ministries, health insurance funds, and the police, all of which were charged 

with the safe and efficient management of the diversifying public sphere.88 The emphasis in 

particular on the status of the taxpayer is a resoundingly modern call to arms. And finally, in the 

days that followed, the Dortmunder Zeitung officially called the murder of Lisette Schülken a 

case of Lustmord. In a brief article which shared the current status of the police investigation, the 

paper lamented that several “Gesindel” had been released from police custody, and that the case 

 
85 Castroper Anzeiger, August 9, 1879. 
86 Ross, Media and the Making of Modern Germany, 26-27. 
87 Wattenscheider Zeitung, August 14, 1879. 
88 Degele and Dries, Modernisierungstheorie, 80. 
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remained without a clear suspect: “Leider sollte der in Querenberg an einem jungen Mädchen 

verübte Lustmord noch ein trauriges Nachspiel haben.”89 Yet regardless of dire pleas to law 

enforcement, and even with an arrest and execution that failed to stop the murders, more victims 

would be found as time went on and the Lustmord discourse began in earnest. Josephine Kost, 

Elisebath Riemenschneider, and Lisette Schülken were all murdered when they found themselves 

alone and vulnerable as they moved between the public and private spheres; furthermore, 

Riemenschneider and Schülken were both found on the land they cultivated and near the animals 

they tended. While not caregiving in the traditional sense, these young women were nonetheless 

deeply connected to nurturing the livelihoods of their communities. Their livelihoods were quite 

literally the livelihoods of their communities, thus engendering the growing perception that their 

murders were an assault on the community at large. In the next section, I therefore broaden the 

scope of my analysis in order to situate this local string of murders within national fears about 

gender, belonging, and citizenship. 

 

2.4 Der Bochumer Lustmord: A Dialectic of Ruhe und Bewegung 

 

“Schon wieder ein neuer Lustmord!” declared the front page of the Dortstener Wochenblatt on 

August 4, 1880.90 The article shared that on July 31, a fourth victim had been found, once again 

the victim of an “unsittliches Attentat” and with “[ihrem] verhängnisvollen Strick eng um den 

Hals geschnürt.”91 19-year-old maidservant Mina Pott was found by a father and son—on whose 

farm Pott was employed—after the young woman had not been seen for several hours, only to 

 
89 “Nachspiel des Querenburger Mordes.” Dortmunder Zeitung, August 15, 1879. Emphasis my 

own. 
90 “Schon wieder ein neuer Lustmord.” Dortsener-Wochenblatt, August 4, 1880. 
91 Märkischer Sprecher, August 1, 1880. 
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find her half-naked body in a small copse of fir trees. In a similar fashion to the death of Lisette 

Schülken, the MärkischerSprecher heavily editorialized the circumstances of Pott’s death. 

“Schon wieder bringt die Schreckens von der von einem neuen entsetzlichen Verbrechen in 

unsere Stadt,” read the first lines of the short report, before continuing: “Gestern Nachmittag hat 

man in einer kleinen Kreuzung der Herner Mark die Leiche der 19-Jährigen Dienstmagd Mina 

Pott (aus Eikel) gefunden unter Umständen, die keinen Zweifel darüber lassen, dass das Kind 

starb unter den Mörderhänden eines viehischen Lüstlinge.”92 The perpetrator was once again 

described as a “viehische Lüstling” to emphasize the primitive and inhuman quality of the crime. 

However, in a stark departure from the previous murders, this time the paper closed not with a 

plea for police to find the culprit, but instead with an appeal directly to the murderer:  

Der verrückte Mörder, sollte ihm diese Zeilen zu Gesicht kommen, möge aber denken, 

dass er Ruhe und Frieden hierneben nicht mehr finden wird. Wohin er sich auch wenden 

möge, an seine Fersen wird sich der Schatten des ermordeten Kindes hesten, das Auge 

zwar gebrauchen, dessen Auge zwar gebrochen, das ihm aber dereinst anklagen wird vor 

dem Richterstuhl des allmächtigen Gottes.93 

The tone of the paper is no longer simply skeptical that the perpetrator will ever be caught, but 

almost resigned to a fear that the murderer’s own nature is so animalistic and atrocious, that he 

was beyond the reach of mortal justice. To contextualize Pott’s murder within the broader matrix 

of modernization, the paper’s wish for the criminal to never again find peace is not just a 

vindictive desire, but should, I argue, be understood as the manifestation of anxieties which 

unfolded within the integration process. In the previous section, I began this analysis by locating 

 
92 Märkischer Sprecher, August 1, 1880. 
93Märkischer Sprecher, August 1, 1880. Emphasis my own.  
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the critique of the police during the first three murders within the matrix of rationalization, which 

I will return to later as well. Now, however, I will first attend to the growing social unrest after 

each new case of Lustmord. With differentiation came the itinerant and interchangeable 

industrial worker, but by contrast, with individualization came a novel desire for a legible 

identity and belonging in the newly inaugurated German empire and global economy. With the 

death of Mina Pott, the scope of the fledgling Lustmord discourse expanded, and the Schwäscher 

Merkur of Stuttgart became the first newspaper beyond the Ruhrgebiet to call the case “Der 

Bochumer Lustmord.”94 This abstract anxiety materialized in Bochum and elsewhere as an 

evolving tension between Ruhe and Bewegung, a conflict personified by the itinerant vagabond, 

and one which ultimately became a matter of national importance and civic duty. 

 In his study on the wanderer in 19th century German literature, Andrew Cusack parses out 

the contemporarily held beliefs which placed such importance on the idea of Heimat. In Bochum, 

tensions existed between the Einheimischen or Alteingesessenen and the Zugereisten, but more 

broadly the concept of Heimat had become increasingly important as the unification of the 

German Kaiserreich neared. Since the Vormärz period, movement had been believed to be a key 

characteristic of the times, a belief which would continue to evolve over the next several decades 

along with the making of a unified German state. Writing at the time of unification in 1871, 

historian Jakob Burckhardt described the previous century as a “lauter Revolutionszeitalter” 

which had seen levels of movement unlike any other generation before.95 According to Cusack, 

at the time ‘Bewegung’ was understood as a matrix of interconnected modern processes, 

including the establishment of the railway system, both emigration and internal migration, as 

 
94 “Der Bochumer Lustmord,” Schwäbischer Merkur, November 10, 1880. 
95 Cusack, The Wanderer in Nineteenth-Century German Literature, 193. 
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well as “urbanization and political unrest.”96 Large scale movement was therefore significantly 

linked not just to economic (differentiation and globalization) or cultural changes (domestication 

and in this specific case genderization with the translation of the gender binary into industrial 

labor), but also politics as well, with mass protests helping to bind the idea of ‘Bewegung’ with 

unwanted ‘Revolution’ in the public consciousness.97  

 In 1852 author Willibald Alexis published Ruhe ist die erste Bürgerpflicht, thereby 

encapsulating the sentiment succinctly, and over the latter half of the 19th century ‘the ideology 

of the settled life’ took hold.98 With the establishment of the Staat supposedly ‘the end of 

wandering’ was in sight and the stability of Heimat was now even more crucial to the founding 

of the new state and national peace.99 With Bewegung came no peace, and in fact, by 1872, 

Cusack argues that Bewegung was commonly associated with “Unruhe, Unzufriedenheit” and  

krankhafte Reisewuth […] symptoms of a malady of the age whose root causes lie in the 

expansion of the railways and the concomitant phenomenon of urbanization. Set against 

these symptoms are the ideally bounded horizons of the hometown, whose population has 

not grown to the point where it is no longer possible for the individual to experience it as 

an integrated whole […]100 

Such an insular and stable Heimat was however no longer as possible with landscapes, cities, and 

peoples all in flux, especially in Bochum and the Ruhr area, which had so dramatically 

 
96 Cusack, The Wanderer in Nineteenth-Century German Literature, 193. 
97 Cusack here bases his argument on both radical and working-class protests which used the 

railway, one of the most important markers of modernity, as a form of protest. Interestingly, the 

example he cites is a large-scale protest by farmers in Wiesbaden, further solidifying the 

importance of industrialization in Western Germany for the period of modernization. 
98 Cusack, The Wanderer in Nineteenth-Century German Literature, 194. 
99 Cusack, The Wanderer in Nineteenth-Century German Literature, 191-194. 
100 Cusack, The Wanderer in Nineteenth-Century German Literature, 193. 195. 



 

 

 
 

67 

transitioned from an agricultural community to an industrial polestar. But it was nonetheless a 

critical social tool in efforts to unify Germany beyond the Bundestag, and with the exponential 

population growth Bochum had seen in just thirty years (from 4,000 to a population of just over 

25,000), there were few social trappings left to give the experience of a safely contained 

integrated whole. The growing string of unsolved murders, in which all the victims who had thus 

far been members of the older agricultural tradition, seemed a clear indicator of an unstable 

Heimat and the potentially deadly threat of Bewegung. 

 In one remarkable instance, the city governance of Wattenscheid appeared to 

metaphorically circle the wagon in an attempt to safeguard the community: in a town hall 

meeting on August 10, 1880, the assembly agreed unanimously that in light of the “jüngsten 

Herner Lustmord,” “das ganze Kollegium sollte sich zur Übernahme des Ehrendienstes als Hüter 

der öffentlichen Sicherheit in Feld und Flur konstituierend, mit der Verpflichtung jede 

beobachtete Übertretung und Ungehörigkeit sofort zur Anzeige zu bringen.”101 In yet another, 

the Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung ran an article on August 18, 1880 titled “Aufforderung,” wherein the 

leaders of “alle industrielle Werke” in the region called upon their employees to join in the 

search for Mina Pott’s murderer.102 "Überzeugt, dass alle Beamten und Arbeiter von demselben 

Abscheu gegen solch' gemeines Verbrechen erfüllt sind, haben die Werksbesitzer diese 

aufgefordert, nach besten Kräften an der Entdeckung des Mörders mitzuhelfen.”103 With no 

familiar horizon to orient themselves towards, and no rational empirical evidence of a perpetrator 

to guide them, it was thus not surprising that communities on edge would close their ranks and 

 
101  Wattenscheider Zeitung, August 10, 1880. Emphasis my own. 
102 “Aufforderung.” Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung, August 18, 1880. 
103 “Aufforderung.” Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung, August 18, 1880. 
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look to blame the one figure who so uniquely embodied the tension between Heimat and 

Bewegung: the one figure who would never belong, the vagabond. 

 Throughout the narrative of the Bochum Lustmorde, descriptors such as ‘obdachloser 

Gesell,’ and ‘obdachlose Gesindel,’ all of which were common rhetoric used in debates about the 

so-called Vagabundenfrage, featured heavily. In Schülken’s case, a broad net of suspicion was 

cast upon men the paper claimed begged and tramped (vagabundieren) during the day only to 

sleep hiding in the forest at night. Similarly, after Mina Pott’s death, the Bergische Zeitung near 

Solingen reported that police had made an arrest in connection to Pott’s murder, and taken into 

custody a vagabond caught fishing at the Ruhr river; the man was described as a “brutaler 

Mensch” who had already spent two-and-a-half years imprisoned for “Verbrechen gegen die 

Sittlichkeit.”104 There are no future indications that the man was in any way connected to the 

Bochum Lustmorde, but that mattered little. Even in the initial murder of Josephine Kost, a 

distinct lack of evidence did not prevent the Märkischer Sprecher from reporting that the 

suspected murderer was an “umherstreichender Bummler.”105 This rhetorical turn was, however, 

far from an isolated incident. When Germany became a nation in 1871, so too did the simmering 

issue of vagabondism go national in scale. In an 1882 text titled Zur bekämpfung der Bettelei und 

Vagabondage, August de La Chevallerie (eventual mayor of Buer in Westfalen) posed a question 

to his reader: 

 Wem ist es noch unbekannt, daß Zuchthäuser und Gefängnisse zu eng werden gegenüber 

der Schrecken erregenden Zahl der Verbrecher und Verfolgten? Wem möchte es noch 

fremd sein, daß ein Heer von Vagabonden und Obdachlosen von Ost nach West, von Süd 

 
104 Bergische Zeitung, August 20, 1880. 
105 Märkischer Sprecher, August 5, 1879. 
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nach Nord das deutsche Reich gleich einer Schmarotzerpflanze überwuchert, die 

auszuroden scheinbar schon lange nicht mehr die angewandten Maßregeln ausreichen?106 

Not only does the author directly link overflowing prisons and rising rates of criminality to the 

migration of vagabonds, but he also calls the issue a parasitic plant taking over the new German 

empire. The association of criminality and vagabondism was not necessarily new. For example, 

in a report from 1828 on a surge in crime in Celle, near Hanover, an organized circle of 

“vagabondirend[e] heimatlos[e] Gesindel” were blamed.107 Later according to the penal code of 

the new Kaiserreich, the act of begging or being perceived as a “Landstreicher, der umherzieht” 

was enough to be arrested and jailed for up to six weeks under Paragraph 361.108 

 But despite strict punitive measures,109  it was strongly felt by the 1880s that this 

response was insufficient, including the Rheinisch-Westfälischen Gefängniß-Gesellschaft. In 

1882 they sent a survey to all the governing officials of Rhein and Westfalen provinces about 

their experiences with the ever-more contagious “Landplage” of vagabondism.110 Based on the 

results, the author writes that “im Großen und Ganzen scheint der Höhepunkt seit und in Folge 

des Aufschwunges der Industrie überschritten zu sein,” and describes the phenomenon as a 

Wellenbewegung.111 The link between industrialization, vagabondism, and criminality could thus 

 
106 August de La Chevallerie, Zur Bekämpfung der Bettelei und Vagabondage (Münster: Verlag 

von Heinrich Schönighi, 1882), 4. 
107 G. L. Giese, Actenmässige Notizen Über Eine Anzahl Gauner Und Vagabonden des 

Nördlichen Deutschlands (Celle, 1828), 3. 
108 Hermann Stursberg, Die Vagabundenfrage (Düsseldorf: L. Boss & Co., Königlichen 

Hofbuchdruckern, 1882), 4. 
109 Punitive measures taken against begging and vagabondism extended beyond police 

surveillance and arrest, and even to the official governmental position of “Armenjäger,” or the 

“Overseerer of Beggars.” See: James H. Jackson Jr. Migration and Urbanization in the Ruhr 

Valley, 1821-1914 (New Jersey: Humanities Press International, 1997), 373.  
110 Stursberg, Die Vagabundenfrage, 3. They received 792 completed surveys back. 
111 Stursberg, Die Vagabundenfrage, 6. 
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not be clearer: not only was it believed that industrial work spur on the movement of vagabonds, 

it also created them in the strict sense that to be unemployed was in effect illegal, and industrial 

work was the easiest to come by. And it was industrial cities in particular that attracted these 

dangerous wanderers, in a perhaps logically seasonal pattern. 

 Results of Gefängnis-Gesellschaft survey revealed that vagabonds favored rural areas in 

warmer months and flocked to large industrial hubs in the winter and early spring.112 Given that 

the majority of the Bochum murders occurred in the summer in the remaining rural communities 

just outside the heavily industrialized center of the Ruhrgebiet, this is a striking detail. And it 

seemingly did not go unnoticed by Hermann Stursberg, editor of Die Vagabundenfrage, a short 

collation of texts on the issue, including the prison survey. Sturberg decided to include an 

anonymous report from one town in Westfalen which claimed that as a result of increased 

“Vagabundenthum,” over the past ten years, “sind hier (in einem kleinene ländlichen 

Amtsbezirk) vorgekommen 1 Lustmord, 1 Mord, 1 Totschlag, 2 Brutalitäts-Vergehen, 4 

Selbstmorde, circa 10 schwere, circa 20 leichte Diebstähle.”113 Excerpts of this survey, including 

this statistic about Lustmord, were also printed in at least one local newspaper as well.114 In sum, 

die Vagabundenfrage was considered a social and legal issue on both a regional and national 

scale with life-threatening consequences, which could not be extricated from industry and 

specifically the migratory patterns associated with labor and modernization.    

 In our initial 1882 text by Chevallerie, the author answers his own question about what 

could be causing the issue of Vagabundentum. He asserts that the reason for the increase in 

begging and vagabondage, and as a consequence a perceived increase in ‘idleness’ and crime, 

 
112 Stursberg, Die Vagabundenfrage, 6. 
113 Stursberg, Die Vagabundenfrage, 11. 
114 “Die Vagabundenfrage.” Neue Westfälische-Volks-Zeitung, January 11, 1882. 
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should be attributed to the unprecedented ‘Bewegung’ of the time. Sharing the sentiments of the 

aforementioned survey, Chavallerie argues that this has resulted in “einem vollständigen 

Umschwünge in der socialen [sic] Lage sowie zu einer Zersetzung der Arbeitsverhältnisse, 

hervorgerufen durch die plötzliche und mächtige Entwickelung der Industrie.”115 His argument is 

mostly social in nature, but also critical of current policing efforts, much like as we have already 

seen. That same year, a member of the house of representatives also called for an increase in the 

gendarmerie to combat vagabondism, which he also described as a Landplage,116 a term which 

representative Braun also used one year later to describe the same issue.117 By invoking images 

of a rapidly spreading plague across the young country, both representatives not only criticize 

but actively stoke fears of the unchecked growth of the modern industrial landscape. This 

sentiment proved not to be a political fad or short-lived fear, but was in fact was still felt a 

decade later, when in 1894 state councilman Benno von Massow from Potsdam issued a report 

called Der Kampf gegen die Wanderbettelei in Deutschland und seine gegenwärtige Lage: 

Das moderne wirtschaftliche Leben wirft alljährlich Tausende auf die Landstraße. Bald 

sind es Arbeitsstörungen, bald ist es Leichtsinn, Müßiggang, Lust an Veränderung, 

Wandertrieb; aber das Resultat ist dasselbe, der Wanderstab wird in die Hand genommen 

und das Glück auswärts gesucht. Man sucht Arbeit, oder man gibt vor, sie zu suchen, 

 
115 Chevallerie, Zur Bekämpfung der Bettelei und Vagabondage, 5.  
116 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die Allerhöchste Verordnung 

vom 2. November 1882 einberufenen beiden Häuser des Landtages (Berlin: W. Moeser 

Hofbuchdruckerei, 1883), 1: 165. 
117 Karl Braun, Die Vagabunden-Frage (Berlin: Leonhard Simion, 1883), 5.  



 

 

 
 

72 

man findet sie aber nicht, und nun kommt der Tag, an dem man keinen Groschen mehr in 

der Tasche hat, hungrig und durstig ist und am fremden Ort kein Obdach hat.118 

The new modern industrial society was therefore firmly believed to be the root cause of 

vagabondism, and it was eating away not only at national stability but also national character—

after all, in this report, vagabonds are described as men only pretending to find work and a 

steady home. This therefore supports the narrative that vagabonds were more than a local 

nuisance, but somehow willfully failing to fulfill their national duty towards Heimat by choosing 

Bewegung instead of opting into industry. In short, what was actually a symptom of 

industrialization (unemployment and devalued human labor) was framed as a disease instead, 

because nebulous fears surrounding the cataclysmic change brought about by modernity could 

not be controlled, but illness could be diagnosed, and crimes could be punished. 

 But it was the briefly aforementioned Reichstag member Karl Braun whose 1883 address 

would provide the final piece of the puzzle that slotted Lustmord into the nexus of the four major 

drivers of fear and progress related to modernity. In his address to the Berliner 

Volkswirthschaftlichen Gesellschaft, Braun claimed that in light of the ‘brutal fact’ of the 

Vagabundenfrage “fordert [der Gegenstand] unsere Aufmerksamkeit insofern heraus, als das 

plötzliche Ueberhandnehmen der Vagabondage, welche einen Theil unserer Mitbürger bis zu 

einem gewissen Grade der Beunruhigung und Vergewaltigung schutzlos preisgiebt, die 

öffentliche Meinung aufregt.“119 Thus the final piece fell into place: the Vagabundefrage had 

already directly tapped in to anxieties about acceleration, integration, and globalization, but with 

 
118 Benno von Massow, “Der Kampf gegen die Wanderbettelei in Deutschland und seine 

gegenwärtige Lage,” in Jahrbücher für Kriminalpolitik und innere Mission (Halle a.S: Max 

Niemeyer, 1895), 1: 297. 
119 Braun, Die Vagabunden-Frage, 4. 
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the invocation of rape, Braun was the first politician to overtly connect the vagabond to questions 

of genderization. It suddenly becomes much clearer as to why from the very beginning, despite a 

significant lack of evidence, it was a vagabond who was suspected of having raped and murdered 

Josephine Kost at the height of winter in one of Germany’s most rapidly industrializing cities.120 

It also explains why several papers including the Werdener Zeitung, Lüdenscheider Zeitung, and 

the Dortmunder Zeitung printed the following correspondence from the mayor of Herne after 

weeks of investigating lead to no substantial in the murder of Mina Potts:  

Ganz besonders interessiert hierbei sind die Familien und Hausväter, deren Töchter und 

weibliches Hauspersonal nach dem Vorgenommenen speziell gefährdet erscheint. Es 

möchte daher zweckmäßig sein, wenn die Eingesessenen von Herne und Umgegend sich 

zur Selbsthilfe vereinen und Sicherheitswachen organisieren, welche durch die 

Petrouillengänge innerhalb der Feldmarken die im Freien arbeitenden Frauenzimmer 

schützen.121  

The crime that was now officially Lustmord was thus from the very beginning of its discourse 

deeply embroiled in a broad array of modern anxieties, especially as a consequence of a 

differentiated workforce (e.g widespread concern about the growing presence of vagabonds), the 

rationalization of social institutions (e.g repeated critiques that the police were failing to keep the 

public safe), and the genderization of the public sphere (e.g the mayor of Herne publicly calling 

for the protection of women working outside the home). And I argue that the largest fear 

regarding modernization embedded in the growing Lustmord discourse, especially as it entered 

the national vernacular, has already been alluded to more than once (at least linguistically).  

 
120 Märkischer Sprecher, August 5, 1879. 
121 Dortmunder Zeitung, August 27, 1880. 
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2.5 From “obdachlose Gesellen” to Gesellschaft: Lustmord and Social Theories of 

Modernization  

 

To quickly recap, Bochum had experienced massive changes in the three decades leading up to 

the murders. The social makeup of the region was now vastly different than even a generation 

before, and despite the city’s increasingly overburdened infrastructure, the region’s population 

only continued to grow.122 In Bochum the distinction between the Einheimischen (or the 

Eingesessenen according to the mayor of Herne) and the Zugezogenen began to carry more 

weight, and the question of Herkunft therefore became increasingly important, especially as seen 

in the division of local elected officials in the latter half of the 19th century.123 As the number of 

inhabitants who had roots in Bochum further back than one generation shrank, debates arose 

about how to define heritage. The division between old and new was especially visible within the 

organization of the city government: the representatives from the second sector were primarily 

tradesmen and small businessmen born into Bochum’s older families, while the first and second 

sectors consisted mostly of senior city officials and the heads of Bochum’s new industrial 

market.124 Subsequently, as the city grew, a precarious opposition developed between the older 

generations, who represented the middle and working classes, and the newer Bochumers, who 

were wealthier and represented industrial interests.125 Slowly, be it in terms of perpetrator of 

victim, local or transplant, man or woman, questions about individual subjectivity became 

 
122 The supply and the demand for especially housing in the city could hardly keep up with the 

booming population; for example, the number of houses in Bochum increased between 1819 and 

1858 by 111%, which failed to meet the needs of a population that had grown by 315% in that 

same period of time. For more see Mittag and Wölk, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet. 
123 Mittag and Wölk, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 88. 
124 Mittag and Wölk, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 89-90. 
125 Mittag and Wölk, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 91. 
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increasingly relevant in the newly created Lustmord discourse. We thus arrive at the modern 

byproduct at the core of my argument: the institutionalization of the social sciences and the 

theorized shift from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft. 

Ferdinand Tönnies was the first to develop the language of these opposing types of 

societies in 1887, and his theory, especially as elaborated on by Max Weber, are critical in 

understanding the specifically modern anxieties at play in Bochum. For Tönnies, Gemeinschaft 

was a community based on a ‘complete unity of human wills’; this relationship could arise from 

a shared birth place, native language, or a shared ideology or belief, but was primarily formed 

through familial relationships.126 Weber later built on this concept to characterize such 

communities as being typically founded on a shared sense of affective togetherness, driven by 

emotion and tradition.127 Pre-industrial Bochum was a Gemeinschaft: until the 1840s it numbered 

only in the thousands and was composed of families engaged almost exclusively in agriculture. 

Tönnies writes that the Acker (field) was central in a Gemeinschaft as it anchored the members of 

the community to one another through the land and house which allowed them to make roots.128 

Bochum had long been an Ackerbügerstadt and the earliest victims of Lustmord were all 

connected to their communities through their work on the Acker.129 But as we have seen, with 

industrialization came two fundamental disruptions: people were no longer anchored to their land 

but mobile and subject to the whims of industry, and their relationships to one another were no 

 
126 Ferdinand Tönnies. Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, ed. Bammé Arno. (München: Profit 

Verlag, 2017), 25. 
127 Max Weber. Max Weber: Schriften 1894-1922, ed. Dirk Käsler (Stuttgart: Kröner, 2002), 

694. 
128 Tönnies, Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, 45. 
129 Mittag and Wölk, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 82-83. 
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longer primarily affective but instead overwhelmingly transactional. In other words, Bochum 

was now a Gesellschaft. 

In stark contrast to a Gemeinschaft, Tönnies defines Gesellschaft as a community in 

which the individual’s needs supersede those of the community. There was no more unity of 

will, no intrinsic emotional connection to one another anymore, and it fact, in this society Max 

Weber wrote that “[k]einer wird für den anderen etwas tun und leisten, keiner dem anderen etwas 

gönnen und geben wollen, es sei denn um einer Gegenleistung oder Gegengabe willen, welche er 

seinem Gegebenen wenigstens gleich achtet.”130 Instead, the relationships in a Gesellschaft are 

transactional, based on the trading of goods and services for an objective and rational value. 

Weber therefore calls “der streng zweckrationale, frei paktierte Tausch auf dem Markt” one of 

the ‘purest’ forms of Gesellschaftung.131 While both types of community can exist in a single 

society, it was the Gesellschaft that was beginning to dominate the Ruhrgebiet during 

industrialization. Gemeinschaften still existed in Bochum, but such communities were now 

smaller and had to be explicitly sought out, and even those rare instances of Gemeinschaft served 

the needs of industry. When Bochum opened its first Stadtpark in 1877, for example, the mayor 

cited the relief of industrial workers for inspiration behind the park, stating that “wenn [der 

Arbeiter] die Woche hindurch in Kohlenstaub und Eisengluth [verbringt],” he deserves to treat 

himself and "in Gemeinschaft mit seiner Familie sich der Natur zu  freuen und frische Luft 

wenigstens an Sonn- und Feiertagen Gelegenheit zu genießen."132 Even lingering forms of 

Gemeinschaft had now been rationalized and along with the domestication of nature assigned its 

own value in relation to industry as something to which a (male) laborer deserved to treat 

 
130 Tönnies, Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, 64. 
131 Weber, Max Weber: Schriften 1894-1922, 695. 
132 Mittag and Wölk, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 96. 



 

 

 
 

77 

themselves. As historian Ingrid Wölk writes, the completion of the Stadtpark marked Bochum’s 

complete transition from an Ackerbürgerstadt to an Industriestadt, and in essence from 

Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft.133 

And indeed, the circumstances of the first three murders heavily implicated Bochum’s 

agricultural past: two of the victims were agricultural workers, found in the very fields—on the 

very Acker—where they tended cattle and harvested wheat. Suspicion was then cast on one of the 

new class of wandering industrial workers and vagabonds who had caused Bochum’s population 

to grow so fiercely, and it was as though the old way of life in Bochum before industrialization 

was being attacked. Evidence of this very anxiety among those identified as Einheimischen can 

be seen in the legacy of Maximillian Greve. Greve, the mayor of Bochum during the thirty years 

in which the population grew sixfold, kept yearly records of the number of cows and goats in 

Bochum. When in 1860 that number had shrunk to only 133,134 he wrote that “[m]an dürfte die 

'fortschreitende Verminderung des aufgetriebenen Viehes nicht […] verkennen,” because it was 

clear proof “'dass der landwirtschaftliche Charakter unserer Stadt immer mehr zurücktritt.”135 In 

sum, the transition from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft had radically altered life in Bochum, a 

change clearly symbolized not only by the transformation of a former pasture into the city’s first 

public park, but also the many industrial investors who relocated to Bochum in the first half of 

the 19th century. The choice to do so was more for the value of the land’s resources rather than 

the merit of its citizens, who in turn were seen not as a longstanding farming community, but just 

another resource to be utilized. Only in a Gesellschaft of unconnected strangers whose primary 

relationship was to industry and not each other could the murders of Josephine Kost, Elisebeth 

 
133 Mittag and Wölk, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 98. 
134 Sadly, no prior data on the population of cows and goats was included in this study. 
135 Mittag and Wölk, Bochum und das Ruhrgebiet, 98. 
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Riemenschneider, Lisette Schülken, and Mina Pott go unsolved. Perhaps it was only in a 

Gesellschaft that the murders could even occur in the first place. Perhaps only in a Gesellschaft 

could a Lustmörder be born. 

The fifth victim of the Bochum Lustmorde was a woman known only as Hebamme 

Becker. While the previous victims were well respected young women of no particular standing 

in the community, this time the victim was a prominent midwife, and her social status was 

reflected in the press coverage of her murder. Whereas the reports on the prior attacks had been 

printed mostly under the Locales or Provinziales headings, rarely receiving more than a few 

inches of space as was common in the Generalanzeiger format, the announcement of the 

Midwife Becker’s murder on November 6, 1880, broke this pattern. Her death was announced in 

a nearly quarter-page text with the large, bolded heading “Bemerkung: Mord in Altenbochum,” 

nestled in amongst echoes of Bochum’s modernization with the obituaries, ads for umbrellas and 

a local launderer, as well as information on the local railway. It seemed that the evolution from 

Mädchenmord to Lustmord carried the message that the crimes were now more threatening than 

ever, and were portrayed as something the entire community had to suffer: “Noch sind die Täter 

der im Kreise Bochum während der letzten zwei Jahre vorkommenden Lustmorde unentdeckt, 

und schon wieder haben wir ein neues Verbrechen derselben Art erleben müssen.”136 The victim 

was introduced as Hebamme Ehefrau Becker and was the first of the victims to be married; not 

only were the details of the crime scene and the state in which the body was found notably more 

sedately reported by MärkischerSprecher, the reward offered by the city had reached 5000 Mark. 

 
136 Märkischer Sprecher, November 6, 1880. 
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Posters about the reward were even found as far away as the street of Aachen, where the reporter 

noted that reward in Mina Pott’s case had only been 1000 Mark.137 

 

Figure 6. Reward offered for information leading to the arrest in Midwife Becker's murder. 

Like all the other cases, a plea to the public was made for information, but the report, 

submitted to the newspaper from the Stadt-Polizei-Verwaltung rather than from the newspaper 

itself, further stressed that  

Nur auf solche Weise, wenn ein Jeder es sich zur Aufgabe stellt, nach Kräften 

mitzuwirken, kann es gelingen, den Übeltäter seiner gerechten Strafe zu überliefern und 

hierdurch endlich den Sicherheitszustand unserer Gegend, welche so sehr gefährdet ist, 

wiederherzustellen. Denke jeder daran, dass seinen eigenen weiblichen Angehörigen 

täglich etwas Ähnliches geschehen kann, sofern solche Scheusale nicht bald entdeckt und 

unschädlich gemacht werden.138 

As I have shown, there was a feeling at the time that maintaining a peaceful life was a civic duty, 

an example of which we can clearly see here in the urgent plea to the community to thwart this 

imminent threat. But it is additionally worth noting here that while women were still the clearly 

understood victims, Lustmord was increasingly now depicted as a danger to the community at 

 
137 “Prämie für Entdeckung des Verbrechers.” Aachener Zeitung, November 10, 1880. 
138 Märkischer Sprecher, November 6, 1880. 
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large, and increasingly considered a threat throughout all of Germany. New cases of Lustmord 

were reported in Solingen,139 Erfurt,140 Frankenberg,141 Koblenz, 142 and the first case of 

Lustmord in Berlin was reported as early as just five days after Hebemme Beckers, on November 

11, 1880.143 There was even one notorious case of a young woman falsely reporting a Lustmord 

just a few weeks after Hebamme Becker’s murder. News of the incident spread quickly; the 

original dispatch from the Märkischer Sprecher was reprinted as far away as Cologne and 

warned readers that “[d]ieser Sachverhalt beweist auf’s Neue, mit welcher außerordentlichen 

Vorsicht denunziationen bezüglich angeblicher Lustmord-Attentate in unserer Gegend 

aufzunehmen sind.”144 

The remaining three murders were all subsequently referred to as cases of Lustmord, both 

by the MärkischerSprecher and beyond the reaches of the Ruhrgebiet. The bodies of Christine 

Hämelmann, Friederike Ostermann, and Elisabeth Gantenberg were all found similarly murdered 

as the first five victims between 1880 and 1882. While the youngest victim, eleven-year-old 

Christine Hämelmann, received less attention,145 Ostermann and Gantenberg’s murders occurred 

within a six-week period from April to May of 1882 and received even more attention than the 

murder of Hebamme Ehefrau Becker. The April 11, 1882, report from the Märkischer Sprecher 

announcing Ostermann’s murder solemnly declared that  

 
139 “Zum Lustmord am Gorberg.” Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung, January 12, 1882.  
140 Hallesches Tageblatt, March 3, 1882. 
141 Frankenberger Tageblatt, July 18, 1882. 
142 “Deutsches Reich.” Dresdner Nachrichten, March 6, 1883. 
143 Berliner Börsen-Zeitung, November 11, 1880. 
144 “Falsche Anzeige.” Kölnische Nachrichten, December 8, 1880. 
145 There has been some debate as to whether to include Hämelmann’s murder in the series of 

Lustmorde, as for the longest time no dedicated report of the young girl’s death could be found. 

Recent digitization efforts have made more sources available, but it is my opinion that based on 

the girl’s much younger age and the fact that her body was found extremely brutalized with no 

signs of strangulation, that her murder was an isolated incident. 
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Eine schauerliche Stunde durchläuft heute morgen unsere Stadt. In Herne ist gestern 

Nachmittag ein Mädchen, welches von dem ihr beabsichtigten Kirchgang nicht 

zurückkehrte, ermordet gefunden worden. Nach allem, was wir hören–eine nähere 

Beschreibung des Zustandes, in welche man die Leiche gefunden, möge man uns 

erlassen–kann nur ein neuer sogenannter Lustmord vorliegen. 146 

Though a class distinction was still present— the fifth victim was referred to by her full married 

title, but the initial report on Friederike Ostermann’s murder incorrectly reports her family name, 

while her full name is not used until the end of the second report—the status of being a Lustmord 

victim was enough to draw more attention to the final two murders than even that of the midwife. 

While there had been a minute-by-minute report of the midwife’s murder the day after the 

release reporting the award, ostensibly published in order to jog readers’ memory and illicit new 

evidence, the newly minted crime of Lustmord carried such cultural collateral that even the 

murders of the two maidservants merited their own special publication. The publisher Fr. 

Rodewald of Hanover sold a booklet detailing the investigation of the Bochum murders for ten 

Pfennigs each.147 

 The reporting of the final victims and the publication from Hanover stressed above all 

how deeply unsettled the entire region was. After Ostermann’s murder, the press called Lustmord 

a “fürchterlich[e] Epidimie,” and the paper had to quell rumors of an alleged note threatening ten 

more Lustmorde.148 The Märkischer Sprecher and the Hanover publication both reported that 

women across the region felt unsafe in public unaccompanied, and each  news source lamented 

the police’s inability to capture the murderer, especially when the murders continued after the 

 
146 Märkischer Sprecher, April 11, 1882. 
147 Aragon-Yoshida, “Lustmord and Loving the Other,” 41. 
148 Märkischer Sprecher, April 12, 1882. 
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arrest and eventual execution of Wilhelm Schiff in 1882 for the murders of Riemenscheider, 

Schülken, and Pott. Most intriguing, however, is that after the Beckmann murder, the public had 

to again be dissuaded from the notion that the perpetrator could only be a lower class ‘Irriger.’149 

Despite the paper insisting that “Die Erfahrung vielfach gelehrt [hat], dass Sittlichkeitsfrevel 

vorzugsweise von Personen, die den höhere gebildeten und gut situierten Klassen angehören, 

begangen werden,” the connotation of Lustmord with a new wandering class of industrial 

workers and vagabonds was too strong to repress.150 The crime had so wholly come to 

encompass anxieties surrounding the tensely dialectical processes of acceleration, rationalization, 

integration, and genderization, that Lustmord ultimately grew into a buzzword in a number of 

social and political issues affecting daily life in the urbanized Gesellschaft of modern Germany. 

Though the victims’ names would soon be lost in the archives, the newly realized crime of 

Lustmord gripped the public imagination, becoming a dog whistle in many issues of public 

safety and policy in urbanized, modern Germany—and the dog? The vagabond. 

 

2.6 Lustmord: Political Agenda and National Threat to Subjectivity 

 

My research suggests that the first governmental use of the term Lustmord appeared as early as 

December 6, 1880, a month to the day after the murder of the midwife Becker. In a meeting of 

the Reichstag in Berlin, Burghard Freiherr v. Schorlemer-Alst, representing Münster, introduced 

to the floor the topic of police investigations. Schorlemer-Alst, of the Catholic German Center 

Party, asserted that in the midst of the Kulturkampf an increase in funds to police investigations 

 
149 Märkischer Sprecher, November 11, 1880. 
150 Märkischer Sprecher, November 11, 1880. 
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was necessary.151 To this end, he cited the ‘horrendous crimes’ recently committed in the 

Bochum area: “Und nun möchte ich darauf hinweisen, daß nach meiner Überzeugung keine 

vorsichtige und umsichtige Auswahl in Bezug auf die Polizeibeamten, die zur Verfolgung der 

scheußlichen Verbrechen — sie werden ja jetzt gewöhnlich Lustmorde genannt — dorthin 

entsendet wurden, getroffen hat.”152 The parliamentarian did not further explain the details of the 

crime, assuming, as had the MärkischerSprecher in reporting on the death of Midwife Becker, 

that the details of the murders had saturated the press and new mass public enough to be 

considered general knowledge. In this first instance, the term was merely introduced to 

parliament and used to criticize the ineffectual investigation by the special investigator sent from 

Berlin to assist in the case. It did not take long, however, for Lustmord and its intimate ties to Die 

Vagabundenfrage to become code for issues of industrialization, urbanization, and modern 

mobility.  

In an 1884 report titled Erster Gesammtbericht über das öffentliche Gesundheitswesen im 

Regierungsbezirk Arnsberg, the crime of Lustmord was invoked in light of overcrowding in 

industrial regions such as Dortmund, Hagen, and, of course, Bochum. Recalling the tensions 

between Einheimischen and Zugezogenen, the report alleges that the numbers of miners and 

industrial workers had quickly outgrown the ‘Stammbevölkerung,’ and further states that 

[d]as enge Zusammensein der männlichen Schlafgänger mit den Familienmitgliedern 

weiblichen Geschlechtes und weiblichen Schlafgängern mußte überdies zur 

Untergrabung der Sittlichkeit überhaupt und insbesondere derjenigen des Familienlebens, 

 
151 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die allerhöchste Verordnung 13. 

Oktober 1880 Einberufenen beiden Häuser des Landtages, Erster Band (Berlin: W. Moeser 

Hofbuchdruckerei, 1881), 539. 
152 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die allerhöchste Verordnung 

Vom 13. Oktober, 539.  
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zu Schamlosigkeiten und Unzucht aller Art, Prostitution, Ehebruch und syphilitischer 

Ansteckung ganzer Familien führen.153 

Even the mayor of Bochum was “shocked and outraged by reported promiscuous sexual contacts 

between male lodgers and female family members” that were blamed in part for the “moral 

degeneration of the working-class family.”154 This critique, similar to that of the conservative 

Catholic Freiherr v. Schorlemer-Alst, also draws a direct link between all manner of crime—

including rape—and public health threats posed by industrialization. The report goes even one 

step further, and claims that “ein wesentlicher Antheil an der besonders großen Anzahl schwerer 

Verbrechen in dem Industriebezirk (es sei nur an die zahlreichen Lustmorde in der Bochumer 

Gegend und deren Nachbarschaft erinnert, dazu Morde anderer Art, Fälle von Totschlag, 

Messeraffairen, Verbrechen oder Vergehen gegen die Sittlichkeit u. dgl.!) beigemessen 

werden.”155 While the original reporting of the crimes from 1878 to 1882 implied a connection 

between industrialization and Lustmord, here the link materializes completely as a rhetorical tool 

to critique public health issues associated with processes of industrialization. Critically, however, 

these beliefs extended beyond the Ruhrgebiet to play out on a national level. In the February 13th, 

1885, meeting of the Reichstag, Karl Bachem of Krefeld, also a member of the German Catholic 

Centre Party, introduced a petition to reintroduce corporal punishment. “Die Petition ist 

gekommen aus Bochum [sic]” he stated, “aus der Gegend, wo die scheußlichen Lustmorde in 

größerer Zahl stattgefunden haben und wo die rohesten Exzesse gegen Leib und Leben an der 

 
153 Erster Gesammtbericht über das öffentliche Gesundheitswesen im Regierungsbezirk Arnsberg 

(Arnsberg: Verlag von A.W. Becker, 1884) 205-206. 
154 Jackson, Migration and Urbanization in the Ruhr Valley, 163. 
155 Jackson, Migration and Urbanization in the Ruhr Valley, 163. 
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Tagesordnung sind.”156 He further read the introductory lines of the petition: “Die 

Brutalitätsstatistik weist für unsere Industriebezirke die betrübendsten Zustände nach.”157 

Lustmord and specifically the Bochum murders, now three years past, were yet again used to 

exaggerate correlation to causation in the political debate regarding the woes of industrialization. 

Lustmord had earlier been called an epidemic, but now it seemed the source of the disease had 

been diagnosed: industry and all its social upheavals. And the agent who allegedly carried this 

deadly disease was none other than the vagabond, the failed industrial worker who instead of 

working begged, and instead of contributing to growing communities preyed on them. This 

figure, whose modus operandi was believed but not proven to be Lustmord, was the same figure 

who violently and wholly embodied the tense transition from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft. 

 Coded language and occasionally direct accusations in the early reporting of the Bochum 

murders clearly cast suspicion on a wandering vagabond, but the connection only grew stronger 

with time as negative public opinions of vagabondism grew, and it seemed that facts were 

becoming less important than sensation. In the Hanover publication issued after the final two 

murders, it was reported that a suspect had been in custody on June 1st, but that he was later 

released and “treibt sich seitdem vagabundierend herum.”158 Previous reporting had only alluded 

to the vagabond lifestyle, but the publisher from Hanover, ostensibly reaching a wider audience 

than regional newspapers, used the term directly, implicating a man whose neither guilt nor 

innocence in the case could be determined. But the reality of the crimes soon mattered far less 

 
156 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die allerhöchste Verordnung 

Vom 3. Januar 1885 Einberufenen deiden Häuser des Landtages (Berlin: W. Moeser 

Hofbuchdruckerei, 1885), 1: 435. 
157 Stenographische Berichte Über Die Verhandlungen Der Durch Die Allerhöchste Verordnung 

Vom 3. Januar 1885, 435. 
158 Aragon-Yoshida, “Lustmord and Loving the Other,” 45.  
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than the imagination of the public. Vagabondism was, as we have seen, closely related to 

industrial migration and pauperism, and in his proposal for the fight against vagabondism, 

Chevallerie offers us insight into how this class of worker was often viewed:  

Oder geht die Behauptung zu weit, dass der Industrie-Arbeiter von jedem anderen seinem 

Wesen, seiner Gesinnung, seinem Verhalten, kurz allem, in auffallender Weise abweicht? 

Was kann auch aus den geistigen Anlagen solcher Menschen werden, denen nur noch der 

Wert ihrer physischen Existenz vor Augen geführt wird? Nur das, was aus ihnen 

geworden ist: unheimliche Gesellen, vor denen man sich in Acht zu nehmen hat, 

verschmitzte Burschen mit frechen Gewohn heiten, denen man ausweicht, wo man ihnen 

begegnet, deren Frevelmuth seine Merkmale zurückläßt, wohin man das Auge wendet.159 

Because there existed such prejudiced public opinion of industrial workers, those who were 

believed to be the main culprits in the vagabond lifestyle, it seemed verifiable facts were not 

necessary when making such claims. With the belief that such industrial workers were simply 

prone to this sort of criminal behavior and left a path of brutality in their wake, it was easy for 

the press to report on such suspects with little to no evidence, and for representatives to call for 

action in the ‘fight’ against vagabonds.  

As previously mentioned, on November 28, 1882 in a meeting of the Reichstag, Arthur v. 

Posadowsky-Wehner introduced a motion to increase the gendarmerie, because “das 

Vagabondenthum auf dem Lande und in den kleinen Städten eine immer größere Plage wird, und 

es vorläufig nur möglich ist, mit verstärkten Exekutivorganen die Bewohner des platten Landes 

und der kleinen Städte vor dieser Landplage zu schützen.”160 What follows is a lengthy and 

 
159 Chevallerie, Zur Bekämpfung der Bettelei und Vagabondage, 9-10. 
160 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die Allerhöchste Verordnung 
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heated debate about die Vagabundenfrage as a threat to public safety and a strain on 

governmental resources. Posadowsky-Wehner argued that it was only a matter of time before any 

given vagabond became a criminal, and that the issue was of utmost importance because of 

increased rates of criminality and overfilled prisons. According to the stenographic report of the 

meeting, his speech was met with ‘Heiterkeit,’ cheers of agreement, laughter, only one call of 

disagreement, and ended with a ‘Bravo!’161 His peers enthusiastically agreed with him, with one 

representative clearly recalling the tension between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft by calling the 

issue “eine Wunde des Gemeinwesens bezeichnet wurde,”162 while yet another calls it a 

notorious wound “an unserem Volksleben und an unserem Volkskörper.”163 The metaphor of a 

German national body and the sickness of vagabondism infecting it brings the issue of national 

identity into stark relief, especially as it related to the emerging Gesellschaft. Finally, 

Abgeordnete Strosser brings the debate to a close with a lengthy and rousing speech in support of 

the issue: 

es dürfte sich wohl der Erwägung empfehlen, ob wir nicht gegen eine Anzahl von 

Verbrechen ruchloser und bubenhafter Art, wie zum Beispiel der Lustmorde und aller 

Angriffe auf die weibliche Schamhaftigkeit und Ehre auf offener Straße, gegen das 

unverbesserlichste Vagabondenthum, was unsere Gefängnisse füllt und überfüllt, auch 

richterlich zu erkennende körperliche Züchtigung wieder statuieren; jetzt können wir mit 

allen Geldmitteln kaum dahin kommen, die Masse der Verbrecher und Vagabonden 

 
161 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die Allerhöchste Verordnung 

vom 2. November 1882, 165-166. 
162 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die Allerhöchste Verordnung 

vom 2. November 1882, 170. Emphasis my own. 
163 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die Allerhöchste Verordnung 
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unterzubringen, während eine zur rechten Zeit angewandte körperliche Züchtigung 

manchen jungen Menschen vielleicht für sein ganzes Leben kurieren und vor dem 

Gefängniß, der Schule des Verbrecherthums, für immer bewahren würde. 164 

Once again, a connection was drawn by a government official between Lustmord and the 

vagabond; and yet again, no evidence was presented to the claim that more Lustmorde were 

being committed. 

In fact, in 1895 the results from a survey of 250 recidivist criminals were released, and 

only one prisoner was accused of having committed the crime of Lustmord—and even then, the 

man had only been accused, and never convicted for the crime; he had, however, been arrested 

18 times for begging, essentially a crime of vagabondism.165 Given that another study at the time 

found that Lustmord was a crime most often committed by recidivist criminals, such as the men 

in this survey, and given the media attention such cases garnered nationwide, one would expect a 

far higher occurrence of Lustmörder in such a list.166 What this shows us is a critical part of the 

curation of Lustmord: it was not the circumstances of the crime or even the name of the murderer 

that was important, but rather what the Lustmörder represented that mattered. This type of 

criminal symbolized the often-violent push and pull of the dialectical process of modernization, 

especially relating to industrialization, urbanization, and the process of Gesellschaftung. These 

 
164 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen der durch die Allerhöchste Verordnung 

vom 2. November 1882, 174. No first name given in the Registry of Names. 
165 Heim, “Die Unverbesserlichen Und Das Christentum,” in Jahrbücher Für Kriminalpolitik 

und Innere Mission (Halle a.S: Max Niemeyer, 1895), 1: 361. The results of the survey were 

widely reported on at the time, with one commentator calling the findings “wichtig [und] 

brennend.” See Huschenbett, “Ursachen und Bekämpfung der Rückfälligkeit der Verbrecher,” in 

Siebzehntes Jahrbuch der Gefängnis-Gesellschaft der Provinz Sachsen und das Herzogtum 

Anhalt (Halle a.S.: Gefängnis-Gesellschaft der Provinz Sachsen und das Herzogtum Anhalt, 

1902) 31. 
166 Blätter für gefängnisskunde (Mannheim: Hax Hahn & Co. 1904). 
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intangible anxieties materialized in the figure of the endlessly wandering vagabond, thus making 

the threat of Lustmord ever present, even without an actual case of Lustmord. This is clearly 

illustrated in the case of a prisoner who wrote an autobiography while serving a fifteen-year 

sentence which was later published upon his release. The ex-prisoner recounts when he was 

accused of having committed Lustmord by a ‘Herzensfreunde’: 

Die Fabel von dem Lustmörder ist auch in die Zeitungen übergegangen. Nach meiner 

späten Flucht kam ich am Rhein zu einem Herzensfreunde, einen Postsekretär, derselbe 

sagte: „Ich habe dich bedauert, nun verachte ich dich." Ich fragte warum? „Nun du bist ja 

der elende Weibermörder geworden." „Wer sagt dir das, Karl?" „Nun im B. ...: er 

Tageblatte hat es gestanden und noch eine Menge Räubergeschichten hast du gemacht." 

Derselbe kannte ich jahrelang meinen Charakter, glaubte nicht an die Wahrheit der Bibel, 

dem B….er Tageblatte dagegen glaubte dieser sprachkundige Mann. Ja, ja, die gebildeten 

Leute sind oft dümmer als die Bauernknechte. Er durfte nur zurückdenken, wo ich die 

Zeit, während diese Lustmorde geschahen, gewesen bin, gewiss, würde er für meine 

Unschuld in dieser Sache geschworen haben; denn er wusste, dass ich um diese Zeit in 

W. im Zuchthause gesessen. Er hatte es aber gedruckt gelesen, diese Art Gebildete sind 

noch dümmer wie die B. Geheimpolizei.167 

The story is telling: not even the steadfast alibi of a man imprisoned at the time of the crimes 

could convince his friend that he had not committed murders. Because it had been printed, the 

threat of the Lustmörder was believed to be true, even if the alleged facts of the crime were 

unquestionably false.  

 
167 “Ein deutscher Räuberhauptmann der Neuzeit. Selbstbiographie eines Gefangenen.” 

Jahrbücher für Kriminalpolitik und innere Mission. (Halle a.S: Max Niemeyer, 1898), 306-307. 
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In this way, too, the Lustmord discourse could only have been a product of 

modernization: the technological advances of differentiation resulted not only in the assembly 

line, but in the exponential growth of printing new media and the birth of a new ‘mass public.’168 

I examine the role of reading in much more depth in Chapter 5, but will briefly contextualize the 

issue here: Literacy rates soared and by the end of the century, only 0.05% of the German 

population was illiterate, and among this new literate public, cultural production was no longer 

for the purpose of education or geared towards the Bürgertum.169 Instead, print media in the 

Kaiserreich tried to appeal to a wider audience, including and especially the large industrial 

working class, by publishing whatever would sate the public’s desire. As Ross tells us, “new 

[forms of] entertainment were geared first and foremost towards pleasure, not education or 

spiritual enrichment. “170 Therefore, the combination of a larger reading public and the capability 

of print media to reach a wider audience than ever meant what was printed in the media and 

consumed by the masses carried far more cultural collateral than the verifiable circumstances 

provided by the police. The identity of the Lustmörder and the crime he committed (or in this 

case, did not commit) mattered little in the shadow of what such a criminal was believed to be 

capable of—and, more importantly, incapable of by the modern mass public. And lest there be 

any doubt that it was the Bochum murders which gave language to this new cultural 

preoccupation, let us not forget that in the Grimmsche Wörterbuch, it was an article about the 

unknown Bochum murderer in the Berliner Tageblatt that served as an example for the term 

Lustmörder. By the 1880s, the Berliner Tageblatt was the most widely read daily publication in 

 
168 Ross, Media and the Making of Modern Germany, 12.  
169 Ross, Media and the Making of Modern Germany, 12. For comparison, illiteracy rates in 

England were 1% and 4% in France. 
170 Ross, Media and the Making of Modern Germany, 13. 
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Germany; that the Bochum Lustmorde were reported in this publication meant the crimes had 

reached the largest audience possible within this mass public.  

As we can see from the reporting on the crimes, as well as their handling in both the press 

and political sphere, this ‘new’ crime of Lustmord and its cultural reception emphasized all the 

ways in which the Gesellschaft was rapidly replacing the Gemeinschaft. There was a perception 

that society was no longer structured around mutual support and working in tandem for the good 

of the community, but rather a Gesellschaft in which individual whims came first and 

rationalization was the prerogative. No longer did the citizens of Bochum spend their days 

producing goods which would support their local community; instead, their labor benefitted a 

mechanized industry at a dizzying rate. As people were being alienated from their labor, they 

were also being alienated from one another, becoming anonymous citizens of a modern society 

and inhabiting a landscape they no longer recognized. In the words of Ernst Barre, the first to 

write a case study of murders in 1885, 

Dieser Wechsel von kleinem Holz, abgeschlossenen Höfen, kleinen Feldern und 

dazwischen der emsig betriebene Bergbau mit seinen verlassenen Schachten und 

Schürgwegen kann nur als ein für diese Verbrechen ausserordentlich günstiger bezeichnet 

werden. Ueberall Wege, die zu gewissen Tagesstunden, wenn es zur Arbeit geht, 

außerordentlich belebt sind, auf denen aber sonst kein menschliches Wesen zu finden ist. 

Von hier schleicht der Verbrecher sich heran an sein argloses Opfer, auf den Weg 

schleppt er es zurück und von da in den Busch, und ein anderer einsamer Feldweg bietet 

ihm die Gelegenheit zu schleuniger Flucht.171 

 
171 Barre, “Die Lustmorde in westlichen Deutschland,” 555. 
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In the face of modern anxieties, the bare facts of the crime, much like Josephine Kost’s life 

before her murder, were practically inconsequential. What mattered was the opportunistic cipher 

that Lustmord was quickly becoming. Rarely did papers report the full context of the crimes, nor 

did the politicians who used the crime to advance their own agenda. Each focused only on 

winning over as large an audience as possible, and indeed, research shows that a large enough 

cross section of the public (even and especially members of the working class) enjoyed reading 

about such scandals, and discussing them publicly.172 This level of public saturation was already 

implied in the lack of definition given for the term Lustmord when it first appeared in both the 

press and the political sphere. The pathologization—and arguably mythologization—process was 

wholly confirmed when a prisoner shared his own autobiography and recalled how an 

acquaintance who knew him well and knew the truth of his crimes, nonetheless, believed that he 

was a Lustmörder simply because it was published in the press. It no longer mattered what 

happened or who the victim was, or even who the murderer was; as I have argued here, the 

Bochum Lustmorde are a case study in modernization, and shows us that what mattered most 

was what was feared to be true.  

By the end of the 19th century, what had started as an unsettling string of rape and 

murders in Bochum had become an ostensibly new and novel type of modern crime. But with the 

criminal as yet unknown and the murder never solved, the few editorialized details of the 

Bochum Lustmorde were mired in extant cultural tensions surrounding Heimat, Gesellschaft, 

nation, and gender. From this quagmire arose then the Lustmörder.  I will now explore the 

unfolding of the criminal from the crime in the next chapter, in which I argue that Lustmörder 

 
172 Frank Bösch, “Zeitungsberichte im Alltagsgespräch.” Publizistik 49, no. 3 (September 1, 

2004): 333. 
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was coming to represent all that the new modern male German citizen should not be, neatly tied 

up in the package of the vagabond, while his victims were emerging as the idealized female 

German subject: hard working, respectable, nurturing, and most importantly, sexually 

subordinate. Lustmord as a cultural myth was therefore a dangerous tool in determining 

subjectivity, but also a uniquely powerful one. Had Josephine Kost not been murdered by 

Germany’s first Lustmörder, we would not know her name at all. After all, she is only a subject 

because she was a victim.



Chapter 3 

The Lustmörder and Abject Hegemony: Modern Subjects and Dangerous Individuals

  

3.1 Enter the Lustmörder 

 

In 1918, author Felix Moeschlin published Die Revolution des Herzens: Ein Schweizerdrama, in 

which a mysterious man is seen lurking outside a young lady’s bedroom window. The mistress 

of the house, known only as Die Frau, and her male subordinate, known only as Männchen, 

discuss the strange events. Männchen in particular is worried that the man might not be just any 

criminal, but the dreaded Lustmörder:  

Die Frau: Ich begreife vieles, aber einen Lustmord begreife ich nicht.  

Das Männchen: Das sag ich auch. Was soll denn das für ein Vergnügen sein? Aber es 

gibt halt merkwürdige Leute.1 

When they inform the authorities of the strange incident, a police officer mocks das Männchen 

and accuses him of imagining Lustmörder everywhere he looks, which prompts the question: 

what does a Lustmörder supposedly look like? “Im Wachsfigurenkabinett habe ich einmal einen 

gesehen,” retorts die Frau; the officer promptly tells them to shut their mouths.2 As this example 

shows us, the Lustmord discourse only continued to evolve in the years leading up to and after 

the end of World War One, but with one critical shift: while print media continued to 

sensationalize cases of Lustmord, in even more depth and detail now then the original Bochum 

murders, it was the figure of the Lustmörder himself that had now become the axis about which 

the phenomenon turned. And not all iterations of the enigmatic murderer were so comedic. Take, 

 
1 Felix Moeschlin, Die Revolution des Herzens: Ein Schweizerdrama (Zürich: Rascher, 1918.) 

14. 
2 Moeschlin, Die Revolution des Herzens,16. 
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for example, German author Hanns Heinz Ewers (1871 – 1943) most well-known novel Alraune, 

first published in 1911 and adapted into film multiple times, including the 1952 movie directed 

by Arthur Maria Rabenalt. Alraune, the titular character of the novel, is the product of a science 

experiment:  

Eine Hure sei Alraunens Mutter gewesen, eine der niedrigsten Sorte, die um Markstücke 

sich verschachert habe. Und ein elender Lustmörder der Vater, Noerrissen sei sein Name 

gewesen, sie wisse es wohl. Für Geld habe der Geheimrat die Dirne gekauft zu seinem 

schuftigen Experiment, habe sie befruchtet mit dem Samen des Hingerichteten. Sie sei 

dabei gewesen, sie selbst, wie er der Mutter den eklen Samen eingespritzt habe, dessen 

stinkende Frucht sie sei–sie, Alraune, die da vor ihr sitze! Eines Mörders Tochter und 

einer Dirne Kind!3   

The character of Alraune is especially revealing: the crime was no longer an amorphous plague 

spreading like a contagion through the German people via the nameless vagabond; instead, it had 

spawned the Lustmörder, a figure who, I argue, was a manifestation of deep-seated modern 

anxieties first witnessed in the Bochum murders. 

To understand the many anxieties of what German historian Joachim Radkau has coined 

the age of nervousness,4 including this new fear of the omnipresent Lustmörder, new academic 

disciplines took up the task of analyzing the human condition. The social sciences, especially 

criminology and later sexology, closely examined the individual’s inward psychological 

condition as it related to prescient societal issues. Andreas Killen calls this the turn from “soma 

 
3 Hanns Heinz Ewers, Alraune: Die Geschichte eines Lebenden Wesens (München: Georg 

Müller Verlag, 1919), 388. 
4 Joachim Radkau, Das Zeitalter der Nervosität: Deutschland zwischen Bismarck und Hitler 

(München: C. Hanser, 1998).  
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to psyche,” a time in which afflictions allegedly caused by processes of modernization were 

increasingly diagnosed instead as nervous disorders.5 Killen explains that until the 1890s, 

maladies such as neurasthenia (at the time considered weak nerves which caused physical 

weakness, now considered a form of chronic fatigue)6 were considered somatic, e.g 

physiological, in nature, but that by WWI neurotic disorders were considered strictly 

psychological regardless of physical symptoms.7 I argue that this turn was reflected in the initial 

years of the Lustmord discourse, which initially focused heavily on deciphering what type of 

person could commit such a crime, and what modern afflictions could be considered the root 

cause–hence the cultural preoccupation with the vagabond, a metaphorical airborne contagion at 

risk of infecting the German Volkskörper. The turn of the century, as Killen’s compelling study 

can attest to, saw this focus shift inward, to the mind of such a criminal, and understanding the 

motives rather than the conditions of the crime. Thus, it was the psyche of the Lustmörder which 

fascinated cultural and scholarly discourses in the years leading up to WWI, particularly in the 

emerging field of modern criminology. After the war, however, historian Jason Crouthamel 

identifies a subtle but significant reconfiguration, which I posit provides crucial insight into the 

Lustmörder’s cultural relevance. 

If the fin-de-siecle was the turn from soma to psyche, then in the aftermath of WWI we 

see yet another shift from the psyche to psychosomatic. As Crouthamel argues, the psychosexual 

 
5 Andreas Killen, Berlin Electropolis: Shock, Nerves, and German Modernity (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2006), 6. 
6 Michael Sharpe, David Baldwin, and Jane Walker, “Neurotic, stress-related and somatoform 

disorders,” in Companion to Psychiatric Studies, 8th Edition, eds. Eve C. Johnstone, Stephen M. 

Lawrie, Michael Sharpe, David Cunningham Owens, and Andrew M. McIntosh (Edinburgh: 

Churchill Livingstone, 2010), 453. 
7 Killen, Berlin Electropolis, 6-7. 
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trauma of WWI was a central focus in not just medical and legal communities, but also in 

popular cultural contexts that extended far beyond the immediate aftershocks of war: 

From the point of view of critics in professional and popular circles across social and 

political lines, the emergence of hysterical men who threatened military and labor was 

only a small portion of a deeper, more long-lasting psychological disaster involving a 

breakdown in sexual behavior, the rise of widespread psychosexual violence, and the 

obliteration of heterosexual norms set by prewar middle-class culture.8 

Sexual trauma was therefore not just a problem faced by soldiers returning from the front but 

became a social issue that resonated across German culture. The traumas of mechanized warfare 

were obvious not just to the naked eye in the form of disfigured soldiers: social, medical, and 

legal evidence of sexual trauma manifested in myriad material ways, but perhaps most notably, 

as scholars have pointed out, in the Lustmord discourse. The discourse of the Lustmörder 

specifically evidences the ways war forced the reconciliation of soma and psyche: he was a 

criminal deemed psychologically and socially ill and whose crimes were unavoidable in the 

mutilated corpses he left behind. This turn to the psychosomatic is, I argue, crucial for our 

understanding of the figure of the Lustmörder as a product of modernization.    

The Lustmörder was therefore not just an embodiment of modern and specifically 

industrial anxieties, but moreover, the discourse established in the narrative of the Bochum 

Lustmorde was amplified by the myriad traumas of WWI. Without this foundation, I claim that 

such a relatively rare crime would likely never have taken root in the German cultural 

imagination to the degree that it did, nor would it have been at the forefront of debates about 

 
8 Jason Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma: Soldiers and Sexual Disorder in 

World War I and Weimar Germany,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 17, no. 1 (February 21, 

2008): 63. 
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gender and subjectivity in the way that it was.  Scholars, notably Maria Tatar, have argued that a 

“crisis of male subjectivity” and a confrontation with the vulnerability of the body to 

“fragmentation, mutilation, and dismemberment” that arose after the war, which was then 

projected onto female bodies by male artists.9 The result was a particular aestheticized violence 

in which “murdered women must function as an aesthetic strategy for managing certain kinds of 

sexual, social, and political anxieties and for constituting an artistic and social identity.”10 Artists 

such as George Grosz and Otto Dix incorporated images of the Lustmörder into their artworks, 

even going so far as to include themselves in the images. Meanwhile in literature, both actual and 

fictional lust murderers cameoed on the stage and page. One famous example, of course, is 

Alfred Döblin’s masterpiece Berlin Alexanderplatz, which featured a Lustmörder inspired by 

Fritz Haarmann aka the Butcher of Hanover.11 However, I find it far more spelling that Döblin 

also incorporated Lustmord in his own autobiographical sketches. Erster Rückblick (1928) 

features a vignette titled “Das Leben Jacks, des Bauchaufschlitzers,” which details how the 

fictional Jack dismembers and disposes of Angela Kalb’s body, only to have it stolen as he eats 

goulash in a pub. He returns to the pub the next day to discover a note on the recovered sack with 

his victim’s dismembered body which read “Schlepp doch deine dreckigen Weiber nicht in eine 

anständige Kneipe, du. Mach das zu Hause ab, Schweinehund.”12 Even with the undeniable 

evidence of a violent murder, the perpetrator is told only that he keeps to himself; meanwhile, his 

victim, even in death, is not even worthy of taking up space in the public sphere. What these 

instances of the Lustmörder in popular culture show us is the powerful locus of this discourse’s 

 
9 Tatar, Lustmord, 12. 
10 Tatar, Lustmord, 6. 
11 Joshua Kavaloski, “The Haarmann Case: Remapping the Weimar Republic,” The German 

Quarterly 88, no. 2 (Spring 2015), 220. 
12 Alfred Döblin, Erster Rückblick, (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 2015), Loc 949. 
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impact: the privileging of even abject male subjectivities over female subjects, abject or 

otherwise, or as Claire King has named it, “abject hegemony.” 

In this chapter, I will therefore investigate the cultural circumstances leading up to and 

after WWI that endowed the Lustmörder as an agent of social control, always looming 

somewhere in the cultural landscape to serve in his abject nature as a defining liminal figure. By 

the logic of Georges Bataille’ inclusive exclusion, the discourse of the Lustmörder played a 

crucial role in the crisis of ‘remasculinization’ in such a way that predicated on the deaths of 

both real and fictional female victims. Not only is the abject a productive lens through which to 

understand the subjectivity of the Lustmörder in light of the very critical materiality of the 

body—a murderer comes always with a corpse—but much more so because of the specific 

nature of the Lustmörder’s subjectivity. I argue that abject male sexuality functioned to define 

via dark mirroring the new German man after the war, and to scare an emancipating female 

population out of the public sphere. This is exactly what King identifies as abject hegemony: it is 

“the ongoing process with which ideological formations use their abjection toward hegemonic 

ends.”13 In the case of the Lustmörder, the ideological formation in question is the traumatized 

male soldier who murders women for his hegemonic end: relearning what it meant to be good 

German men and women after the completely destabilizing events of the war. I elucidate this key 

shift in the discourse by examining how the figure of the Lustmörder functioned in the social 

sciences, the political arena, and popular culture to first recuperate and then perpetuate 

hegemonic patriarchal heteronormativity.   

 

 
13Claire Sisco King, “It Cuts Both Ways: Fight Club, Masculinity, and Abject Hegemony.” 

Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 6, no. 4 (2009): 370. 
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3.2 Criminology and the Criminal 

 

In the decades after the unsolved Bochum murders, the crime of Lustmord stayed prevalent in the 

public sphere in both popular culture and politics, but the criminal himself was the primary focus 

in the burgeoning fields of the social sciences. The first scholar to seriously engage with this 

newly realized discourse was Richard von Krafft-Ebing in his seminal study Psychopathia 

Sexualis and with it the evolution of Lustmord to a more fully realized discourse.14 Krafft-Ebing, 

a medical doctor and psychiatrist, explored the nature of sexually motivated violent crimes based 

on case studies from across Europe and this seminal work quickly became a seminal text of the 

newly established field of sexology. Though Krafft-Ebing’s place in the history of sexual 

medicine wavered throughout the course of the 20th century, his work served as the foundation 

upon which sexology was built.15 But it was his particular focus on sexual pathologies that 

marked a significant departure from the prevalence of ‘born criminal’ theories in the 19th 

century, and thus made his work relevant for the emerging field of modern criminology as well. 

Citing several case studies of male sexual aggressors, Krafft-Ebing extrapolated a psychological 

and criminological profile of the male Lustmörder. A closer look at his analysis brings into light 

a critical development: the shifting emphasis from Lustmord to Lustmörder evidences the 

invention of the modern criminal, which in the interwar years would ultimately allow for the 

hegemonic influence of abject male sexuality. 

 
14 Tatar, Lustmord, 22. 
15 Jill Bühler, “Lustmord: Lustmord: Sprachliche Verschränkungen von Blutdurst und Wollust 

bei Krafft-Ebing, Musil, Schubert und Kleis,” in Das unnütze Wissen in der Literatur, eds. Jill 

Bühler and Antonia Eder (Freiburg: Rombach Verlag, 2015), 140-141. 
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Cesare Lombroso, an Italian criminologist often referred to as the father of criminology, 

theorized the “born criminal” in the 1870s.16 His influential theory categorized criminals as 

animals more so than humans; criminals were, he believed, “the penetration of bestial nature into 

culture.”17 As historian Richard Wetzell explains, the born criminal was thought to be physically 

different than the average human, and closer to animals not just in nature but also in physiology: 

Based on anthropometric measurements of prison inmates, postmortem examinations of 

their skulls, and psychological observations, Lombroso argued that criminals were 

characterized by distinct features, including a smaller skull with certain traits found 

among animals, a taller body, handle-shaped ears, insensitivity to pain, acute eyesight, 

and left-handedness. Interpreting these characteristics as signs of a biological throwback 

to an earlier state of evolution.18  

As criminology developed into a field within its own right in the last quarter of the 19th century, 

this biologically determined view of criminality held ground, but by the 1880s even Lombroso 

himself had begun to acknowledge the role invisible external factors played in understanding 

criminal motives.19 But it was Richard Krafft-Ebing whose work on sexual pathologies truly 

turned the tide of scholarship inwards toward the psychological state of the criminal mind. It was 

now believed that, as Wetzell writes, the criminal was ‘invented’ by the anxieties of modern life, 

and the Lustmörder stood out as a rather innovative result. 

 
16 Mary Gibson, “Cesare Lombroso, prison science, and penal policy,” in The Cesare Lombroso 

Handbook, eds. Paul Knepper and P.J. Ystehede (New York: Rutledge, 2012), 33 
17 Irina Gradinari, Genre, Gender und Lustmord Mörderische Geschlechterfantasien in der 

deutschsprachigen Gegenwartsprosa (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2014), 42. 
18 Richard F Wetzell, Inventing the Criminal: A History of German Criminology, 1880-1945. 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 28-29. 
19 Wetzell, Inventing the Criminal, 30. 



 

 

 
 

102 

Krafft-Ebing defined Lustmord as “Wollust potenziert als Grausamkeit, Mordlust bis zur 

Anthropophagie,” and even categorized the Lustmörder as a type of sadist closely akin to 

Leichenschänder (a desecrator or corpses).20 While Krafft-Ebing often cites Lombroso. and even 

refers to his theory of the born criminal in explaining the “quasi-physiological” character of 

Lustmord, his own work emphasized the psychological state of such murderers, who, aside from 

their overdeveloped aggression, have come to associate lust and cruelty, but “are otherwise 

normal.”21 Sadism, Krafft-Ebing writes, was “thus nothing else other than excessive and 

monstrous pathological intensification of phenomena,”22 and “that in the case of lust-murder—in 

as far as it goes beyond murder itself—and likewise in case of mutilation of corpses, 

psychopathic conditions are probable."23 Where previously Lustmord had been a contagious 

pathogen, Krafft-Ebing rephrased the discourse in terms of pathologies instead. As such, while 

he may have shared Lombroso’s language of bestial acts, the likes of which was pervasive in the 

Bochum murders, Krafft-Ebing did not designate the Lustmörder as a separate class of human. 

He was influential in defining the Lustmörder as one among many classifications of criminal, 

and in doing so privileged the psychological over somatic in the taxonomy of murder. 

This understanding of the Lustmörder continued into the 20th century and was steadily 

expanded upon as members in the fields of criminology and sexology began to work together 

more closely, beginning what would be a strong tradition of interdisciplinary scholarship. In 

 
20 Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis: eine klinisch-forensische Studie (Stuttgart: 

F. Enke, 1886), 70.  
21 Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis: With Especial Reference to Contrary 

Sexual Instinct; a Medico-Legal Study, trans. Charles Gilbert Chaddock (Philadelphia: F.A Davis 

Company, 1894), 58. 
22 Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis: With Especial Reference to Contrary Sexual Instinct, 60. 
23 Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis: With Especial Reference to Contrary Sexual Instinct, 

382. 
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1905, German psychiatrist and physician Georg Ilberg published Über Lustmord und 

Lustmörder. Ilberg created the first detailed rubric for determining if a murder could be 

considered Lustmord, outlining the following criteria:  

1. Es kommt an Stelle eines Koitus zur Tötung einer Person.  

2. Das Opfer wird tot gemacht und am halb- oder ganz toten Individuum wird eine 

immissio penis oder eine unzüchtige Handlung vorgenommen.  

3. Es findet zunächst ein erzwungener oder nicht erzwungener Koitus statt, während oder 

nach dessen Vollzug die sexuell gebrauchte Person getötet wird.  

Mit Überlegung wird die Tötung in allen diesen Fällen nur selten ausgeführt. In 

der Regel sind die sog. Lustmorde keine Morde sondern Lusttötungen.  

4. Besonders oft ist das Motiv solcher Tötungen, bei denen ein sexueller Mißbrauch 

stattfand, gar keine Betätigung perversen Geschlechtstriebs. Vielfach hängt sogar die 

Tötung einer sexuell missbrauchten Person direkt gar nicht mit dem Geschlechtstrieb 

zusammen. Eine besondere Schwierigkeit bei der ganzen Frage liegt natürlich darin, daß 

es sehr oft zweifelhaft ist, ob die Motive, die die Täter angeben, die richtigen sind.  

5. Sollen einige Besonderheiten angeführt werden, die sich unter den gesammelten Fällen 

fanden.  

6. Endlich ist es für die psychologische Beurteilung der in Rede stehenden Art von 

Sittlichkeitsverbrechern nicht ohne Wichtigkeit, daß ein Teil derselben erst in der 

Strafanstalt psychisch erkrankt.24 

 
24 Georg Ilberg, Über Lustmord und Lustmörder, offprint of Monatsschrift für 

Kriminalpyschologe und Strafrechtsreform (Heidelberg: Carl Winter’s 

Universitätsbuchhandlung, 1905), 2: 597. 
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Ilberg’s use of criminological terms like Täter and Motiv in an otherwise sexological text, 

indicating the line between medical psychiatry and criminal law that Ilberg as well as others 

straddled. More important, however, is Ilberg’s focus on the psychological motives of a 

Lustmörder; in fact, the only determining physical aspects of the crime were the conditions under 

which the murder was executed. I argue that when Ilberg questions the veracity of the murder’s 

confessed motives, he complicates any narrative of crime comprehensible through categorization 

alone—not only was the criminal not born, but his crimes were not born of the same motives of 

other more ‘mundane’ crimes such as theft or poisoning. While Krafft-Ebing stressed that the 

criminal may otherwise appear normal, in obfuscating the Lustmörder’s motive, Ilberg 

underscores the necessity of carefully examining the criminal’s mind. The notion of the 

enigmatically normal lust murderer and his inscrutable motives was reaffirmed only years later 

by the man who would become ‘the expert’ on the subject. 

 In 1910, jurist and criminologist Erich Wulffen published Der Sexualverbrecher, and he 

quickly became the new authority on all manner of sexual crimes. By 1928, there had been 

eleven editions of the study released by publisher Langenscheidt, and Wulffen was a well-

regarded scholar whom even Hirschfeld deferred to when it came to Lustmord.25 Wulffen’s 

extensive study on sexual criminals covered a variety of subjects, ranging from a basic analysis 

of the biological difference between the sexes, all the way to zoostuptrum (a sub-category of 

bestiality)--and, of course, Lustmord. Wulffen’s works challenged former criminal theories such 

as the born criminal or inherently criminal vagabonds (which is not to say that he did not include 

 
25 Magnus Hirschfeld, Geschlecht und Verbrechen, ed. J.R Spinner (Leipzig: Verlag für 

Sexualwissenschaft Schneider & Co., 1930), 189, 199. Hirschfeld writes that “Meine 

Erfahrungen hat mir in Übereinstimmung mit der gesamten wissenschaftlen Sexualliteratur–ich 

verweise besonders auf den ‘Sexualverbrecher’ von Staatsanwalt Wulffen.” 
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vagabonds accused of Lustmord in his study).26 He specifies that "echter Lustmord liegt nach 

richtiger Auffassung nur dann vor, wenn das Motiv zur Tötungsbehandlung eines entarteten 

Geschlechtstriebes dargestellt. “27 He then emphasized that   

Der Lustmörder tötet zwar vorsätzlich, er führt aber diese Handlung 'ohne Überlegung' 

aus, wie sich der Gesetzgeber—freilich wenig glücklich—ausdrückt. Der Lustmörder 

führt nämlich die Tötungshandlung meist in einem mehr oder minder hochgradigen 

Affekt aus, der sogar pathologisch werden kann.28  

In this passage Wulffen establishes two key characteristics of Lustmord: first, because it is a 

crime of passion, the act of murder is not the primary motive; secondly, the murderer typically 

kills while in a pathological state of mind. He further elaborates that, in agreement with Krafft-

Ebing, Lustmord was a crime of a sadistic nature, and that because of the murderer’s abnormal 

sex drive: “Der Täter bedarf deshalb eines noch stärkeren Nervenreizes, einer verstärkteren 

Gewaltanwendung, um zum Genuss zu gelangen.“29 Even when acknowledging physiological 

aspects of the killer’s profile, he makes no claims of a biologically determined criminal in the 

sense of a sub-human nature, but rather he argues that abnormal or ‘degenerate’ biological drives 

resulted in sexual pathologies. Pathology rather than physiology therefore framed Wulffen’s 

‘expert’ knowledge and shaped the field for years to come. Perhaps most interesting and relevant 

to my argument, however, is how Wulffen notes that lawmakers only begrudgingly acknowledge 

that Lustmord is an unpredictable and often incomprehensible crime of passion. Taken out of 

 
26 Erich Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher. Enzyklopädie der modernen Kriminalistik (Berlin: 

Langenscheidt, 1910), 482. 
27 Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher, 454 
28 Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher, 454.   
29 Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher, 454    
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context it seems a curious detail, but if we stop to contextualize the remark, the fundamentally 

modern nature of the Lustmörder becomes clear. 

When the term Lustmord was first conceived in the 1878 Bochum murders, the focus of 

the discourse was on the horrendous nature of the crime itself. The newspapers reported on the 

murders and speculated on possible suspects, but the word Lustmörder was rarely used. This 

trend continued into the early years of criminological research, as we can see in the first and 

most extensive case study of the murders. “Die Lustmorde im westlichen Deutschland” was 

published in 1885 in Das Tribunal: Zeitschrift der praktischen Strafrechtspflege by regional 

court judge Ernst Barre of Düsseldorf and offers a fruitful comparison. Barre’s title alone 

prioritizes the crime over the criminal, as does the opening address to his reader: “Schon 

Derjenige, welcher an der Hand seiner Zeitung die Tagesbegebenheiten oberflächlich verfolgt, 

wird sich der Zeit erinnern, in welcher ‘ein neuer Lustmord in Bochum’ den Leser in Spannung 

hielt. Wie ganz anders war diese Aufregung in jener Gegend selbst, in welcher diese 

Schandthaten vor sich gingen! “30 Referencing the murders as a sensational media event which 

the community had to endure sets the tone for the rest of the article. The victim’s death and state 

of her corpse are described in detail, using only the passive voice to narrate the events of the 

crime (“der erste in Grumme begangene Lustmord”).31 The criminal himself remains a mystery, 

not only in terms of potential witnesses, but even in a syntactical sense. The subject of the article 

is the reader, and the object is the dead woman. There is no active agent; it is as though the brutal 

rape and murder are something that happened to her, rather than something horrible that was 

done to her. While Barre does give a detailed account of Ernst Schiff, a man arrested and hung 

 
30 Ernst Barre, “Die Lustmorde im westlichen Deutschland, I. Abtheilung [sic],” Das Tribunal 1, 

no 10 (October 1885), 553. 
31 Barre, “Die Lustmorde im Westlichen Deutschland,” 572. 
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for the murders–despite the fact that the murders continued after his arrest–he otherwise only 

discusses the perpetrator in vaguely categorical terms (with speculation that he may have been a 

laborer or a minor moving through Westfalen, or in other words, a vagabond.) In fact, the term 

Lustmörder is used only twice in the entire article. It seemed it was far easier to punish a crime 

than it was to understand a criminal. This stark contrast between the early years of criminological 

research and the later works of ‘experts’ like Wulffen should make one thing clear: the 

Lustmörder was not born; he was, as Birgit Lang, invented as “a central symbol for the disrupted 

social order of the time.”32 

With this in mind, I argue that when Wulffen casually mentions the lawmakers’ 

dissatisfaction with the ambiguous motives of Lustmord, he does so within a cultural project 

whose aim was to make the world legible within a new, modern industrial society. Lustmord as a 

crime without a clear motive, in stark contrast to murder committed for financial means, for 

example, required a more complex understanding of the individual perpetrator than it did the 

crime itself. This development is exemplary of what Degele and Dries identify as one of the 

central paradoxes that shaped modern life. Along with differentiation, rationalization, and 

domestication, came the individualization paradox. As discussed earlier, many of the tensions 

present in the Lustmord discourse during and in the years after the Bochum murders were in 

response to a fundamentally restructuring society. As small villages and farms consolidated into 

towns and industry gave birth to crowded metropoles, central questions regarding identity and 

belonging arose as societies were no longer built around land and family, but rather steam and 

money.  

 
32 Birgit Lang, “Erich Wulffen and the case of the criminal,” in A History of the Case Study: 

Sexology, Psychoanalysis, Literature, eds. Birgit Lang, Joy Damousi, and Alison Lewis 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), 122. 
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Tönnies called this process Gellschaftigung, which Georg Simmel and Max Weber later 

developed into theories of Vergesellschaftung. The focus on the figure of the vagabond in the 

early discourse was exemplary of those resulting anxieties: with an influx of itinerant industrial 

workers into a previously rural area, alongside the sudden spate in crimes, the vagabond seemed 

the obvious suspect, and was thus taken up in the national discourse as a cipher for modern 

anxieties. This process of Gesellschaftung, however, did not stop or even slow. New modern 

social structures were no longer centered around land holdings and the trade of goods, but rather 

now, “[s]ie entsteht dort, wo Individuen zusammenkommen. Gesellschaft ist also nichts 

Statisches, Metaphysisches. Sie entwickelt sich nach Simmel auf der Grundlage permanenter 

‘Wechselwirkung,’, d.h. zufälliger wie auch institutionalisierter Interaktionen zwischen 

Individuen, Gruppen, Organisationen, Staaten etc.”33 In particular, the anxiety surrounding the 

unknown and unpredictable variable of the random or chance interaction between individuals 

upon which this new society was founded seemed to feed the Lustmord discourse most. As such, 

I argue that if Andreas Killen identifies the preoccupation with nerve disorders at the turn of the 

century as the turn from somatic to psychological disorders, then we should understand the turn 

from Lustmord to the Lustmörder as the turn from the victim’s corpse to the murderer’s mind. 

 

3.3 The Lustmörder as Product of Modern Interdisciplinarity 

 

Let us briefly reorient ourselves within our model of modernization. The paradox of 

individualization had three primary effects: first, traditional structures and roles dissolved, 

therefore freeing the individual from old ways of life dependent on, for example, class, religion, 

marriage, and ethnicity. This new social and physical freedom led to relationships that were 

 
33 Degele and Dries, Modernisierungstheorie, 77. 
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much more anonymized and loosely organized than previous closely related familial bonds, 

which also corresponded to the differentiation of roles within society. The inevitable result of 

this process was the pluralization of possible ways of living and the challenge of integration.34 

We see the beginnings of this process in Bochum’s transformation from a cluster of rural towns 

to part of the largest industrial hub in Germany. This development opened up opportunities for 

women outside the home and spurred on the internal migration of the industrial workforce, in 

addition to arousing new anxieties related to a perceived rise in crime that supposedly came with 

the anonymization of modern life. In other words, as new ways of life came materialized, so too 

did ways of committing crime. The move from Lustmord to Lustmörder is therefore an example 

of the paradoxical individualization process, only instead of shifting from Gemeinschaft to 

Gesellschaft, here the critical move was from crime to criminal, a development echoed in the 

emerging social sciences. Historian Richard Wetzell explores this critical move in his 

monograph, Inventing the Criminal. 

 Beginning with Lombroso’s concept of the born criminal, Wetzell traces the evolution of 

modern criminology until the start of World War II. He analyzes the early decades at the turn of 

the century, wherein he emphasizes two critical moments: the coming together/working together 

of academic disciplines in the creation of criminological research, and the significant role penal 

reformers played. Criminology was therefore at its core an interdisciplinary field. As Wetzell 

explains,  

the development of German criminology reflects the psychiatric profession’s efforts to 

extend its expertise to criminal behavior and to offer medical solutions to the crime 

problem. The history of criminology therefore provides an excellent opportunity to 

 
34 Degele and Dries, Modernisierungstheorie, 73. 
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examine the interaction between the social and natural sciences and between law and 

medicine. […] As a result, criminological research began to transform the relationship 

between psychiatry and criminal justice from an adversarial into a symbiotic one.35 

Comparing the title of Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis with Wulffen’s Der 

Sexualverbrecher is illuminating in this regard: the move from sexual psychopathy to the sexual 

criminal meant that the power of this discourse was not simply metaphorical. Ideas about the 

Lustmörder carried not just social, but also actionable legal power, the beginnings of which we 

could already see in the early Reichstag debates. This is where we can also see the second critical 

development identified by Wetzell: the role of penal reformation. Cases of Lustmord had long 

since been used to sway political opinion in, for example in debates about the death penalty. 

Many in the legislative system pointed to the bestial nature of the Lustmord and lamented that 

there was no other punishment for such a crime. In a 1911 issue of Deutsche Juristen-Zeitung, 

renowned legal Professor Dr. Adolf Wach of Leipzig cites the “so called Lustmorde” in his 

argument in favor of the death penalty; he argues that although “[n]ur ein rohes, ungeläutertes 

Empfinden kann ein ‘Freund’ und ‘Anhänger’ der Todesstrafe sein,” and despite all the valid 

religious or ethical reasons against the death penalty,  

Nur eins soll gesagt sein: der Staat ist der Herr auch über das Leben seiner Mitbürger—

und kaum einer der Gründe gegen die Todesstrafe ist schwächer als der: der Staat habe 

das Leben nicht gegeben, er dürfe es nicht nehmen. Hat er uns denn die natürliche 

Bewegungsfreiheit gegeben, und nimmt er sie nicht unbeanstandet in der Freiheitsstrafe! 

Und fordert er nicht mit Recht das Leben der Mitbürger im Kampf für die Erhaltung des 

Ganzen, im Kriege für das Vaterland! So darf er um der Erhaltung der Rechtsordnung 

 
35 Wetzell, Invention of the Criminal, 3. 
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willen das Leben des Verbrechers fordern, der an den heiligsten Gütern der Gemeinschaft 

gefrevelt hat. Der leidet gerechte Strafe.36 

Although in this example Wach uses cases of Lustmord to support the death penalty in the name 

of protecting society, elsewhere in the penal reform debate, sexually sadistic murders were also 

used to argue against corporal punishment. Speaking before the Reichstag in 1900, Liberal 

Deputy Ernst Müller-Meiningen claimed that it was ‘horrifying’ that other prisoners were 

allowed to witness whippings, because the ‘spectacle’ of it “arouses the prisoners who are 

present at whippings … [and] encourage[s] cruelty and brutality in them; they are overcome by a 

strange feeling of longing to witness and rejoice in such bestially brutal punishments."37 In stark 

contect to Wach’s argument, Müller-Meiningen insists that simply witnessing this sort of 

punishment could inspire feelings of sexual sadism upon which a criminal may later act, as the 

punishment would be just as ‘bestial’ as the crime of Lustmord itself.   

I argue that these two examples demonstrate that sexual crimes and specifically Lustmord 

featured heavily in debates about corporal punishment, and so as social institutions transformed 

from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft, so too did penal reformers. Franz von Liszt was one such 

prominent criminologist and penal reformer who believed it was the criminal and not the crime 

which should be punished. In his view, the purpose of punishment was not moral but social, and 

it was not the past but the future that should be the determining factor.38 Previous generations of 

reformers had advocated for a penal system based on deterrence to prevent a crime from 

happening, but Liszt looked at the rising numbers of recidivism and argued instead that the 

 
36 “Abschaffung der Todesstrafe?” Deutsche Juristen-Zeitung 16, no. 1 (1911): 10-20. 16. 
37 Richard J Evans, Tales from the German Underworld: Crime and Punishment in the 

Nineteenth Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 131. 
38 Wetzell, Invention of the Criminal, 34. 
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punishment should prevent the crime from happening again. As Wetzell explains, “Liszt saw it 

as individual behavioral prevention, that is, modifying or controlling the behavior of the 

individual criminal to prevent him or her from committing further crimes.”39 Rather than 

attempting to thwart anonymous and interchangeable perpetrators from committing broadly 

conceptualized crimes, Liszt believed the critical question when it came to deciding on punitive 

actions was whether the individual criminal would rehabilitate or reoffend. In order to answer 

this question, the new generation of penal reformers turned to criminology as a means of 

understanding the individual criminal in order to suit the punishment to the criminal rather than 

the crime.  

In sum, as criminology established itself as a field, bringing together the works of 

psychiatry, legal medicine, and criminal justice, the Lustmord discourse grew with it in both 

depth and breadth. In the leap from the first criminological study of the Bochum murders, which 

focused on the Lustmorde, and to Wulffen’s Der Sexualverbrecher, a detailed study of sexual 

criminals, the growing complexity of the field reflects a larger societal turn from soma to psyche, 

from body to mind, and from crime to criminal. And this process, I argue, did not happen in an 

isolated school of thought, but rather in a quickly evolving and innately interdisciplinary matrix 

of legal doctrine and social thought, the lines between which were often blurred. Criminological 

studies of Lustmord and real-life Lustmörder by scholars from the social sciences and jurists 

alike, many of whom would act as expert witnesses at trials, were used to adjudicate in the 

courtroom, and occasionally even excite in the bedroom. The publishing house H. Dorhn (later 

the Leipziger Verlag), for example, published sado-masochistic pornographic fiction which was 

inspired by real cases and sometimes mimicked the formalities of criminological studies, such as 
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113 

the pseudo-scientific Corporal Punishment in a Medical Light by ‘Doctor of Medicine Wilhelm 

Hammer.’40 Because of its shocking and sensational character, Lustmord made for powerful 

rhetorical fodder in the penal reform movement, where it was used by prominent reformers such 

as Franz von Liszt to help shape new modern penal codes, but by this same virtue, was also 

popular among less-than-scholarly audiences as well. The Lustmörder was thus embroiled in 

larger cultural debates such that it gained real social, political, and judicial power through the 

necessarily interdisciplinary nature of the field. And with the outbreak of war, there would be 

one more burgeoning discipline to attract a wider audience to the reach of the Lustmord 

discourse—sexology. 

Much of my discussion of Lustmord thus far has focused on the criminal aspect of sex 

murder, but it is of course impossible to confront the Lustmörder without addressing the vital 

role of gender. Of the many cultural ‘crises’ of modern society, scholars have written extensively 

about the threat of ‘male degeneration’ and the remasculinization of Germany after the First 

World War.  It was not an overlooked detail or simple convention of language that this criminal 

was always assumed to be masculine. Even with many cases, including the original Bochum 

Lustmorde, lacking credible eyewitness reports of a male suspect, hegemonic paradigms of sex 

and gender in Imperial Germany made it unthinkable that a woman could murder so brutally or 

sexually. While it may seem obvious to assume a man in light of the gross sexual violence of 

these crimes, even when approaching the issue from current-day discourses of sex and gender, I 

argue that shedding these presupposed notions is crucial in any analysis of Lustmord and its 

(dis)contents–nor should it be all too difficult a task, when we remind ourselves that many cases 

of “echter Lustmord” showed no evidence of penile penetration. Krafft-Ebing, Ilberg, and 
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Wulffen all agreed that the sexual element of sex murder was most often executed through the 

mutilation of rather than penetration of the (female) body.41  

In the official definition of Lustmord as put forth by Wulffen and accepted by other 

experts of the field, sex murder was said to be motivated by “ein[en] entartete[n] 

Geschlechtstrieb,” and that because “die bloße Gewaltanwendung nicht genügt“ to achieve “die 

gewünschte Wollluststeigerung,“ that  

[d]er Täter bedarf deshalb eines noch stärkeren Nervenreizes, einer verstärkteren 

Gewaltanwendung, um zum Genuß zu langen. Das höhere Reizmittel ist ihm das Stechen 

und Schneiden in das Fleisch des Opfers, das eine Zeitlang fortgesetzt wird, zufolge eines 

gewissen Variationsbedürfnisses zur Zerfleischung und Öffnung des Körpers, 

Herausnahme der Eingeweide und Abtrennung einzelner Gliedmaßen und so zum Tode 

des Lustopfers führt.42 

He continues to explain that in true cases of Lustmord, the perpetrator sometimes only achieves 

sexual satisfaction upon the victim’s death, if he is able to become erect at all, after which “der 

Beischlaf vollzogen oder eine unzüchtige Handlung verübt wird.“43 Neither Beischlaf nor 

unzüchtige Handlung necessitate a male perpetrator—women are equally capable of sexual 

intercourse and indecent sexual acts, despite what accepted knowledge of the day may have 

claimed. In fact, the only actual penetration required is that of the victim’s flesh with a foreign 

object, an altogether gender-neutral act. It was, therefore, not forensic evidence which led 

experts to believe Lustmord was a crime only men were capable of committing, but rather the 

 
41 As we will see later, Post WWI these assumptions would be adjusted to accommodate 

homosexual men, yet another sign of modern male degeneration. 
42 Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher, 455.  
43 Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher, 456. 
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result of a scientific doctrine based on cultural assumptions about female physiology and 

sexuality. I will return to this topic in the next chapter, but it is first imperative that we 

understand the social implications of the Lustmörder’s abject sexuality. 

 Jason Crouthamel has written extensively on male sexuality and the First World War, and 

his analysis of this ‘crisis of masculinity’ offers valuable insight as to why the Lustmörder was 

able to become such an important figure, especially in visual art, in the 1920s. As Crouthamel 

explains,  

At the fin-de-siècle manliness was becoming increasingly medicalized, as doctors took it 

upon themselves to prescribe a bulwark against male degeneration. Emancipated women, 

neurotic men, Jews, and homosexuals were seen as the enemies of the middle-class 

standards of discipline and chastity. Allegedly, working-class tendencies toward 

promiscuity, homosexuality, and sexual violence threatened to spread like a contagion.44 

There was no other more sick, perverse, degenerate example of male sexuality than the 

Lustmörder. As I argued earlier, the Lustmord discourse absorbed and perpetuated these 

anxieties in scholarship and popular culture of the day. Initially thought to be a vagabond, a 

threat to the stability of home, the continued acceleration of industrialization next gave way to 

prejudiced beliefs which cast suspicion on members of the new working class: a hyper-sexual, 

ill-disciplined, pathological laborer who preyed on women across the social spectrum. 

Accordingly, Ilberg begins his study Über Lustmord und Lustmörder with a case study of a 

“Gelegensheitarbeiter” in Berlin who was found guilty of Lustmord, allegedly based on the 

 
44 Jason Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma: Soldiers and Sexual Disorder 

in World War I and Weimar Germany,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 17, no.1 (January 
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testimony of 100 witnesses.45 Be it a respected member of the community or an anonymous sex 

worker, the deaths of either women at the hands of the Lustmörder represented the so-called 

dangers of female emancipation. The Lustopfer were either modern women who made the 

mistake of entering the public sphere without a male chaperone, or ‘fallen’ women whose 

liberation from traditional gender and domestic roles led them to a life of crime and sex. In the 

years leading up to 1914 then, the Lustmörder was mobilized to embody an array of modern 

anxieties, central among them fear for the future of German men—not just for his life in the 

trenches, but his role as social and familial patriarch. 

As Germany approached war, hopes were pinned on battle to defeat not just the political 

enemy, but also the enemy which took the form of ‘degenerate’ men. “Before the war,” writes 

Crouthamel, “doctors and social critics had nurtured a myth of the war experience that 

envisioned men transcending their sexual drives in their will to sacrifice for the nation.”46 Instead 

of being driven by their base and allegedly increasingly debased desires, “the German middle 

class envisioned itself the only remaining sanctuary against this sexual plague, and they idealized 

the counterimage of a warrior male who transcended sexual needs, replacing these energies with 

complete devotion to the Fatherland.”47 In short, war was supposed to ‘toughen’ men up, but the 

realities of trench warfare did not yield the desired effect. Instead, the military turned to 

medicine and psychiatry as the war progressed, because experts began to warn of an “epidemic 

of sexual trauma in the form of men whose behaviors were permanently altered by the 

psychological stress of combat, in particular, the experience of killing.”48 It seemed, to the 

 
45 Ilberg, Über Lustmord und Lustmörder, 596. 
46 Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma,” 61.  
47 Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma,” 66. 
48 Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma,” 61. 
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dismay of army generals and doctors alike, that in fact the opposite of the hoped-for male valor 

had happened. Unprecedented mechanized warfare resulted in unprecedented traumas and 

unprecedented consequences, including a fear shared by many within the field of medicine and 

across the political spectrum that “men brutalized by mass violence” had now replaced women 

with violence to satisfy their sexual needs, and that in general war had greatly damaged the 

bonds between men and women.49 Consequently, these anxieties began to resonate beyond the 

battlefield and after 1918 war and sexuality became a “new site of inquiry and an urgent social 

problem.”50 While rhetorically powerful before the war in the political arena, now the figure of 

the Lustmörder was perfectly poised not just in the fields of medicine, law, and psychiatry, but 

literature, the visual arts, and popular culture as the phantom of incomprehensible and 

uncontainable wartime trauma. And sexology—a field perhaps more interdisciplinary than 

criminology—emerged as the central school of thought to explore these questions. 

 

3.4 Nation, Sex(Murder), and Gender 

 

In 1929, Magnus Hirschfeld published the first volume of Die Sittengeschichte des Weltkrieges, 

translated a few short years later into English as The Sexual History of the World War. Once 

complete, the work contained three volumes and covered a wide array of subjects, from the 

expected topics such as venereal disease, and to maybe more surprising topics like the threat of 

hypersexual female nurses to male soldiers on the front. The publication and popularity of 

Hirschfeld’s history captures the restless zeitgeist of Germany in the interwar period as the 

German nation and identity were thrown into question and turmoil. As Crouthamel argues, much 

 
49 Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma,” 61. 
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of this anxiety was expressed in issues regarding human sexuality. However, the extent of these 

worries was far more vast than just degenerate male sexuality. In her study of German women’s 

relations with male prisoners of war during the Great War, Lisa Todd explains that:  

Myriad "fears" were present in wartime discourses: fear of venereal diseases that 

threatened the reproductive capabilities of the nation; fear of the disintegration of 

marriages at a time when the family was being exalted as the bedrock of postwar 

renewal; fear of falling birthrates when the human cost of war made them most crucial; 

and fear of war wives cavorting with precisely those foreign male warriors who were 

killing male Germans in unprecedented numbers.51 

In her summary of these fears, the underlying threat of human sexuality is clear: it was the factor 

which tied together economic, social, and political fears as they related to questions of nation 

post 1918. And much in the same way that degenerate male sexuality became a significant worry 

both in and beyond the trenches. As Todd argues, “whereas the discourse of fear was voiced in 

many forms, at the center of it lay one key concern: sexually active women. Indeed, for many 

Germans, female promiscuity became one of the worst social consequences of Europe's first 

'total war.’”52 Though she and Crouthamel take complementary but oppositional views on the 

issue of sexuality post-war, I believe it is a logical folly to separate one from the other. Ideas 

about male and female sexuality were intimately dependent on one another within the 

heteronormative framework of Weimar culture. If there was a crisis in post-war Germany, it was 

not of either of the sexes. I argue instead that it was a crisis of modern sexuality itself, and that 

 
51 Lisa M Todd, “‘The Soldier’s Wife Who Ran Away with the Russian’: Sexual Infidelities in 
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the Lustmörder trudged to the fore through the chaos of war as a figure who was singularly 

qualified to embody this “crisis” in its entirety. 

 The first chapter of Hirschfeld's history of WWI bears the title “The Release of Sexual 

Restraints,” a sentiment which captures the biggest fear of post war sexuality. In it he discusses 

the “libidinous background” of “war-enthusiasm” and the “nymphomaniac effects” of war on 

women, a phenomenon construed as a new type of threat that women posed to men (to be 

explored in the next chapter), as well as male sexuality at the front. Hopes prior to 1914 that men 

would be able to overcome the baser sexual desires many believed to be unlocked by modern life 

failed spectacularly. Trench warfare meant men were not “knights on horseback” anymore, but 

neurotic men huddled in mud and blood. 53 Many felt that the German nation had failed not just 

at war, but in protecting its own men from themselves. Hirschfeld argues that “war is an 

opportunity for throwing off, for a while, all the irksome repressions which culture imposes and 

for satisfying temporarily all the repressed desires;” he further claimed that “the experience of 

psychoanalysis agrees perfectly with the testimony of war that refinement of primitive impulses 

has progressed far less than we flatter ourselves into thinking.”54 It was commonly believed that 

many who had somehow survived the war itself returned home only to lose an internal war, 

according to psychoanalysts, between their rational and their bestial or primitive selves. It 

seemed that despite the efforts of the Enlightenment to rationalize away the ‘animalistic’ 

biological drives of men, the modern man was no less dependent on them than the medieval 

knight who was ironically thought to be the savior of German nationhood.  

 
53 Todd,” ‘The Soldier’s Wife Who Ran Away with the Russian’,” 269. 
54 Magnus Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War (New York: Cadillac Publishing 
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And this applied no less to women—just the sight of men in uniform was believed to be 

enough to dangerously excite women, regardless of which side of the war the soldier wearing it 

belonged to.55 Hirschfeld, supported by his contemporaries, claimed that war had freed both men 

and women alike from the “shackles” of erotic disharmony common in so many contemporary 

marriages, enabling them “at least in anticipation, to indulge infinite erotic desires.”56 The result 

of these released sexual drives was twofold: war wives faced criminal consequences for “flirting, 

writing letters, and other relatively innocent 'misdeeds,'”57 while many were coming to fear that 

men returning from the front had come to replace ‘natural’ sexual desires with acts of physical 

violence in the search for sexual release.58 Lisa Todd offers an example from a meeting of the 

Rhine-Land Westphalia Men’s Morality Association which captures the general atmosphere and 

attitudes towards sexuality during WW1. “The [president] opened his organization’s 36th annual 

conference in 1916,” writes Todd, with the following remarks; “Germany was victorious in 1871 

because it was morally stronger than France, but now the tables have turned, and immorality has 

continued to increase among the Germans, and we too will soon be defeated.”59 She then argues 

that “[b]y conflating sex, disease, morality, military duty and citizenship, Germans on the home 

and fighting fronts echoed a widespread concern: that short-sighted sexual decisions were 

damaging military operations, affecting morale and compromising the future health and strength 

 
55 I will return to notions of Uniformfetischmus in the next chapter when I turn my attention to 

questions of abject female sexuality. For a more detailed account of women’s sexual experiences 

at war, see for example Christa Hämmerle, “‘Mentally broken, physically a wreck…’: Violence 

in War Accounts of Nurses in Austro-Hungarian Service,” in Gender and the First World War, 

eds. Christa Hämmerle, Oswald Überegger, and Birgitta Bader Zaar (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan UK, 2014), 97-98. 
56 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 28.  
57 Todd,” ‘The Soldier’s Wife Who Ran Away with the Russian’,” 264-265. 
58 Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma,” 69.  
59 Lisa M. Todd, Sexual Treason in Germany During the First World War (Cham: Springer 

International Publishing AG, 2017), 1-2. 
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of the nation. In short, men and women who had sex outside marriage were committing ‘sexual 

treason’ against the wartime nation.”60  

 This monocausal way of thinking about abject sexuality continued well into the interwar 

years,61 and it was at this time that the Lustmord discourse reached its highest visibility. 

Prominent scholars from sexology and psychoanalysis like Freud, Hirschfeld, and Wulffen all 

studied the psychosexual trauma of WWI, which brings us to much of the current scholarship on 

Lustmord. Maria Tatar, Beth Irwin Lewis, and Irina Gradinari have analyzed the ways in which 

mutilated male bodies and modern anxieties can be read into the works of artists like Georg 

Grosz and Otto Dix, and Lewis in particular aptly contextualizes this wider trend within modern 

differentiated society. “Sexology was an attempt to define and then regulate sexual pathologies 

that were perceived to underlie patterns of national degeneration,” writes Lewis, explaining that 

“the concern was to define respectable bourgeois roles.”62 To this end, while much has been 

written about these anxieties on the individual basis of the artist, I am more so interested in the 

broader application of this analysis and its implications for German subjectivity on a national and 

cultural level. It is the individual body, often that of the artist himself, that tends to be the focus 

of these studies, an approach I find unnecessarily and inaccurately limiting. Lustmord is never 

just one body. Whether seen or unseen, this discourse always requires a perpetrator and a victim, 

and so it is through this material relationship that I insist we understand the Lustmörder. 

Regardless of what was meant by ‘crisis,’ which I will elaborate on later, and no matter which 

sexuality was said to be in crisis, male or female, I argue that the Lustmörder embodies not 

 
60 Todd, Sexual Treason in Germany, 2. 
61 Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma,” 70. 
62 Beth Irwin Lewis, “Lustmord: Inside the Windows of the Metropolis,” in Women in the 
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either/or, but rather male and female sexuality as they worked both with and against each other 

in defining questions of what it meant to be German in the interwar years. The issue at the center 

of this discourse is not simply the sexuality assigned to either gender, but rather the impact of 

sexual violence on modern subjectivity at the core of each, as best understood through Michel 

Foucault’s modern individual.  

 Though Foucault does not use the language of individualization that Degele and Dries do, 

his examination of the dangerous individual can help us better understand the Lustmörder’s 

relationship to modern modes of subjectivity. He explains that before the penal reform there was 

the Raffaele Garofalo (1851-1954) principle: there was only the offense and the penalty.63 This is 

the same passivity that we see in the early Lustmord discourse with the absence of an active 

subject. There was no criminal, just the violence done to the victim and the punishment inflicted 

on the offender. However, the reforms of the late 19th century, as we have seen, forced criminal 

law to recognize “the crime, the criminal, and the means of repression,” which we now know led 

the next generation of reformers to turn to criminology as a means of better understanding the 

criminal and how to repress his criminal drive.64 Though his analysis is based not on German but 

rather on case studies of French criminals, I nonetheless contend that Foucault’s theory can aid 

our understanding of how Lustmörder who rose to such prominence during this movement. 

There were of course lesser crimes which could also have exposed a pathology, or as Foucualt 

writes, illustrated the overlap between “illegality and insanity,” which would have also 

necessitated expert criminological opinion. These crimes, however, were too minor: “it was not 

 
63 Michel Foucault, “About the Concept of the ‘Dangerous Individual’ in 19th-Century Legal 

Psychiatry,” trans. Alain Baudot and Jane Couchman, International Journal of Law and 

Psychiatry 1, no. 1 (February 1, 1978): 2. Garofalo was a student of Cesare Lombroso. 
64 Foucault, “About the Concept of the ‘Dangerous Individual’ in 19th-Century Legal 
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through the ill-defined zone of day-to-day disorders that psychiatry was able to penetrate penal 

justice in full force. Rather it was by tackling the great criminal event of the most violent and 

rarest sort.”65 The rhetorical power of Lustmord thus lay in the fact that it was not just a crime 

against “society and its rules” but rather “nature itself,” the sort of bestial crime which violated 

rules “inscribed directly on the human heart.”66  

Lustmord was exactly such a crime, one intimately caught up in all that is human, and 

what makes him so, meaning of course that the reverse was also true: what made him inhuman, 

not in a physiological but rather in a moral, social, and legal sense, was information just as 

necessary and valuable. With this we can therefore see the central question of modern sexology 

and criminology emerging, and we can now begin to untangle the rhetorical, legal, and cultural 

impact of the figure of the Lustmörder. We start with Foucault’s eloquent vignette about the trial 

of an alleged rapist in 1975, who refused to speak on behalf of his own defense: “The accused 

evades a question which is essential in the eyes of a modern tribunal, but which would have had 

a strange ring to it 150 years ago: ‘Who are you?’”67 The question of criminality had finally 

become one of subjectivity, which I argue was often considered irrelevant in the early years of 

the Lustmord discourse. With Weimar modernism and the sexual trauma of war, however, the 

criminal’s subjectivity was now central to answering not just the question of the appropriate 

punishment, but had gained a new level of complexity: what sort of subject defined the good 

subject at the heart of society, who could be depended on to define the outer limit through its 
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threat to social stability? And amongst all these daunting questions, one answer stood 

unopposed: the Lustmörder was most certainly not a good subject. He was, I argue, the abject. 

 

3.5 Georges Bataille and Lustmord as Ritual  

 

After Georges Bataille’s works about the abject were published posthumously, his theory served 

as the foundation for Julia Kristeva’s influential text the Powers of Horror. Though I briefly 

introduced him in my first chapter, in order to understand the abjection of the Lustmörder, it is 

first necessary to return to his logic of inclusive exclusion. Bataille argued that the abject 

functioned primarily as a mechanism of social foundation and control. In conversation with 

Émile Durkheim and Friedrich Nietzsche, he theorized that “the ultimate core of community 

does not lie in the ‘right,’ pure and beautiful side of the sacred, but rather in its ‘left’ side, its 

dark center.”68 For him, it was not the positive aspects of a community—not intended here as 

Gemeinschaft—which continued its existence, but rather the necessary and constant transgression 

of its limits. Bataille explained that any given community is composed of two orders of 

materials, the homogenous and the heterogeneous. By homogenous, he understood “the social 

customs, laws, and mode of governance of a particular culture,”69 whose goal was maintaining 

integration and compatibility within a society. In the case of Bochum at the height of 

industrialization, for example, the Midwife Ehefrau Becker belonged to the homogenous part of 

society, because she served as an upstanding and vital part of her community, by quite literally 

facilitating the integration of new lives into community.  

 
68 Johanna Sumiala, Media and Ritual: Death, Community, and Everyday Life (Oxon: Routledge, 
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By contrast, heterogeneous materials are those which do not adhere to defined social 

structures or strive for compatibility. As media and communications scholar Johanna Sumiala 

tells us, heterogeneous materials are exclusive, and can be anything ranging from “the excretions 

and secretions of the human body, unconscious processes, dreams, neuroses, erotically exciting 

acts, violence and insanity.”70 The figure of the vagabond then stands in opposition to the 

midwife Becker as part of the dark sacred which shaped Becker’s light. Sumiala further explains 

that all heterogeneous materials have in common the ability to “give rise to strong and 

ambivalent emotions: attraction and abhorrence.”71 It is therefore plainly evidence that the figure 

of the Lustmörder is a deeply entrenched member of those essential heterogeneous materials, 

whose transgressions of and against the homogenous serve a vital purpose in shaping 

communities.  

It is, however, Bataille’s emphasis on crime that makes his theory so valuable to my 

analysis. Again, as explained by Sumiala, crime played a vital role in shaping modern life, 

because 

[it] breaks the prohibition to kill and murder and unleashes the destructive sacred. The 

participants in the ritual are very much repulsed by the act, but at the same time they are 

strangely attracted to it. However, in Bataille’ s thinking, the breaking of a prohibition 

does not mean that it is overturned. On the contrary, the transgression serves to reinforce 

the boundary line between the homogeneous and heterogeneous elements in society, 

between exchange and waste, light and dark, life and death.72 
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Not only have we already seen how Lustmorde has shaped criminal justice in Imperial Germany, 

therefore legally reinforcing the boundaries of criminal justice; even more crucially, the 

Lustmörder breaks not just the most basic legal and moral prohibitions against taking a life, but 

also obliterates essential protections of sexual consent and agency, against the desecration of the 

body, and social codes on extramarital sex, just to name a few. Furthermore, I have demonstrated 

that these murders were truly abject in how real and fictional media portrayals of Lustmord could 

simultaneously attract and repulse the public. In doing so, I argue that audiences were complicit, 

willingly or otherwise, alongside the murderer and the victim in what Bataille would call the 

ritual of Lustmord. His potentially theologically loaded use of the term ritual here can be 

confusing, but not when we consider Bataille’s sociological understanding of the term: by sacred 

he meant all those materials, heterogeneous and homogeneous, which comprise a society. There 

is the included, light sacred—the homogenous—and the dark, excluded sacred—the 

heterogeneous. Therefore, we can understand crime as practice of the dark sacred, or in other 

words: a ritual.  

As a symbolic institution, Kristeva also argued that rituals should not be confined to 

religion but are instead a basic part of any society, be they dark or light, and death is among the 

most powerful of these rituals.73 As Elisa Heinämäki writes, by this Bataillian logic “community 

is always constituted in death,”74 because death rituals are those which essentially “involve a 

temporary dissolution of identities and transgression of prohibitions,” and violent death 

especially meant the destruction of “the borderline between sacrificial victim and sacrificer.”75 

 
73 Kristeva, “Approaching Abjection,” 218. 
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This ritual of sacrifice forced members of the community to encounter the sacred through 

complex identification with either the victim or the murderer (sacrifice)—or both. It is urgent to 

note here that, as Heinämäki explains, this happens not primarily through witnessing a murder, 

but through experiencing death via images and language.76 Kristeva later built upon Bataille to 

develop her theory of the abject—that dark sacred not-quite-subject whose repudiated existence 

is necessary for circumscribing the limits of community. Imogen Tyler summarizes this dynamic 

as the “‘inclusive excluding’ logic of human life and political life.”77 I argue that this theoretical 

framework helps us understand the profane necessity of ritualized sex murder in modern 

differentiated society by assigning the necessity not to the murders themselves but to the 

ritualistic aspect. Maren Hoffmeister has likewise applied the framework of Bataiile’s ritual in 

her study of serial killers, and I agree with her overall assessment (though, as will show in 

Chapter 6, disagree with her conclusions). She writes that  

the individual is not only shaped by society but also shapes or enacts society. The crime 

he commits is tightly bound to the society in which he lives and plays with social binaries 

such as strong—weak, moral—amoral, woman—man, life—death. In other words, his 

crime lies in stagings as well as performative subversions of social norms. On the level of 

performance, the attacker, the victim, and the person discovering the corpse all share a 

knowledge of the situation they. And themselves in, a knowledge of the action that has 

just taken place and that might take place again.78  
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As we can now see, Lustmord was therefore an essential ritual at the core of modern society, as it 

meant a formative confrontation for the modern subject with its identity, and consequent 

reinforcement of the boundaries between subjects of the light and dark sacred through the 

transgression of the limit between the two.  

The ritual was executed through the cultural fascination with Lustmord, as evidenced by 

its presence in the public political sphere as well as the abundance of references in literature of 

the day, through which, according to Bataille’ theory, German citizens were confronted with the 

heterogeneous material of modern society. We can see evidence of this ritual’s presence in, for 

example, one of the time period’s most popular genres. One study of a sample of expressionist 

drama found that between 1889 and 1930, 21% of the selected corpus featured “ranghohe 

Tötungs- und Sexualdelikte,” with a significant spike from 1905-1919.79 Additionally, the 

postwar years then saw the highest profile cases to date, with Lustmörder like Carl Grossmann 

(1918-1921), Fritz Haarmann (1918-1924), and Peter Kürten (1913-1929) garnering enormous 

media attention. Subsequently, according to historian Wolfgang Schäffner, the image of the 

criminal developed with a specifically ‘forensic disposition’ in the early post-war years, such that 

legal, psychiatric, criminological, and literary perspectives intersected. As Schäffner explains, 

the interdisciplinary nature of these fields was in turn mirrored in a variety of cultural products of 

the day, and the result was a narrative model “in dem Verbrechen und Erzählung sich in 

elementarer Weise verbinden, so dass der Unterschied von realen und fiktiven Fällen zu 

verschwimmen beginnen.”80 
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It was through this ambivalent and transgressive blending of real and fictional death 

committed by real and fictional Lustmörder that the ritual was carried out. This understanding of 

community and identity as they relate to death reveals, I argue, the vital utility of the abject in 

comprehending the impact of the dangerous individual on notions of not just German 

subjectivity, but German national identity as well. I agree with Imogen Tyler’s impulse to defer 

to feminist literary and cultural scholar Anne McClintock on the matter, who wrote that 

“abjection is a concept that precisely ‘hovers on the threshold of body and body politic.’”81 It 

was not just real and fictional but also national and individual identities and bodies that 

intersected in meaningful ways in the Lustmord discourse, which we can now understand as a 

ritual of the abject. This ritual played a pivotal role in the interwar years as attempts were made 

to reestablish hegemonic masculinities amidst the precarity of gender, sexuality, and identity 

after the trauma of a brutal world war. Though the abject and the hegemonic stand in direct 

opposition in terms of the social identities and practices they involve, they nonetheless must 

function together. I argue that delving deeper into this symbiotic relationship is crucial if we are 

to also understand the nuances of abjection, especially as it relates to abject sexuality. To do so, I 

now turn to Claire King’s eminently insightful theory of abject hegemony.     

 

 

 

3.6 A “Crisis of Gender” or Abject Hegemony? 

 

In an introduction to an edited volume on German masculinities, Peter Davies reframes the 

‘crisis’ of masculinity after WWI into a question of hegemony. He finds the widely applied use 
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of the term ‘crisis’ problematic, especially in terms of how sexology in Weimar Germany is 

approached today. He argues that 

The question of whose crisis we are talking about can be re-formulated to ask: who is 

allowed to have a crisis? Fundamentally, it is only those who are in a position of privilege 

who are able to think of themselves — or, just as significantly, be thought of by others — 

as defined through crisis. Talk of masculine crisis simply finishes by re-establishing the 

privileged position of a particular view of masculinity.82 

As I have alluded to before, calling destabilized notions of male sexuality in the early 20th 

century a crisis is questionable not just for ignoring its inextricable relationship to female 

sexuality—even when speaking of homosexuality—but also for ignoring the, as Davies so 

rightly says, privilege necessary to have such a crisis to begin with. It is much more productive 

to think of this ‘crisis’ or the remasculinzation of Germany in the interwar years as an instance of 

hegemonic masculinity attempting to reestablish itself in an uncertain cultural landscape. Current 

and even historical research shows that there has never been one monolithic masculine identity, 

but in Weimar Germany there were nonetheless hegemonic ideals put forth by various 

institutions in an effort to stabilize shifting gender relations. As previously discussed, in the face 

of so-called national and male degeneration before, during, and after the war, the image of the 

Lustmörder was perfectly primed to work towards this effort by serving as the utmost abject 

masculinity possible. To return to Bataille, the figure of the Lustmörder was an abject being 

within the heterogeneous social materials whose transgressions of social laws and norms 

reinforced the influence of said laws and norms. The sex murderer was in all ways possible 
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precisely not what a German man working towards national regeneration should have been. He 

was most certainly not an example of hegemonic masculine sexuality, but via his inclusive 

exclusion, he was an influential agent of abject hegemony. 

Claire Sisco King theorizes a particularly fruitful understanding of how the abject and the 

hegemonic can work together in such a way that exposes the privilege of masculinity, even when 

it is abject. She reminds the reader that according to Antonio Gramsci, hegemony must 

necessarily accommodate for impossibilities and contradictions, because “in the words of 

Raymond Williams, hegemony ‘has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and 

modified.’”83 Much like the abject, “intermittent and fleeting moments of rupture, inversion, and 

disorder” are endemic to the hegemonic, making it less a firm line between the heterogeneous 

and homogeneous and more a nebulous state of flux between the two whose boundaries are 

constantly renegotiated through transgression.84 King persuasively argues that this state “of 

‘both/and-ness,’ or interstitiality, wherein hegemony must consistently operate at the spaces in-

between,” is, in and of itself, the realm of the abject.85 King builds on Kristeva’s language of the 

“place where meaning collapses” to describe the abject, and explains how within this space, 

hegemony  

‘neither gives up nor assumes a prohibition, a rule, or a law; but turns them aside, 

misleads, corrupts; uses them, takes advantage of them, the better to deny them,’ for 

maintaining hegemony requires the ideological formation simultaneously to become what 

it claims to be and what it claims not to be.86 
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In light of this, I suggest that we understand the moment of simultaneity shared by the abject and 

hegemony to be what Bataille calls ritual. In the ritual of Lustmord, for example, both victim and 

murderer are at the same time what a German man and woman should and should not be: warrior 

vs predator, virgin vs whore, homogeneous vs heterogeneous. In taking part in and identifying 

with both the sacrificed (victim) and sacrificer (murderer), the German citizen is confronted by a 

moment of formative ambiguity. From this moment of rupture and transgression arises the 

hegemonic subject, who has now recognized and reaffirmed its place within the homogeneous, 

or what I argue Judith Butler would later call the realm of intelligibility. Moreover, if we 

remember that like the abject, hegemony “kills in the name of life,”87 and that ‘death constitutes 

community,’ understanding Lustmord as a ritual of abject hegemony helps us grasp how such a 

rare crime could in fact so significantly shape ideas of nation, identity, and gender in the Weimar 

era. Lustmord, understood not just as the crime but as the far-reaching ritual perpetuated by 

scholarship and popular media, violates fundamental notions of nation, identity, and gender, and 

through this very violation therefore reaffirms hegemonic understandings of all three.  

 And finally, reading ritualized Lustmord as an act of abject hegemony reveals the salient 

nuances and social disparities which allow us to understand how both the Lustmörder and his 

victim could both belong to the abject. To sum up thus far, King writes that abject hegemony 

“identifies the ongoing process with which ideological formations use their abjection toward 

hegemonic ends.”88  At the same time, Peter Davies reminds us that hegemony carries privilege, 

often coded in terms of crisis. The Lustmörder is a configuration of abject male sexuality which 

does indeed use its abject towards hegemonic ends, namely towards re-establishing hegemonic 
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masculinity after the trauma of WW1. Both Davies and King emphasize that hegemonic 

formations are never monolithic—that in fact it is more accurate to speak of masculinities—and 

this is exactly why King argues that white, which is always present but never spoken in 

discourses on Lustmord, masculinity  

is an abject formation, whose internal fissures, contradictions, and impossibilities allow it 

to accommodate a multitude of incarnations of what the ‘white’ and the ‘masculine’ can 

be. Culture does not afford hegemonic privilege to bodies and subjects that are easily 

contained but to ones that imagine and perform themselves as limitless, variable, 

adaptive.89 

And it was this very privilege that also allowed for a so-called ‘crisis of masculinity’ in the 

interwar years, as trench warfare gave new freedom to some men to express their masculinity in 

ways which were not previously regarded as hegemonic. Before the war, there were anxieties 

surrounding the feminization of men, making the homosexual man another prominent figure in 

sexology. As Crouthamel explains, “young men in Imperial Germany were indoctrinated to 

contain and control ‘effeminate’ emotions, like love and compassion, while sacrificing 

themselves as warriors for the fatherland;” furthermore, he observes that images of men in 

popular media, especially in the heavily censored soldiers’ newspapers, were always of the 

“‘good comrade’ as sexually chaste individuals who sacrificed themselves for the nation.” 90  

However, as we have already seen, this did not happen. In fact, as Crouthamel argues in 

his analysis of men’s own reflections on their gender identity, new masculinities emerged in the 
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trenches which stressed mutually supportive comradery. He contends that heterosexual men 

appropriated supposedly feminine behaviors such as nurturing for a new ideal of masculine 

comradery, and that “men affirmed homosocial and homosexual behaviours and desires as 

natural, ‘masculine’, and even necessary mechanisms for surviving the strains of trench 

warfare."91 Some “sought acceptance from their heterosexual comrades by making the case that 

their love of men was the emotional equivalent of, or even superior to, male–female desire,” 

writes Crouthamel, continuing that “they equated the ‘good comrade’ and ideal masculinity with 

love for other men. Some even observed that heterosexual love had become obsolete in the 

trench environment, and that homosexual love was more suited to modern war.”92 Gay soldiers 

adamantly took up the role of the good comrade warrior in an effort to normalize men nurturing 

and loving one another in a manner that was nonthreatening to national identity. Similarly 

heterosexual soldiers ‘borrowed’ female qualities in order to rethink what it meant to be a man in 

the trenches, including physical intimacies and taking on the role of caregiver. King notes that 

the borrowing Crouthamel identifies is central to male identities: “the frame of the abject stresses 

that white masculinity’s hegemony does not merely owe to the act of ‘borrowing’ but to the 

extent that ‘borrowing’ disrupts and ambiguates the very categories it cites.”93 This accurately 

describes the dynamic that Crouthamel presents in his analysis of male sexuality in the trenches. 

In the case of this new male comradery and warrior homosexuality, the notion of the nurturing 

female figure was massively disrupted, such that women were increasingly blamed for the 

traumas of soldiers, as I will explore in the next chapter. Moreover, the warrior image borrowed 

by homosexual soldiers notably ambiguated male dominance—the white knight no longer 
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existed, the sexless warrior never came to be, and left in its place were men who nurtured each 

other through war, as well as men who allegedly came home from war with a newly inspired and 

deadly blood lust. 

Considering such masculinities as hegemonic before the war would have been 

unthinkable. But the mutability and adaptability of male subjectivity meant that the Lustmörder’s 

abject hegemony was able to push the limits so far on what could be considered male or 

masculine by borrowing abject female qualities. The result was that after the war, at least to a 

certain degree, lingering expressions of nurturing comradery and homosocial love was brought 

into the fold of hegemonic masculinity. The boundary between hetero- and homogeneous, 

hegemonic and not, light and dark sacred had been forever renegotiated in such a way that in fact 

benefited the male subject. According to King argues, the framework of abject hegemony casts a 

critical light on the privilege of the male subject, which he carries even in the abject. Abject 

hegemony refuses to dismiss the fundamental element of attraction in the abject, which many 

theories of abjection do when they assign abhorrent Otherness to female subjects. There was 

something incredibly attractive about how hegemonic masculinity was transformed in the 

trenches: the nurture and care soldiers came to offer each other was once thought an abject 

quality in men, but it proved necessary to survive the war. Even male sexual desires considered 

abject before the war, when the hegemonic ideal was a dedicated and abstinent soldier, became 

desirable as men searched for more than just comradery in one another. Recognizing not just the 

repulsive or abhorrent qualities, but also the attractive and fascinating thrall of the abject is 

essential, because as King makes clear, “understanding the abject as both desired and desirable 

critically intervenes against the patriarchal tendency to code and punish the abject as outside, 

feminine Other, arguing, to the contrary, that even the most privileged subject positions bear 
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traces of the abject.”94 In recognizing what is desired and desirable about hegemonic abject 

masculinities, we must therefore recognize the privilege of the male subject, even and especially 

in cases like the Lustmörder. 

 

3.7 The Figure of the Lustmörder in Weimar Germany 

 

With this in mind, we can return to the existing scholarship on Lustmord by theorists such as 

Maria Tatar and Beth Irwin Lewis with a new point of view. When they identify fantasies of 

soldiers projecting the trauma of their mutilated and war-torn bodies onto female victims, I 

propose we understand their insights as an imperiled male desire for power laid bare. It is not a 

political or legal power—although as we’ve seen, Lustmord carried that as well—but rather a 

power of representation. This was the desired and desirable element of abject male sexuality 

after the war: reclaiming social power to reassert hegemonic masculinity. Much of the discourse 

on the ‘crisis’ of masculinity was expressed through external representations in the cultural 

imagination of what it meant to be a proper German man. Let us recall, for example, the vision 

of the chivalrous white knight in the early stages of the war. When hopes were still alive for the 

restorative powers of war, such medieval representations of “male chivalry and female 

vulnerability” were common in the propaganda and literature of WWI.95 Even on the other side 

of this debate, homosexual soldiers in the trenches “appropriated [similarly] militarized, 

nationalistic ideals of comradeship to counter stereotypes of homosexuals as effeminate ‘social 

outsiders’”96 These hegemonic ideals of masculinity appeared visually in newspapers, postcards, 

and propaganda posters. But by 1919, this image had lost considerable traction, with historic 
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numbers of casualties meaning those who survived were the men deemed unsuitable for war, or 

the men who had come back maimed, both physically and mentally. This was the crisis in a 

shocked nutshell—no longer was the hegemonic ideal of the sexually pure good German soldier 

a possibility, and what is more, the male subject had lost control over his own representation, if 

not, according to psychoanalysts of the day, his own self. An intervention was deemed necessary 

to ‘re-remasculinize’ hegemonic German culture, and I argue that this intervention came in the 

form of ritualized sexual murder. 

In the seminal Lustmord: Sexual Murder in Weimar Germany, Maria Tatar persuasively 

argues that the Lustmörder discourse granted men representational power of their own image and 

subjectivity through power of creation. She acknowledges that while depictions of sexual murder 

took up issues of gender, sex, and violence, they also implicated critical issues of “maternity, 

mastery, and (pro)creation.” 97 Tatar contends that this happens in a twofold manner. Firstly, she 

argues that “artists and writers [enter] into competition with the reproductive powers of the 

maternal body in striving to contain the unruly sexuality of the female body and appropriate its 

seductive allure by placing it on display.”98 The on-canvas deaths of women at the hands of 

Lustmörder, she argues, was an attempt to regain control of new real-life female subjects who 

exerted agency over themselves both socially and sexually in unprecedented ways. Therefore, an 

image of a sex murderer standing over his victim can be—and has been—interpreted as men 

‘putting women back in their place’ in the modern struggle against the collapse of traditional 

gender roles. The victim was in this way responsible for her own death in daring to leave the 

domestic sphere and putting herself in the path of danger. But much more importantly, Tatar 
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argues that “[t]hrough the production of images in which female bodies are obliterated, the male 

artist also effaces the feminine aspects of his labors and spiritualizes the work of art to which he 

gives birth and which, in turn, rejuvenates him and makes him “masculine.”99 It was not the 

power over death, but rather the power of creation which was appropriated in the abject 

hegemony of sex murder. In the act of creating art—which Walter Benjamin famously called 

“birth, but in the masculine element”—men were able not just to reconceive of their own 

subjectivities, but to recreate, or even procreate, them completely in the deaths of women, who 

lived and prospered while men died in battle.100 In the face of the so-called crisis, this kind of 

power over the self and self-representation was mobilized in order to reestablish hegemonic 

culture and the privilege of the male subject. But what of the female subject? 

Through this practice of (pro)creating male subjectivities through images and allusions to 

sexual violence against women, women were not just ‘obliterated’, as Tatar argues, but were 

dehumanized even in death. Professor of English language and culture Susanne Scholz explains 

that such imagery creates a narrative by and of the ‘author,’ but that 

[i]n Abwesenheit schriftlicher Äußerung sind es allein die Körper der Opfer, die im 

Narrativ der Autorschaft fungieren. Die Leichen werden zum 'semiotischen Doppel' des 

Täters und damit als menschliche Individuen unkenntlich. Nicht nur für den Täter, 

sondern auch in den Erzählungen der (erst später sogenannten) Profiler sind sie 'Material', 

das untersucht wird, um etwas über den Urheber der 'Spurenzeichen' zu erfahren. Für die 

Opfer bedeutet dies eine teilweise sehr verstörende Enthumanisierung, denn sie werden 
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innerhalb des Lebensnarratives des Täters funktionalisiert und sprechen somit mehr über 

ihn als über sich selbst.101 

In the abject male hegemony of Lustmord, the overwhelmingly female victims of the murderer 

play only a role in forming the male subject—this is the ultimate privilege. A female life is taken 

and emptied of her own meaning, so that in ritualized sex murder, what is left of her—the 

corpse—becomes material evidence of the murderer instead. This is an entirely different kind of 

abjection. When women are abjected as the victims of sexual violence in service of forming the 

male subject, there is no privilege to her existence. This relationship shows us a subtle yet 

essential difference between to be abject and to be abjected. Visual scholar Hal Foster calls this a 

‘slippage’ and notes that in the Kristevian grammar of the abject, there is the noun, namely the 

abject, who as we have seen can still hold a privileged position in society and act out of its own 

agency.102 The abject can transgress and subvert social systems—more on this later—but to 

abject, the verb, is “to jettison and expel that which is abject for the sake of ‘the maintenance of 

subject and society.’”103 While the self abjects itself in the course of becoming itself, when it 

comes to operating within the social body, only homogenous materials or subjects in positions of 

privilege (the abject, noun) can abject (to abject, verb).  

I therefore argue, in more similar terms to Butler, that the core of the binary lies between 

the active agent of the abject, and those beings who are abjected and therefore lack agency. King 

refuses this distinction, writing that “neither subjects nor cultures ever fully rid themselves of the 
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abject, or even want to, for that matter.”104 In this way she claims to reaffirm “Bataille’s 

suggestion that desire and disgust are inextricable and insist that attraction toward and fear of the 

abject always coexist.”105 However, for the very same reason I argue the opposite: within the 

realm of the heterogeneous, or the dark sacred as Bataille defines it, exists both the abject and the 

abjected. Fine though the line may be, it is critical that we recognize this significant nuance 

between agency and passivity in order to comprehend that how even though the Lustmörder’s 

victims also belong to the abject, they do not share the same privilege of the killer’s abject 

hegemony. After all, we remember Jack the Ripper’s name, but not those of his victims, because 

they have been stripped of all agency and speak not for themselves but Jack. They have been 

abjected, and as King notes, the abject in either form will always be necessary, and desire and 

disgust will always coexist–but never, I maintain, to the same degree, and never with equal 

agency.  

I therefore argue that the prevalence of the Lustmord discourse was appropriated and 

expanded upon after the war such that it was ritualized into a means of reestablishing the power 

of male hegemony through the only means left: abject hegemony. Through the mobilization of 

the Lustmörder in popular culture, media, and scholarship of the day, male artists and writers 

attempted to reclaim power over their own representation and subjectivities by exercising the 

greatest power of all: the uniquely feminine power of creation and power over life and death. I 

argue that by enacting the ritual of Lustmord within the parameters established in the Bochum 

Lustmorde, the Lustmörder wielded the privilege of his abject hegemony to irrevocably ‘borrow’ 

this power from his female victims. This was both the desired and desirable power of abject male 
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sexuality as understood via the Lustmörder, and as I will argue next chapter, this meant that 

female subjectivities were in turn abjected: they were brutally abused and murdered—if in the 

imagination if nowhere else—in service of reestablishing hegemony in the 20th century. 



 

Chapter 4 

The Female Criminal: Sexology, Interwar Germany, and Abject Female Sexuality 

 

4.1 Epistemologies of die Frauenfrage: Surplus Women and Surplus Sex 

 

By the time Erich Wulffen and his contemporaries were exploring questions of sex, gender, and 

crime in the Weimar years, the “Frauenfrage” had gone ‘unanswered,’ according to the many 

manifestos dedicated to it, since the 1840s.1 Riding the waves of widespread revolution across 

Europe, including the blooming Vormärz period, and the abolitionist movement in the USA, 

organized women’s groups and a broader public awareness of women’s rights and emancipation 

gained momentum throughout the 19th century. In its infancy such movements lacked a common 

verbiage, but in Germany, at least, the growing contingence of women’s rights groups were all 

loosely unified in their attempts to answer the Frauenfrage. This was especially true in terms of 

access to politics, education, and the growing economic role of women outside the domestic 

sphere.2 The movement was initially only accessible to upper class and usually educated women, 

especially from the 1810s to the 1840s, and developed alongside calls for a German state to 

organize citizens (led by the emerging bourgeoisie) under the principles of Enlightenment.3 As 

such, from the beginning questions regarding a woman’s place in society were more practical 

and directly related to the state and the female citizen than they were in any philosophical sense. 

But as the century progressed, and modernization brought with it not just industrial development 
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but also widespread pauperism from the resulting displacement, notable activists like Helene 

Lange (1848 -1930) began to form working class women’s associations, and by WWI there was 

a socialist movement as well, led by women like socialist Clara Zetkin (1857 - 1933).4  The issue 

of women’s emancipation was therefore in no way an isolated issue particular to one 

demographic, but rather, as Kathleen Canning writes, it signaled crises of gender as they related 

to other social issues brought about by “[t]he relentless and rapid pace of change.” She further 

emphasizes that these changing  

relations between family and state, women and men, were never peripheral to these 

transformations, but were instead in continuous need of the kind of reordering that 

constituted modernity. The “woman question” emerged as contemporaries sought to 

come to terms with these changes, engaged in and dispensed with projects of reordering 

society, politics, and culture, and confronted the contradictions inherent in the new 

ideologies of republican democracy, liberalism, and socialism.5 

Women’s place in society—and the way they engaged in sexual activities—thus became a 

critical node of tension in the modernization of Germany; this was specifically the result of 

genderization, and the fiction caused by processes of rationalization and domestication. Cultural 

upheaval of this nature, however, was nothing new. In Making Sex, Thomas Laqueur explain that 

such a trend through history from antiquity onwards, writing that  

[n]o historically given set of facts about ‘sex’ entailed how sexual difference was in fact 

understood and represented at the time, and I use this evidence to make the more general 
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claim that no set of facts ever entails any particular account of difference […] I point to 

ways in which the biology of sexual difference is embedded in other cultural programs.6  

This is vital to remember in the study of sexology in modern Germany because this new field of 

knowledge certainly did not address new issues, but rather participated in an established 

discourse on gender and sex reflecting and refracting governing social structures and modes of 

meaning making. We must therefore read the works of Bloch, Weininger, Hirschfeld, and 

Wulffen, as well as the writings from the Frauenbewegung, within this framework in order to 

truly understand the significance of the figure of the Lustmörderin, who was supposedly 

impossible. 

The weight of these debates was indeed already felt by contemporaries of this time. In the 

preface to the first volume of Helene Lange and Gertrud Bäumer’’s Handbuch der 

Frauenbewegung (1901), Lange recognizes that die Frauenfrage had already been embroiled in 

economic and intellectual debates for several decades, but that the current discourse lacked a 

critical knowledge base or critique. In the forward she writes that 

In jahrzehntelangem Ringen hat sich die Frauenbewegung soweit Anerkennung 

erworben, dass man sie allgemein in die Reihe der geistigen und wirtschaftlichen 

Probleme einordnet, mit denen man sich auseinanderzusetzen hat. Freilich geschieht das 

bei diesem Problem heute noch in anderer Weise, als bei den übrigen. Es gibt wohl kaum 

eine Frage unseres wirtschaftlichen und geistigen Lebens, die mit so geringer Kenntnis 
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ihrer Grundlagen diskutiert wird, wie die Frauenfrage, und keine Bewegung, an der man 

noch heute so viel unsachliche Kritik üben hört, wie die Frauenbewegung.7 

Lange argues that is why so many in her day at judged and misunderstood the movement for the 

rights of women: because, as Laqueur reminds us, issues of sex and gender have always been so 

implicated in such diverse cultural developments. Critically, however, Lange also insists that it is 

not just “fernsehende” men who fail to understand the history, aims, and scope of the women’s 

movement, but many women as well: 

So stehen viele Frauen – und oft gerade vornehm empfindende Naturen--zögernd 

draussen, die ihr ganzes Sein einsetzen würden, wenn sie wüssten, was es zu erringen 

gilt, so wirken viele drinnen in emsigster Kleinarbeit, ohne diese Arbeit in Beziehung zu 

setzen zu dem grossen Ziel, das auch sie mit erreichen helfen , so stehen manche am 

Ruder und haben doch keinen Kompass, sie verkennen die Entwicklungsmöglichkeiten, 

da sie aus der Geschichte der Bewegung nicht ihre Entwicklungsgesetze gelernt haben. 

Nur zum kleinen Teil kann darin ein Vorwurf liegen.8 

Lange explains that this unfortunately widespread ignorance on the part of women to their own 

potential is why her handbook is necessary, especially for women not involved in the movement. 

She argues that many of the limitations women faced because of their gender were by no means 

‘natural’ or biologically determined, as most arguments against feminism presented in sexology 

and early sociological writings were.  

I argue that the core issue identified by Lange is an epistemological hurdle that most 

women did not even know they faced. Furthermore, by asking what to do with women in this 
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new industrial modern society now that much of the work previously done within the family 

unit—by women, naturally—now occurred inside factories and other newly opened public 

spheres, many male responses to the Frauenfrage obscured the deeper issue of knowledge 

production in favor of, for lack of a better phrase, busy work. Take, for example, the victims of 

the unsolved Bochum murders: Elisabeth Riemenschneider and Lisette Schülken were both 

found near their places of work, neither of which however was home. However, they were each 

employed on nearby homesteads, working with livestock, and doing household chores, meaning 

their work remained safely contained within the domestic sphere of pre-industrial rural 

patriarchal society. But as we learned in Chapter 2, by the early 20th centuries these jobs had 

literally disappeared when Bochum and other formerly agrarian areas quickly industrialized into 

urban metropolises. So, while many male approaches to the Frauenfrage focused, at least on the 

surface, on what to do with all this surplus female labor, Lange recognized the problem not as 

one of simple logistics, but rather of knowledge and potential: how were women to emancipate 

themselves when the dominant social narrative focused on the limits of female labor rather than 

the potential of women? 

 Approaches like Lange’s openly acknowledged the more meaningful social issues of die 

Frauenfrage, but the implications can nonetheless still be seen in the popular discourse with 

anxieties surrounding an alleged Frauenüberschuss, or surplus women. While expressed in 

economic terms of supply and demand, these anxieties were far broader than questions of labor: 

if the supply was women, then the demand was men, and as Catherine Dollard tells us, the 

market was struggling.  “Life without marriage,” Dollar writes, was a fate that  

plagued many middle-class German women at the turn of the century. The notion of a 

demographic crisis called the Frauenüberschuß fueled discussion of women’s rights in 
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Imperial Germany. Both contemporary observers and historians have described the 

German Frauenfrage (woman question) as a Ledigenfrage (singles’ question) and the 

Frauenbewegung (women’s movement) as a Jungfrauenbewegung (movement of virgins, 

connoting old maids).9  

The surplus at hand was thus more of a marriage than a labor crisis, and carried with it questions 

about gender relations at the core of German society. Dollard illustrates her argument with a 

1911 encyclopedia entry about the Frauenfrage, which warns readers that “the number of 

unmarried women is increasing ... They must create an existence. The oft-repeated saying: ‘the 

woman belongs in the house’ is a foolish and empty cliché as long as each woman cannot be 

given a husband and a home.”10 By so plainly stating here the need for a ‘new existence’ for 

these unmarried women, the true stakes of the Frauenfrage came to the forefront: a new social 

model was needed that accommodated these unmarried women while also maintaining 

patriarchal structures, chief among them motherhood. What’s more, we can also begin to see the 

threads that connect modern anxieties about changing gender roles to the cultural phenomenon of 

the Lustmörder, namely that if these women did not find an existence which perpetuated 

patriarchal norms, they would no longer have an existence at all. But before we return to the 

question of Lustmord, there is more to the woman question that needs to be answered. 

 If the surplus woman was unmarried, then that carried with it an even greater threat to 

German culture and society: a baby deficit. As both Dollar and Canning have shown us, die 

Frauenfrage augmented on anxieties at the core of debates about modern industrial society, and 

as Canning writes, the fact that these debates about gender “produced a broad palette of 
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responses, from the discursive to the institutional, attests to its significance as a framing question 

of the nineteenth century, one that was formative of ideologies and politics, social movements 

and subjectivities.”11 And what most of these responses had in common was the role of German 

motherhood, be it by middle class activists such as Helene Lange, socialist-democratic voices 

like Clare Zetkin, and of course in many mainstream male voices. Lange, for example, advocated 

for women’s right to an education so that German women could more fully participate in modern 

society, but in a perhaps less than progressive manner as suggested. In the Handbuch der 

Frauenbewegung, Gertrud Bäumer (1873 -1954) reports on the resolutions of die erste deutsche 

Frauenkonferenz (an initiative of der Allgemeine deutscher Frauenverein) and writes that  

[d]ie erste deutsche Frauenkonferenz erklärt die Arbeit, welche die Grundlage der ganzen 

neuen Gesellschaft sein soll, für eine Pflicht und Ehre des weiblichen Geschlechts, sie 

nimmt dagegen das Recht der Arbeit in Anspruch und hält es für notwendig, dass alle der 

weiblichen Arbeit im Wege stehenden Hindernisse entfernt werden.12  

Unhindered participation of this sort framed women’s work was a right and honor of the German 

woman, based not on equal rights for women as such, but for the betterment and future 

development of German society. And in many ways, the work detailed in this and other volumes 

of the Handbuch der Frauenbewegung, in particular the fifth volume which focused solely on 

labor, serves to further patriarchal values based on ideas about womanhood rather than gender 

equality in any true regard. As one male reviewer of the volume writes, the book’s ultimate goal 

is to show readers that die Frauenbewegung was not “only or primarily” about obtaining equal 

rights for women, “sondern im wesentlichen um die Übernahme von Pflichten, was beides 
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selbstverständlich Hand in Hand gehen muß. Die Frauen wollen an der Kulturentwicklung der 

Menschheit in jeder Beziehung ihren Anteil haben, den Anteil der ihnen zukommt als Mütter, als 

Gattinnen, als geborene Pflegerinnen der Kinder, der Bedürftigen, der Schwachen.“13 The 

prioritization of mother and child is obvious, with an emphasis on the role women serve as 

caretakers, in this case not just for the needy and weak, but rather of the German state and culture 

itself—a role that Lange and others believed women could not fulfill without fuller social, 

political, and economic participation. 

 Even on the other end of the spectrum, however, similar sentiments simmered beneath 

the surface. Take Clara Zetkin, described by Jane Ferrie in 2016 as “one of the most 

distinguished woman socialist revolutionaries of her time.”14 Zetkin advocated for the right to 

vote, as well as equal pay for equal work, and much of her revolutionary efforts focused on the 

exploits of capitalism and new class struggles that developed alongside industry. Whereas 

middle-class feminism prioritized education, and aligned themselves with Marie von Ebner- 

Eschenbach’s belief that “[a]ls eine Frau lesen lernte, trat die Frauenfrage in die Welt," socialist 

democrats believed that it was capitalism that had incited the woman question, as Zetkin herself 

said:  

For millions of women [who found themselves economically and socially displaced] the 

question arose: Where do we now find our livelihood? Where do we find a meaningful 

life as well as a job that gives us mental satisfaction? Millions were now forced to find 

their livelihood and their meaningful lives outside of their families and within society as a 
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whole. At that moment they became aware of the fact that their social illegality stood in 

opposition to their most basic interests. It was from this moment on that there existed a 

[Frauenfrage].15   

Even as Zetkin campaigned for a fuller and fairer life for women outside of the family unit, the 

language she used still implied, if only subtly, the perpetuation of the oppressive regimes which 

limited women’s social participation to the home. She does not speak of positive opportunities to 

find meaningful lives and intellectual satisfaction, but rather of circumstances which have, she 

believed, forced women into this position, seemingly unwillingly. This attitude is especially 

emphasized in her advocacy for the working conditions of the proletariat and beliefs about the 

‘natural’ nurturing qualities of women come to the forefront, as evidenced by her 1902 essay 

“Protect our Children.” Zetkin writes, rather vehemently, that  

Among the many serious crimes of capitalism about which history will one day sit in 

judgment, none is more brutal, horrible, disastrous, insane, in one word—outrageous—

than the exploitation of proletarian children. Exploitation of proletarian children by 

capitalism means the deprivation of health, vitality, childhood and education as well as 

the destruction of the body and the soul of future generations. It is deprivation and 

destruction committed against the weakest, most defenseless and most helpless of all the 

members of society. Capitalism pounces upon the proletarian child that is already 

threatened and damaged prenatally by the ruthless exploitation of its father and mother. 

Capitalism, aided by the poverty or ignorance of the parents, drives the child into the 

factory, the workshop, the brick kiln, street peddling, beet planting, animal care, 

pinsetting in bowling alleys, deliveries and the murderous cottage industry. Wherever the 

 
15 Dollard, The Surplus Woman, 172. 



 

 

 
 

151 

child goes, capitalism puts it through the profit mill to squeeze out every ounce of 

muscular and mental strength, which is converted into gold. […] 

Thus, the capitalistic exploitation of child labor has condemned, crippled and mowed 

down generation upon future generation. Thus way beyond the present time period, it has 

committed unscrupulous crimes which will affect the future, and far beyond the 

proletariat, will prove to be detrimental to the entire nation.16 

Zetkin does not place the sole onus of responsibility on capitalism, but also holds parents 

accountable for the exploitation of their children. As we witness once more, children were to be 

protected as the future of the nation, and so even this communist appeal centers the family unit 

and the mother’s role in providing a raising child and nation. On a final note, Tânia Ünlüdag 

brings in another feminist faction in her analysis of affinities within Zetkin’s advocacy and that 

of many within the Christian Women’s Movement. She notes that even though “by 1899 Zetkin 

had clearly distanced herself from the image of women propagated by the bourgeois women's 

movement and had defined women fundamentally as beings determined by social class,”17 that 

the “well-known bourgeois ‘holy trinity of husband, wife and child’ constituted the heart even of 

a socialist societal order.”18  

I argue that Canning sheds light on all the ways in which diverse middle-class feminisms 

built their advocacy around “notions of ‘true womanhood,’ of women’s nature and social needs 

as mothers and wives. They upheld demands for women’s rights for meaningful participation in 

society and politics, while also rejecting notions of women’s ‘emancipation’ or eradication of 

 
16 Clara Zetkin, “Protect our Children,” reprinted in International Journal of Epidemiology 45, 

No. 6 (2006): 1751. 
17 Ünlüdağ, “Bourgeois Mentality and Socialist Ideology,” 38.  
18 Ünlüdağ, “Bourgeois Mentality and Socialist Ideology,” 58. 
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‘inalterable sexual characteristics’ or sexual difference.”19 And while these repudiations were a 

small part of the female-led answer to the Frauenfrage, they featured much more strongly in the 

male-driven field of sexology. 

 

4.2 Men Answer die Frauenfrage 

 

Sexology, like the other emergent social sciences, developed in the broader cultural context of 

the Frauenfrage and addressed many of the issues raised by the prominent feminists of the time, 

if not, albeit, in a slightly different manner. Kirsten Leng tells us in her innovative study of 

women sexologists, that “sexology as a field was forged in large part within the public sphere, 

and involved actors, journals, ideas, and institutions beyond the limited round clinical research 

and medical practice. German sexology actually developed largely outside of Academia and 

other institutional settings.”20 In other words, the arm of sexology reached far beyond the 

academy, and thus played into the Frauenfrage and greatly influenced responses to modern 

questions of sex, gender, and society. Sexology as a field was not ignorant of the problems raised 

by Lange, Bäumer, Zetkin and other feminists, who sought to advance women’s rights and 

expand their roles in modern society. However, many sexologists addressed these matters in a 

manner that, rather than calling for reform, largely reaffirmed traditional paradigms of gender, 

including those which dictated the parameters of the Lustmord ritual. Canning outlines the stakes 

of much of this primarily male and heterosexual scholarship, explaining that “[u]nderstanding 

the sexes in terms of oppositional characteristics – active–passive, bold–modest, reason–intuition 

– helped to fix the posited boundary between public and private. Men were thus ‘by nature 

 
19 Canning, “The Woman Question,” 200. 
20 Kirsten Leng, Sexual Politics and Feminist Science: Women Sexologists in Germany, 1900-

1933 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2018), 56. 
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predestined for public life’ and social production, whereas women were suited ‘for a domestic 

role’ and ‘private reproduction.’”21 On the surface such efforts seem diametrically opposed to the 

aims of women’s rights activists; but as we will come to see, while Lange and others were 

fighting for the full civil participation of women’s domestic and reproductive roles outside the 

house, their key objectives nonetheless remained within the very social matrix they were 

protesting, and which male sexologists were largely invested in maintaining. 

Across the new fields of social science, much of the scholarship sought to validate 

gender-based theories about the organization of modern society. Ferdinand Tönnies concepts of 

Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft, for example, fed into this narrative by describing the new 

Gesellschaft as a rational, transaction-based society. The language here pulls from the rhetoric of 

post-Enlightenment beliefs about the innate rationality of men versus the more impulsive 

intuition of women. By this definition, women were thought incapable of successfully navigating 

a Gesellschaft, which would naturally limit their social mobility to the home.22 And in fact, 

Tönnies theorized that these two social models could exist side by side, but that modern 

examples of a Gemeinschaft existed within the private sphere, most commonly in the bond 

between mother and child.23 Such gender polarities run throughout his work, as studied in depth 

by William Stafford in his review of gender in Tönnies’ writings. While not necessarily as 

patriarchal as Hegel, from whom he drew inspiration, as the forefather of modern sociology, 

Tönnies nonetheless implicated gender as a defining factor in this burgeoning field, and 

moreover cited women entering the workplace as a cause for familial decay.24 

 
21 Canning, “The Woman Question,” 197. 
22 Tönnies, Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, 64. 
23 William Stafford, “Ferdinand Tönnies On Gender, Women and The Family,” History of 

Political Thought 16, no. 3 (Autumn 1995): 392-393. 
24 Stafford, “Ferdinand Tönnies on Gender,” 396. 
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But it was of course the field of sexology where the physio- and psychological nature of 

the genders came under most scrutiny. There were countless studies and publications published 

under the umbrella of the Sexualwissenschaften, so there is no way of speaking of sexology as 

one monolithic entity. However, there nonetheless remain a handful of acknowledged experts 

from within the field who can help us grasp the major concerns of this scholarship, especially in 

answer to the Frauenfrage. I will therefore primarily focus my analysis on Otto Weininger, 

Magnus Hirschfeld, and Erich Wulffen, whose works still stand out today, especially as the latter 

two took up questions of criminality, as we will see later.  But before I proceed, I want to first 

situate their works within a prevalent male attitude towards the Frauenfrage. In 1923, Austrian 

gynecologist Dr. Bernhard A. Bauer published his own study about women in society and their 

sexuality, and this work had a tellingly straight-forward title: Wie bist du Weib? Though 

addressed to women, the work is in fact an answer to this question written by a male physician, 

who explains the impetus for writing his book in the forward: 

Welch große, geheimnisvolle Frage! Wie und was du bist, du großes Rätsel des Lebens, 

du Sphynx, du seltsam verhülltes, dämonisches Geschöpf? 

… 

Nicht der Philosoph mit seinen tausend Thesen und Antithesen, nicht der Dichter mit 

seinen schönsten Reimen, nicht der theoretisch denkende und forschende Ethnologe kann 

sie finden, auch nicht–das Weib selbst! 

Einzig und allein der Arzt, der in rastlos jahrelangem Streben Körper und Seele der 

Menschen erforscht, der Frauenarzt, vor dem das Weib ohne Schminke, ohne 
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Verstellung, ohne Tand und Flitterwerk sich so zeigt, sich so zeigen muß, wie es wirklich 

ist.25 

Bauer’s claim that women can only understand themselves through a male physician—who, for 

whatever significance it implies, sees them without makeup—captures the Zeitgeist of early 

sexology’s involvement in the Frauenfrage. Bauer’s study, which he dedicated to his wife, did 

not become a critical text in the same way as Wulffen’s or especially Hirschfeld’s did, but his 

beliefs about women as incapable epistemological agents provide us with a framework through 

which we can understand the interplay of sexology and early questions of feminism. 

As I have demonstrated, and in the words of Kathleen Canning, much of the female-led 

answers to the Frauenfrage focused on a woman’s civil duty to uphold “social motherhood;”26 in 

turn, I argue that in response the dominantly male driven field turned inwards and focused on 

female sexuality, and more specifically on biological motherhood. One of the early notable texts 

was Otto Weininger’s bestseller Geschlecht und Charakter, published in 1903 shortly before his 

suicide at the age of 23. In an introduction to the 2005 critical English translation of Weininger’s 

treatise, Daniel Steuer shares that Geschlecht und Charakter went through nearly 30 editions in 

30 years from the time it was published.27  Steuer also provides readers with a valuable 

contextualization on Weininger’s legacy: “Neither his contemporaries nor those after him, 

including ourselves a hundred years later, agree on the merits of his work. The evaluations range 

from readings of Weininger as a pathological misogynist and antisemite who paved the way 

 
25 Bernhard Bauer, Wie bist du, Weib? Betrachtungen über Körper, Seele, Sexualleben und 

Erotik des Weibes; mit einem Anhange: Die Prostitution (Wien: Rikola Verlag, 1923), xix. 
26 Canning, “The Woman Question,” 201. 
27 Daniel Steuer, “A Book That Won’t Go Away: Otto Weininger’s Sex and Character,” in Sex 

and Character:An Investigation of Fundamental Principles, Otto Weininger, trans. Ladislaus 

Lœb; eds. Daniel Steuer and Laura Marcus (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), xix. 
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toward National Socialism, to those that see him as a critic of alienation in the modern age, and 

an agent of human emancipation.”28  

Summarized briefly, Weininger believed that women’s emancipation depended on men, 

and that true emancipation was women being emancipated from themselves and their own wish 

to be emancipated. In conversation with contemporary patriarchal concepts and leaders of the 

field, he argued that men were innately and biologically the more active, while women were 

more passive and subservient to men, and that in fact, emancipation could pose a physiological 

and psychological threat to women. In the preface to the sixth edition, Weininger’s publisher 

quotes Kant’s well-known edict that a “woman does not betray her secret” and writes “that has 

been true until now. But now she has revealed it — by the voice of a man. The things women say 

about themselves have been suggested by men; they repeat the discoveries, more or less real, 

which men have made about them.”29 Perhaps Bauer, who cited Weininger a number of times, 

recalled, if only subconsciously, this preface when he wrote his own manifesto on women, 

because nearly twenty years before Wie bist du Weib the reader encounters the sentiment that 

women are epistemological agents only insofar as what men can learn from them, but not what 

she can teach herself.  

 Weininger directly lays out what he believes to be the stakes of emancipation and the 

Frauenfrage primarily through the guise of science. Dismissive of female independence on 

several fronts, he writes that a “a woman’s need for emancipation, and her capacity for 

emancipation, derives exclusively from the proportion of [the male element] in her.”30 Weininger 

 
28 Steuer, “A Book That Won’t Go Away,” xi. 
29 Otto Weininger, Sex and Character: An Investigation of Fundamental Principles, trans. 

Ladislaus Lœb; eds. Daniel Steuer and Laura Marcus (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

2005). 
30 Otto Weininger, Sex and Character,57. 
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further dismissed what he believed were false signs of female emancipation, such as “the 

courage which enables her to go freely by night or by day unaccompanied in public places” or 

“the desire for economic independence, the becoming fit for positions in technical schools, 

universities and conservatories or teachers' institutes.”31 His definition is instead rooted in his 

own adaptation of the theory of bisexuality, namely the belief that there are male and female 

elements in the biological makeup of humans. Historian of medicine Chandak Sengoopta has 

closely examined Weininger’s appropriation of legitimate science, and argues that “scientific 

discourse is almost omnipresent in Geschlecht und Charakter,” but in such a way that Weininger 

was always “revising, extending, or modifying the original argument” and strategically 

manipulated this discourse in order to fit with his own beliefs regarding gender and sexuality.32  

Based on the ancient notion of bisexuality, Weininger drew from historic as well as 

contemporary scientists such as Friedrich Tiedemann (1781-1861), Japetus Steenstrup (1813 -

1897), and Oscar Hertwig (1849 - 1922) to establish bisexuality as a biological truth. Which, 

according to Sengoopta, Weininger did successfully by virtue of couching his theory within the 

established science of the day. We should therefore be cognizant that what seems to modern 

readers to be pseudoscience, was actually considered “impeccably scientific” when Weininger 

published Geschlecht und Charakter, making it not just a best-seller but also a respected 

contribution to sexological scholarship.33  

 Weininger’s theory, therefore, that men and women were biologically built of varying 

proportions of male and female components, made it easy for him to argue against female 

 
31 Weininger, Sex and Character, 57. 
32 Chandak Sengoopta, Otto Weininger: Sex, Science, and Self in Imperial Vienna (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2000), 69. 
33 Sengoopta, Otto Weininger, 86. 
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emancipation with the language of scientific discourse by breaking these components down to 

their cellular makeup. Through an evaluation of a woman’s male versus female components, 

Weininger would then present an argument in his own favor based on whether or not she was 

‘truly’ female. This strategy is most pertinent to his theoretical formula for a “true sexual union,” 

which occurred when a “complete Man”(M) came together in hormonal harmony with a 

“complete Woman”(W).34 This heteronormative logic meant that a woman may in fact have 

slightly more of the male element within her, but only so that she could balance the presence of a 

slight female element in her male counterpart. As a result, Weininger’s schema of biological 

gender allowed him to isolate what he argued were the ‘truly’ feminine parts of any given 

woman, and it is exactly this female element he uses to ground his anti-feminist argument: 

Further, the emancipation that I have in mind is not a woman’s desire for external 

equality with a man. The problem that I wish to solve in my search for clarity in the 

Woman Question is that of a woman’s will to become internally equal to a man, to attain 

his intellectual and moral freedom, his interests and creative power. And what I will 

argue now is that W has no need and, accordingly, no capacity for this kind of 

emancipation. All those women who really strive for emancipation, all those women who 

have some genuine claim to fame and intellectual eminence, always display many male 

properties, and the more perceptive observer will always recognize in them some 

anatomically male characteristics, an approximation to the physical appearance of a 

man.35  

 
34 Weiniger, Sex and Character, 29-30. 
35 Weininger, Sex and Character, 58. Emphasis in original. 
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He furthermore elaborates that no female can contain more than 50% of the male element, thus 

foreclosing the possibility of a woman truly wanting emancipation. 36 The part that is “complete 

female” thus biologically lacks even the will to emancipate, only the desire to be more “male.”37  

He explains that in order for women to accomplish anything, they must have a male counterpart: 

“it is hard for Woman to reach such an aim by her own strength. It would have to be possible for 

the spark that is so weak in her to be kindled again and again by the fire of Man: an example 

would need to be given.”38  

Finally, after all these stipulations, he warns that those women who nonetheless strive for 

emancipation put themselves in ‘danger’ or acting against their own interests. According to 

Weininger, “if we adopt a hygienic (not ethical) point of view as to what practice would be most 

appropriate to a natural predisposition, we arrive at this judgment concerning the ‘emancipation 

of woman.’ The nonsense of the emancipatory efforts lies in the movement, the agitation. Given 

women’s great propensity for imitation, and disregarding the motives of vanity and the desire to 

catch men, these are the things that seduce some of them into taking up studying, writing, etc..”39 

In sum, Weininger held philosophical and moral anti-feminist opinions similar to his peers, but 

was unique in his reliance on what was then considered accepted scientific evidence to argue the 

inferiority and dependency of women on men in terms of intellect, strength, and sexuality. By 

breaking down individuals into their bisexual components, he was able to account for the 

growing feminist movement by claiming women in favor of emancipation were more 

biologically masculine than average. He then used that very same rationale to discredit the 

 
36 Weininger, Sex and Character, 62. 
37 Weininger, Sex and Character, 58.  
38 Weininger, Sex and Character, 310. 
39 Weininger, Sex and Character, 62. 
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validity of female emancipation by arguing that at their biological core, the ‘truly female’ part of 

any woman is opposed to her own emancipation. As Daniel Steuer notes, Weininger’s status in 

the intellectual history of sexology is very much up for debate, but his work is nonetheless 

exemplary of how the sexological discourse intersected with various aspects of the Frauenfrage. 

 

4.3 Reading Magnus Hirschfeld through die Frauenfrage  

 

As the new century progressed, Weininger’s theories–especially his notion of bisexuality–began 

to lose their popular stronghold, although the idea of bisexuality continued in the more 

established, and more importantly, more studied scholars entered the fray. There is perhaps no 

single German sexologist more widely known and inarguably influential than Magnus Hirschfeld 

(1868 – 1935). The Prussian born physician was instrumental in developing the field of modern 

sexology. He pioneered research that bolstered advocacy movements for gay, trans rights, and 

other sexual minorities. When Weininger was just a schoolboy, Hirschfeld had already co-

founded the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee and was openly fighting against criminalization 

of homosexuality and the more oppressive paradigms of bisexuality. His career continued in this 

trajectory until his death in exile in 1935, two years after his Institut für Sexualwissenschaft was 

burned down by the rising national socialist party, in what has been described as “the irreparable 

loss of sexual science.”40 Where Weininger was a cultural sensation, Hirschfeld was an 

internationally educated and esteemed physician within the field (though not without strong 

opponents), and his sexological work was heavily empirical and sociological in nature, as 

opposed to Weininger’s own text which was full of his own personal philosophy.  

 
40Ralf Dose, Magnus Hirschfeld: The Origins of the Gay Liberation Movement. (New York: 

NYU Press, 2014), 104.  
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Hirschfeld developed a more nuanced theory of bisexuality than that proposed by Weininger, 

allowing for even more sexual varieties: this became his central theory of Zwischenstufen, which 

posited a broader and more nuanced spectrum of bisexuality than Weininger’s strict formula, 

which if we recall allowed for no single woman to contain more than 50% masculinity, thereby 

working to both biologically and socially diminish women. Many wonderful studies have already 

been dedicated to this aspect of Hirschfeld’s work and his involvement in advocating for sexual 

minorities, and his legacy has found new audiences in the wake of increased anti-trans legislation 

in the United States.41 However, for the purposes of my argument, I will focus on his later 

thoughts and theories regarding the link between sexuality and criminality that was popular at the 

turn of the century and leading up to the interwar years. 

First, however, we must familiarize ourselves with Hirschfeld’s general attitudes toward 

female sexuality, which despite his prominent activism, were not altogether too different from 

those of his peers. In Ralf Dose’s chronicling of Hirschfeld’s fundamental role in the gay 

liberation movement, he writes that Hirschfeld’s general notions on the two genders very much 

aligned with his contemporaries: within his own theory of bisexuality, he characterized the 

masculine element as more “active, creative, adventuresome” in comparison to the female 

counterpart, which he viewed as “passive, receptive, expectant.”42 His beliefs therefore very 

much echoed his fellow scholars, especially those of Iwan Bloch. In his influential bestseller Das 

Sexualleben unserer Zeit in seinen Beziehungen zur modernen Kultur (1907), Bloch writes that 

 
41 See, for example, Brandy Schillace, “The Forgotten History of the World’s First Trans Clinic,” 

The Scientific American, May 10, 2021. https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-

forgotten-history-of-the-worlds-first-trans-clinic/; or Nina Strochlic, “The great hunt for the 

world’s first LGBTQ archive,” National Geographic, June 28, 2022. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/the-great-hunt-for-the-worlds-first-lgbtq-

archive.  
42 Dose, Magnus Hirschfeld, 69. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/the-great-hunt-for-the-worlds-first-lgbtq-archive
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“[t]he nature of man is aggressive, progressive, variable; that of woman is receptive, more 

susceptible to stimuli, simpler.”43 Such was the prevailing attitude, as it had been since the first 

case of Lustmord in Bochum, which laid the foundation for the shape of the discourse to come. 

Bloch furthermore argues that not only are women ‘simpler’ than men, but that they are always 

at risk of being manipulated because they are inherently more suggestible than men—another 

attitude that, along with social and sexual passivity, further positioned women both socially and 

politically beneath men, where she typically occupied the space of victim.44  

And this is where Hirschfeld set himself apart from his peers: while they ascribed value 

to these characteristics and in turn reinforced female inequality, Hirschfeld’s claims were framed 

observationally. He did not begin with allegedly scientific fact only to lead to a personal or 

biased opinion, as Weininger so often did. To again refer to Dose, Hirschfeld’s classifications 

were “not connected to any super- or sub-ordination in the sense of superiority or inferiority. 

Rather, both [male and female] elements are equally valid and equally necessary.”45 In sharp 

contrast, Bloch, for example, claimed that these innate female qualities meant there could be no 

true equality between men and women. His own work merely concedes that a woman, as long as 

she was “enriched throughout her being by all the spiritual elements of our times adequate to her 

being,” was ensured “an equal share in civilization and in the progress to humanity.”46 Bloch 

does not further explain why he believes true equality is impossible. So, while Weinging and 

Bloch theoretically allied themselves with conservative feminists who saw it as a woman’s duty 

to better the German state and civilization in general, Hirschfeld instead mobilized his 

 
43 Iwan Bloch, The Sexual Life of Our Time in Its Relations to Modern Civilization, trans. M. 

Eden Paul (New York: Allied Book Company, 1926), 72. 
44 Bloch, The Sexual Life of Our Time, 74. 
45 Dose, Magnus Hirschfeld, 69. 
46 Bloch, The Sexual Life of Our Time, 79. 
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sexological research to advocate for lawful equality between men and women in his efforts to 

reform not just the theory of bisexuality but even the German penal code. 

 Towards the end of his career, Hirschfeld edited and co-authored the study Geschlecht 

und Verbrechen in 1930. After several sexologists provided expert witness testimony in several 

high-profile criminal cases, including cases of Lustmord, sexology experienced a renaissance in 

light of its increasingly visible interdisciplinary relationship with criminology.47 Hirschfeld lays 

out both a history of sexual crime and punishment, as well as an overview of the sexual crimes of 

the new century. Hirschfeld writes that the impetus for his study was what he believed to be the 

problematic state of the criminal code regarding sexual crimes. He claims that current penal code 

was too heavily influenced by the legacy of church rule in early modern times; in Hirschfeld’s 

view, the most damaging legacy of ecumenical power was the sublimation of the erotic, resulting 

in the transmutation of sexual drives into sadism and the repression of female sexuality. In the 

preface, which offers a brief history of the church and sexuality, Hirschfeld argues that 

Der Priestersadismus ist über die Askese hinweg sublimierte Erotik. Die das Weib 

betreffende Erotik ist durch das Pflichtgefühl zwar unterdrückt worden. Die dazu 

verwendete Energie gewährleistete wie bei Antonius sogar den Heiligenschein. Der 

altrömische Satz galt: Naturam expellas furca tarnen usque recurret (Du magst die Natur 

mit der Mistgabel austreiben, sie kehrt doch zurück!).48 

Hirschfeld believed that the erotic can never be eradicated, only detrimentally transmuted into 

the austerity of the church and sadism of individuals, and especially in not just the repression of, 

 
47 For more, see Matthew Conn, “Sexual Science and Sexual Forensics in 1920s Germany: 

Albert Moll as (S)Expert,” Medical History 56, no. 2 (2012): 201-216. 
48 Magnus Hirschfeld and J. R. Spinner, Geschlecht Und Verbrechen (Leipzig: Verlag fur 

Sexualwissenschaft Schneider & Co, 1930), 12. 
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but even demonization of female sexuality. Noting that not everyone was lucky enough to be 

saint, Hirschfeld writes that normal men had to ‘suffer’ through life “mit dem Dämon Weib,” 

and he laments that the vulva, considered a symbol of fertility among ‘Naturvölker,’ was in the 

words of St. Hieronymus, “die Pforte der Hölle.”49  

 Hirschfeld issues his call to reform from firmly within the secular framework of 

sexology, with both historical and present-day case studies as examples. Here and elsewhere he 

explicitly argues for a separation of church and state. In his introduction to the section on modern 

sex crimes, which he begins with Lustmord, Hirschfeld proclaimed that 

Die sexuellen Lebensäußerungen sind, sowohl die normalen wie auch die pathologischen, 

durch einen vom Willen des Menschen unabhängigen, von chemischen Stoffen, deren 

Produktion und Abbau im Körper bedingten Funktionen abhängig und der 

Geschlechtstriebe und seines Betätigung sind ein integrierender Bestandteil der 

Lebensfunktionen, die nicht unter dem Grundsatz der Moral, sondern der exakten 

Wissenschaft betrachtet werden muss.50 

Not only does the reader gain a deeper understanding into Hirschfeld’s methods and beliefs, but 

we can clearly see the stakes as understood by many sexologists in the early 20th century for the 

advancement and recognition of sexology as a legitimate field of knowledge. While we have 

already seen the vital impact that the convergence of social movements and sexology had on 

shaping new modern social structures and movements regarding gender, here Hirschfeld reminds 

us that sexology was also a key issue in official matters of the state, as we will explore more in 

depth when we examine the Käthe Hagedorn murder trial. But for now, in the words of 

 
49 Hirschfeld, Geschlecht und Verbrechen, 12. 
50 Hirschfeld, Geschlecht und Verbrechen, 184. 
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Hirschfeld, “Die Sexualität ist ein privatrechtliche Funktion und gehört in keiner ihrer Phasen 

dem Staate."51 This boldly progressive outlook, however, seems rather more dim when aimed at 

sexuality after World War One. 

One year before Hirschfeld published his treatise on sexual crime and punishment, he 

released Die Sittengeschichte des ersten Weltkrieges (1929), which I first examined in the last 

chapter. In this chapter, we return to this history with the added understanding, however, that this 

work was not accomplished by Hirschfeld alone. While Hirschfeld is credited as the primary 

author and editor, many notable sexologists collaborated with Hirschfeld on the three-volume 

history, including Friedrich Krauss, his editor on Geschlecht und Verbrechen J.R Spinner, and 

even well-known criminal sexologist Erich Wulffen. This history is therefore not just vital in 

understanding contemporary views on sex and war in Weimar Germany, but also in providing a 

general consensus of many of the most influential sexologists of the day. Moving forward, I will 

be referring to Hirschfeld as the primary creator, as the individual scholars’ contributions are not 

labeled, but with the understanding that views and attitudes expressed by Hirschfeld are more 

than just his own.  

 

4.4 Sadistic Women and Wounded Men: Images of Female Sexuality after the War 

 

In the introduction—which is credited to Hirschfeld alone— he emphasizes to his reader that the 

social and economic progress made during the war, especially by women in industry, was 

inevitable; the war had only accelerated what in Hirschfeld’s view had already been underway 

since the turn of the century. He further argues that “we can best envisage the tremendous 

advances [of sexuality and society] made during, by inspecting the changed position of women. 
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In doing so we have to deal with the phenomenon which may be termed the erotic emancipation 

of women.”52 Hirschfeld therefore offers a pre-war history of (primarily female) sexuality 

through the lens of industrial Germany and its social upheaval, and while his role as advocate for 

the sexually repressed is clear in the text, some of his more discriminatory views on women as 

sexual beings play a significant role as well. In the last chapter, I briefly touched on how 

Hirschfeld presented the narrative of lustful women ‘set loose’ from the confines of healthy 

heterosexual marriages and willing to do anything to sleep with a man in uniform, regardless of 

nation. But such superficial examples, often seen in war propaganda (figure 7), only hint at how 

deeply ingrained Hirschfeld believed sexuality was in the horrors of war. In the same vein as his 

argument in Geschlecht und Verbrechen, Hirschfeld expands on one of his fundamental beliefs 

in his history of the war: “in the depths of the human soul, eroticism, cruelty, and the mad desire 

to destroy, are all intimately connected.”53 The scope of his argument affected much more than 

just marriages, and Hirschfeld urges his reader to understand that "without the sexual 

background, the numerous, meaningless acts of cruelty of the world war are 

incomprehensible."54 He puts forth that war is a period in which all previously sublimated human 

instincts are released, chief among them the types of sadism and cruelty which he elsewhere 

argued were the result of dangerously sublimated sexuality. He explains that “abnormal sexual 

attitudes and the acts of cruelty, resulting from them, are found in peace times, too; but war, as 

legalized mass-murder, offers incentives and possibilities and even premiums for the evil 

instincts” such as sexual sadism to run amok.55 In this example, Hirschfeld uses psychoanalysis, 

 
52 Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des ersten Weltkrieges, 12. 
53 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 29. 
54 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 26-27. 
55 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 30. 
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mentioning if not citing Freud, to join the link between the biological sexual instincts he 

discusses in Geschlecht und Verbrechen and expressions of human sexuality in the war, both at 

home and on the front lines.56 And in regards to women, three major trends regarding abject 

female sexuality emerge in his study: war wife infidelity, abortion as a public health issue, and 

the sadistic eroticism of nurses. 

The first two identified issues are intimately entwined with one another. There were two 

camps of belief regarding the sexuality of women left on the home front: either that women, in 

the absence of their husbands, became frigid asexual beings,57 or that women in the absence of 

their husbands, could not control their libidos. In the case of the woman who found herself 

supposedly feeling lonely and abandoned, there were many reports of wives committing suicide 

upon learning of their husband’s death at war. The issue was considered a public health risk, and 

some papers were even discouraged from printing reports of such deaths, because they allegedly 

demoralized the population and resulted in further suicides—a fact which according to 

Hirschfeld had been proven.58 While the suicide contagion is a legitimately observed 

phenomenon, it does not function as Hirschfeld explains it. One death does not beget another, but 

rather a reported suicide within a close community, eg. school, may increase the likelihood that 

another person in that same community who is already experiencing suicidal ideation will their 

 
56 For more on the relationship between sexology and psychoanalysis, see Katie Sutton, Sex 

between Body and Mind: Psychoanalysis and Sexology in the German-speaking World, 1890s-

1930s (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2019). 
57 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 36. 
58 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 42.  
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own life.59 The correlation between dead soldiers and dead soldiers’ wives is therefore 

erroneous, but as indicated by Hirschfeld’s thoughts on the matter, a potent one nonetheless.  

As for those women who did not take their own lives, it seemed as though the war had 

taken the life out of them—Hirschfeld tells of women who suffered from ‘war amenorrhea.’  

Some physicians and sexologists believed that because women could not physiologically not 

experience sexual urges divorced from a ‘soulful’ romantic connection,60 they would therefore 

become sexually dormant in the absence of a male partner and experience either abnormal or a 

complete lack of menses.61 Other opinions, including that shared by Hirschfeld, believed that it 

was ‘forced abstinence’ that accounted for the lack of menses, as well as a combination of 

general malnutrition from the war combined with the belief that women could not physically or 

mentally handle the stress of suddenly becoming the family’s primary provider.62 Once again, 

there is truth to Hirschfeld’s observations. As Karin Stuckenbrok explains, there is widespread 

evidence of higher than usual cases of amenorrhea, but not because of any sentimental notion of 

heteronormative female sexuality, but rather the extreme physiological stress and trauma, 

including malnutrition, that anyone is likely to experience in times of war regardless of 

biological sex.63 Moreover, while not a part of the Weimar discourse, medical experts now 

recognize amenorrhea as a psychogenic symptom of rape, especially during times of war.64 Re-

 
59 Madelyn S. Gould and Alison M. Lake, “The Contagion of Suicidal Behavior,” in Contagion 

of Violence: Workshop Summary, eds. Deepali M. Patel, Melissa A. Simon, and Rachel M. 

Taylor (Washington D.C: The National Academies Press, 2013), 68-72. 
60 Hirschfeld summarizing Grete Meisel-Hess, Sittengeschichte des ersten Weltkrieges, 1: 99. 
61 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 44. 
62 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 44. 
63 Karin Stuckenbrok, Der Krieg in der Heimat: “‘Kriegsamenorrhoe’ im Ersten Weltkrieg,” 

Medizinhistorisches Journal 43, no. 3/4 (2008):264-293. 290-91. 
64 See for example Helen Sheinfeld, Michael Gal, Michael E Bunzel, and Tali Vishne, “The 

etiology of some menstrual disorders: a gynecological and psychiatric issue,” Health Care 

Women Int 28, no. 9 (2007):817-27; or Amira Frljak, Sabina Cengic, Monika Hauser, and Berit 
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evaluating Weimar beliefs about sexuality, especially as they relate to trauma, through the lens of 

several decades of medical progress is a vital exercise, because it exposes some of the most 

extreme ways in which gender bias impacted knowledge production. However, I argue that this 

should not be the extent of our analysis, because it is very often the more subtle signs of the same 

phenomenon which go overlooked and thus allow discourses like Lustmord to exist.  

One of the most common stereotypes of women during the war was the ‘nymphomaniac,’ 

women who for a variety of reasons seemed to have abandoned their sexual mores. In the 

previous example, war wives eschewed sex in the absence of their husbands, but it was also 

popularly believed that instead, women eschewed their absent husbands (if they had one) in 

favor of sex (figures 7 and 8). For example, Hirschfield cites the German sexologist and medical 

historian Gaston Vorberg (1875-1947), known for his Glossarium Eroticum, as well as the oft 

referenced Geschlechtsleben im Weltkrieg (1918), in The Sexual History of the World War. 

Specifically, Hirschfeld explains that according to Vorberg, unlike the unfaithful wives of 

foreign soldiers, “German women, and their difficult and trying circumstances, had other things 

in mind than to make themselves vessels of lust. German women, he thought, had nothing in 

common with those degenerate women who even in peace times pursue men.”65 But reflected 

even in this largely positive account of female sexuality, I argue that Vorberg belies the third 

trend identified by Hirschfeld, which features much more heavily in his history than the patriotic 

and faithful German woman: the height of female sexual abjection, the lustful and immorally 

erotic woman who seemed doom to ruin the German Volk with her sexual sadism. True though it 

may be that Vorberg casts German women in a positive light, his attitude nonetheless belies the 

 

Schei, “Gynecological complaints and war traumas: A study from Zenica, Bosnia-Herzegovina 
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much more pervasive and damaging undercurrent in sexology, politics, and popular culture of 

the day: the purported threat of unbridled—and therefore abject–female sexuality. Vorberg 

makes a critical inference in his wording when he writes that a woman can “make herself a 

vessel of lust.” I argue that the use of the reflexive verb sich machen (make oneself) cannot be 

overlooked, as this language gives women more sexual agency than granted elsewhere. The 

dominant narrative of female sexuality at the time claimed women were biologically passive in 

almost all ways, and especially in matters of sex; as such, an example such as this one, in which 

a woman is granted sole agency in matters of her sexuality, stands out.  

Vorberg’s phrasing in this context is problematic, because it implies that when women 

exercise their sexual agency, it is primarily to their own detriment, thereby insinuating that she is 

also primarily responsible for any dangerous situations she may find herself in as a result of her 

actions. And while Vorberg uses this argument to denigrate other nationalities, Hirschfeld offers 

several examples of German women committing such acts of infidelity, writing that “[it] would 

be a fairly simple matter to fill many volumes with similar anecdotes and stories of the infidelity 

of soldiers' wives in Germany [but we] are only interested in the fact that during the war there 

was no strengthening of civil sexual morality but that, on the contrary, the opposite was true.”66 

Thus, seemingly unable to break free of their nature, women were believed to be a threat not just 

to themselves, but to German men and therefore transitively the German nation. And according 

to Hirschfeld, the most ubiquitous example of this weakened ‘civic sexual morality’ was 

women’s fascination with the uniform—a fascination he believed to be so serious that he actually 

labeled it a fetish and an issue all its own. 
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Hirschfeld argued that Uniformfetischismus was much more complex than a basic 

aesthetic attraction (figure 9). He understood the drive for violence as an innate part of human 

nature which manifested differently in men and women, and writes that “it seemed natural that 

the same emotional experience which expressed itself, among men, in the lust for murder, in 

women showed itself in the madness of corporeal surrender.”67 In other words, women 

(allegedly) simply could not contain themselves at the sight of a man in uniform regardless of 

which nation’s colors he wore. However, if we play out Hirschfeld's argument, the truth of it is 

much darker. By this rationale, men who failed to sublimate their instinctual drive to kill and 

women who freely expressed their sexual agency (or ‘made themselves vessels of lust’) were 

motivated by the same affective experience. Yet, as I have demonstrated throughout my project, 

images of men acting this way manifested themselves in the figure of the Lustmörder, but the 

opposite was not the case for women. Far from it. If we then draw out Hirschfeld’s statement to 

its logical end, we begin to comprehend the precarious role women played in the ritual of 

Lustmord: from the first cases in Bochum onward, nearly all the victims of the Lustmord 

discourse have been burdened with an element of blame in their own murder. Be it her mistake to 

choose to work outside the home or to choose to live in the city; or her decision to follow 

through on her arousal when she desires a man in uniform; or, if she was Josephine Kost, who 

“am Abhange des Hohlwegs gesessen haben [musste], als das Attentat auf sie verübt wurde,”68 to 

walk alone on a path with a cake on the day before New Year’s Eve: no matter her choice, the 

result is always the same. Women place themselves in danger’s path. They are not just the 

victims of transmuted male lust and violence, as we have seen time and time again in the 
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previous chapters, but much more disturbingly, this discourse dictates that women are 

biologically willing, if not necessarily knowing, participants in their own rape and murder. 
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Figure 7. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, 2:10. 

 



 

 

 
 

174 

 

Figure 8. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, 2:16. 
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Figure 9. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, 1:105. 
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Figure 10. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, 1:39. 
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Figure 11. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, 1:81. 
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Figure 12. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, 1:92. 
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Figure 13. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des ersten Weltkrieges, 2:44 
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Figure 14. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des ersten Weltkrieges, 1: 404. 
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Figure 15. Hirschfeld, Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges,1:86. 

 

 

Though not included in the abridged English translation of the work, the original German 

two-volume edition of Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltes heavily features visual media such as 

postcards and political cartoons to illustrate commonly held ideas about war time female 

sexuality.  Many of these images show a more benign version of Uniformfetischismus, present 

even in portrayals of those women who remained faithful to the doctrine of marriage (if perhaps 

not their own). For example, figure 10 shows a group of well-dressed, likely middle to upper-

class women at a formal gathering. The focal point is a woman standing before the women, 

demanding of them the following oath: “Schwören Sie, meine Damen, dass wir keinen Mann 

heiraten, der lebend aus dem Krieg zurück kommt!”69 I argue that this satirical image implies 

that the depicted women, who based on their state of dress do not need to rely on a husband for 
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financial security, seem dedicated to marrying only ‘truly patriotic’ German soldiers, meaning 

the men who gave their lives in the name of the German state and thus never return. A prevalent 

stereotype was women like those featured in these images, for whom soldiers, especially of the 

lower classes, served only as status symbols or fetishized objects of attraction. For example, we 

also see many images of men who did return from war in both volumes of Hirschfeld’s history of 

the war. It is quickly evident, however, that the allure of the soldier seemed not to be his bravery, 

but his mortality and the many brutalities of war he experienced. For example, one more 

comedic cartoon depicts a young woman sitting alone in a parlor with an obviously wounded 

soldier as they share a drink (figure 11). The woman leans forward toward the soldier in avid 

interest while he sits opposite her, his head freshly bandaged and a cane by his side implying 

more unseen injuries. As he smokes, she begs of him, “Bitte, erzählen Sie doch, was war also das 

Schrecklichste, was Sie draußen erlebt haben?” 

In yet another example, the same vicarious hunger for violence is felt when two well 

dressed women in furs stand outside a room whose door is slightly ajar, allowing a clear view of 

the wounded soldiers inside (figure 12). Outside the door, the two women make the following 

request of the young nurse, who is also female: “Bitte, wir möchten heute wieder einen 

Verwunderten spazieren führen, aber einen, dem man auch ansieht, dass er verwundet ist.” A 

similar variation of this scene features a haughty looking nurse, who we see walking away from 

a soldier who, for whatever reason, she does not find aesthetically appealing enough to treat 

(figure 13). These two images each take on a slightly more serious tone and portray women in an 

even less flattering light, as the viewer is left to assume that women are only interested in the 

spectacle of war wounds, not the soldier who carries them. It also evokes a certain socio-

economic dimension, as the women are fashionably and formally dressed, while it is safe to 
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assume the male soldiers were likely not of the same social class. This class divide was also a 

prominent theme in satirical images of war, for which Hirschfeld features several of Georg 

Grosz’s political illustrations as examples (figure 14).  

The images Hirschfeld chooses to feature starkly portray the popular idea that women are 

drawn to soldiers for their proximity to war, as if driven by the internal drive that Hirschfeld 

theorizes. This proved dangerous because except in cases of infidelity (figure 8), scenarios in 

which women expressed sexual agency did not end in marriages (and babies, which were 

desperately needed after the war), but instead the objectification of men. This, according to 

Hirschfeld and other sexologists, was the result of female desires unleashed by an internal drive 

for conflict and violence. The same drive drove men to become Lustmörder, but women did not 

in turn become Lustmörderinnen; instead, they became wives. As observed by a journalist 

quoted by Hirschfeld, it was as though women surrendered themselves corporally to soldiers, 

who the journalist called the “exalted betrothed of death.”70 And we don’t have to look further 

than the political satire of the day to feel the presence of this sort of thinking. In figure 15, we see 

a woman urgently pushing a soldier to the altar, so that the soldier can be married before his 

deployment. The soldier is literally digging his heels into the ground, be it out of reluctance in 

the face or war or marriage or both, while his fiance drags him behind her. This is the last image 

of the chapter, and underneath Hirschfeld writes just one sentence: “Der Krieg ist eine Neurose 

der Menschheit.”71 But the narrative of the war-hungry woman reducing wounded soldiers to 

their trauma is only the tip of this neurotic iceberg. Beneath the surface of the visible 

objectification of men lay, according to the dominant cultural paradigm during and after WWI, 
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the more insidious belief that war brought out the worst sort of sadism in women, be it at home 

or in field hospitals. 

Throughout the various narratives about abject female sexuality during the war, sadism 

emerged as a central unifying theme. Hirschfeld identifies a sort of masochistic drive in women 

which makes them yearn for ‘corporeal surrender,’ but depictions of female sadism seemed to 

garner far more attention in both scholarship and popular culture. I have shown evidence of this 

so far in the abovementioned women who would ‘court’ the openly battle wounded for their own 

voyeuristic desires, and it was even believed that war wives who committed adultery, especially 

with prisoners-of-war or collaborators, did so with the self-serving aim to hurt their husbands. 

On this matter, Hirschfeld references Austrian sexologist Wilhelm Stekel (1868 - 1940). Stekel 

published extensively on female sexuality, in particular on themes of female frigidity, 

masturbation, and homosexuality, and grounded the majority of his theories in the perceived 

psychological weakness of women. Hirschfeld explains, for example, that Stekel believed 

women were prone to having sex with prisoners of war because of their “psychological 

constitution.”72 Hirschfeld offers his own response, which once again solidly situates his views 

of women with the majority of his peers; he writes that “it is silly to speak of the psychic 

inferiority of women in this connection, but women are above all children, and stand much closer 

to childish feelings than male adults. They are always attracted by the novel.”73 Hirschfeld and 

Stekel thus both express patronizing views on the impulsive nature of women, which also 

contributes to Stekel’s views on the Frauenfrage, which he argued had brought about a battle of 

the sexes that extended to wartime extramarital affairs: 
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The war of the sexes makes of man the natural enemy of woman. The enemy of the man 

therefore becomes in this roundabout way the ally of the woman. Stekel thinks that the 

love for prisoners is attributable to this feeling. Women love the enemy because (not 

despite the fact that) they hated the men, they were obeying some dark impulse to avenge 

themselves upon their husbands and to inflict upon them a peculiar painful punishment. 

The men of their own nation were by their infidelity dishonored, and the men of the 

foreign country were only used as means for expressing their depreciation of the man 

who was close to them. The formula of the reaction might be "I love you because our 

men hate you."74 

While Hirschfeld counters that it could also be explained by the want for a different experience, 

Stekel and others took this as another symptom of women’s emancipation undermining the 

stability—and now strength—of the German nation. Hirschfeld further observes that this cultural 

script was promoted heavily in the news at the time, writing that “[w]hen one turns even 

cursorily the pages of the newspapers during the period of the war, one can't help feeling that a 

methodical agitation was carried on to arouse in the soldiers the desire for fierce revenge against 

their unfaithful wives.”75 In this case, female sadism was used rather sadistically as a propaganda 

strategy to boost the morale of soldiers, with many stories telling of the ‘unfit men’ and ‘jealous 

women rivals’ who would write to soldiers at war to stoke the animosity; for the women, 

however, sex with prisoners-of-war often resulted in their own imprisonment, a crime which 

some believed did not warrant amnesty after the end of the war.76 This form of male 
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victimization through the vicarious sex acts of women, however, was not the most extreme case 

of female sadism Hirschfeld presented. 

 Not only were female participants on both sides of the war accused of seducing soldiers, 

but in the chapter “The Eroticism of Nurses,” Hirschfeld cites several allegations of women 

sexually abusing male soldiers. This was sometimes believed to be in part due to the physical 

and environmental impact of war. Hirschfeld describes how in one scenario, “it appeared as 

though the irritating smoke of the constant shooting which had settled down upon all the cities 

and villages adjacent to the firing line, had filled them with a certain fluid, with a certain 

intoxicating poison which set these women into a state of tremendous excitement.”77 Such 

conditions, Hirschfeld adds, at times even lead to “the most violent and passionate protest” on 

the part of women against soldiers being removed from local villages, in which case reports 

claimed that local women “nearly rioted.”78 Before the war, women were generally believed 

incapable of such proactive and enthusiastic vigor, especially regarding matters of sexuality; but 

the precocious and precarious sexual advances of women during the war went even further. For 

example, in an anonymously published novel called Hagen im Weltkrieg, two soldiers discuss 

their experiences with nurses; one of the soldiers recalls the time a female assistant to the doctor, 

whose duty it was to prepare patients and at times even help in the exam, acted inappropriately 

with a patient, but that, because she was a woman, she had not been disciplined. The protagonist 

tells his companion that “[o]ne can understand how her chaste sensibilities were prostituted and 

grossly abused in this procedure. If conditions were reversed then every paper would be full of 

outcries against the immorality.”79  
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Hirschfeld further supports this account with the war novels of famed Austrian author 

Karl Kraus, including the following observation from a male physician who worked in field 

hospitals and said to one colleague that “the greed of [those] aristocratic women is quite 

incomprehensible to me. […] the aristocrats desire nothing more or less than service with the 

bedpans.”80 In examples like this, we may recall the earlier images of nurses and female visitors 

wishing to take advantage of wounded soldiers, but Hirschfeld does not rely only on fiction and 

visual media. In one instance, he shares the following excerpt from an Austrian soldier’s war 

diary: “it is quite indescribable how the ladies who received the wounded did at the station in 

G— acted toward us [despite our terrible injuries.] Very frequently these women would insist 

that we undress although it wasn't necessary. Every two minutes we were asked whether we 

didn't have to satisfy any needs. We had our own opinion on that subject, but we were too tired 

to complain or to contradict.”81 While the anecdotes from literature and soldiers themselves 

delicately circumvent speaking directly on such subjects, Hirschfeld nonetheless concludes that 

women’s motivations for serving on the front lines “had a very libidinous streak—to observe 

closely the intimate details of the male organism.”82 

 Most striking, however, are reports that went beyond voyeurism and unwelcome 

advances, to the extent that they challenged the limits of a society built on a foundation of 

intelligible heteronormative gender: woman raping men. Even today, studies indicate there are 

no readily accessible cultural scripts for female rapists. Rape myths are such a powerful and 

deeply embedded part of many societies that they have been studied for decades, and have been 
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found to be a reliable predictor of whether men will commit sexual violence against women.83 

Yet even in light of scholarship from the past two decades on female sexual offenders, including 

a study based on the results of the German Health and Sexuality Survey from 2020, researchers 

claim that the phenomenon of female sexual abusers and especially of adult male sexual abuse 

victims remains underresearched.84 As difficult as situating female sexual abuse within current-

day paradigms of sex and gender is, I argue that in the interwar years, the notion of female rape 

was completely antithetical to efforts which hoped to stabilize hegemonic gender in a time of 

mass upheaval. Accepting that women could be sexual predators who assaulted men against their 

consent would have fundamentally challenged the Lustmord discourse, as I will demonstrate in 

the next chapter. In this moment, however, I find it crucial to note that Hirschfeld was in fact 

able to collect a number of examples of women allegedly raping men, and not just in situations 

like the above when the woman holds a position of authority as well as physical strength over her 

male victim. 

In one instance, it was reported that a young woman in the city of Rheims [sic] was 

caught up in “violent amorous ecstasy” with a man when their intercourse was interrupted by 

incoming bombs. The woman refused to let go of the man before completion, and was said to be 

seen “clinging almost insanely to her partner so that he could scarcely breathe; He had to use all 

his power to free himself from the woman and fled to a cellar.”85 In situations like this, the 

underlying message was that war had unleashed women’s sexual desires to such an extent that 
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they lost their nurturing instinct; women like this cared more for their sexual satisfaction than 

they did for the lives of men. By contrast, Hirschfeld also relays the case of a concerned mother 

whose young son (aged 16) who had been sexually harassed by, at a minimum, two women in 

their twenties after he enlisted. The mother contacted a Breslau municipal information bureau to 

see if the circumstances merited discharging her son, who she says had been held down and 

forced to penetrate one of his female attackers, who “went through many vigorous gyrations until 

she was appeased by the terrified youth.”86 It does not appear that she was successful. 

Hirschfeld takes this example from Dr. Hans Menzel’s short case study “Notzucht von 

Frauen an Männern,” who claims it appeared likely “that as a result of the lack of men during the 

war, which condition may be expected to continue for a number of years after the armistice, the 

rape of men was not an infrequent occurrence and indeed may be expected to recur in the future 

ever so often.”87 Worth noting here is that the original German states more on the topic and 

quotes Menzel directly: “Die Vermutung liegt nahe, daß die Notzucht an Männern infolge des 

starken Männermangels im Kriege, die in sich stetig abschwächendem Maße den Friedensschluß 

um viele Jahre überdauern wird, jetzt und in Zukunft keine so ganz seltene Erscheinung sein 

wird. Jedenfalls ist, auch wenn man die männliche Geschlechtsehre nicht mit dem gleichen 

Schutz wie die der Frau umgeben will, [...] die Mitteilung von Fällen weiblicher Notzucht im 

Interesse der beteiligten Wissenschaften angezeigt.”88 According to Menzel, the proposed (yet 

failed) amendment to Paragraph 177 D.Str.G.B. from 1909 evidences not just how improbable 

the crime was believed to be, but that once more cultural narratives of hegemonic gender were so 
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central to modern German as to be ingrained in not just the court of public opinion, but even in 

the court of law.  

Yet while this closer reading of the original German belies the more extreme and deep-

seated fears about women’s sexual liberation in play after WWI, including the pathologization 

and at times even criminal examples of their Uniformfetischismus, there remained limits which it 

seemed could not be violated. There are the expected numerous reports of male soldiers raping 

women and even several cases of Lustmord cited in the two-volume study, but even though 

Hirschfeld shows us instances of women committing Unzucht against men, it is never once 

suggested that a woman’s criminal sexual urges could ever result in murder. So, while Hirschfeld 

and those he cites in his study questioned whether in taking up the mantle of absent men during 

the war, women had also assumed male crimes, prevailing scripts about female sexuality and 

criminality remained impenetrable in one defining factor: the abject limits of female sexuality 

could never overpower or even meet the lowest standard of abject male sexuality. Regardless of 

the nearly all-encompassing degree to which female sexuality in and beyond the war was 

criminalized, a woman’s sexuality could still not be perceived socially or legally as a legitimate 

threat to male hegemony, which we will now see as we examine the intersection of female 

sexuality and criminality, and later how this critical junction came to be the crux of deciding 

guilt in the case of suspected Lustmörderin Käthe Hagedorn. 

 

 

4.5 Sex Between Crime and Emancipation: Institutionalizing Abject Female Sexuality 

 

In his sexual history of WW1, Hirschfeld refers to the criminologist Prof. Franz Exner on the 

topic of the masculinization of women. Exner based his claims about masculine women on 
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statistics which found that women committed far more crimes during and after the war than men. 

Reflecting on this, Exner asks himself the following question: when taking into consideration 

evidence of female criminality, he wonders that if “as woman was called to take the place of man 

in various social and economic pursuits, she also approached his status in these antisocial acts.”89 

Not only did women allegedly steal more during the war than men did in times of peace, 

according to scholars of the day, crimes ranging from simple theft, to assault and battery, and to 

‘mayhem’ and abortion had increased drastically. Exner was not alone in his observation. Not 

only does Hirschfeld echo the same question, but Erich Wulffen, also a collaborator on this 

volume and perhaps the most-published criminologist on female criminality, went so far as to 

call this spike in crime an “unheimliche Gradmesserin am wirtschaftlichen und sittlichen 

Volkskörper.”90  

In the introduction to his case study on Lieschen Neumann, a young woman found guilty 

of having murdered Fritz Ulbrich, the erotic photographer she had previously modeled for, he 

offers statistics which show that crimes committed by women accounted for only 17.1% of the 

total crime rate in 1915 but had nearly double to 34.9% in 1917. In doing so he situates 

Neumann’s crime within a larger discourse about not just crime, but indirectly within debates 

about female sexual agency. By mobilizing the ‘Volksörper’ he furthermore frames the issues of 

both crime and female sexuality as matters of national concern and thus makes clear the high 

stakes of his argument beyond his own field of knowledge. Echoing Exner’s argument, Wulffen 

agrees that female criminality rose in direct correlation to the masculinization of German women 

during the war, and claims that  

 
89 Hirschfeld, The Sexual History of the World War, 33-34. 
90 Erich Wulffen, Fritz Ulbrichs Lebende Marmor (Wien: Verlag für Kulturforschung, 1931), 5. 
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So erwies sich eine alte traurige Erfahrung aufs Neue, dass im Kriege, wo die 

waffenfähigen Männer im Felde stehen, die Frauen und die strafmündigen Kinder die 

Kriminalität ihres Volkes auf sich nehmen müssen. Und ganz besonders gefährdet war 

das junge Weib. Das zeigte sich auch noch in sexueller Beziehung.91  

The way Wulffen describes crime here as a mantel to be taken up by women, not unlike the 

economic duties of men, also brings the issue into conversation with the Frauenfrage and 

questions of German women’s “Rechte” und “Pflichte.” We can see this even more explicitly 

when he claims that "hauptsächlich fiel dieses Anwachsen der weiblichen Kriminalität den 

Altersstufen vom 15 bis zum 30. Lebensjahre und fast ausschließlich den Unverheirateten und 

erschreckenderweise den Mädchen unter 16 Jahren zur Last.“92 Just as unmarried women played 

a central role in the Frauenfrage, so too did they in this criminal pandemic. Bringing the short 

introduction to his text to a close, he writes that  

Als die Frau nach Kriegsende demobilisiert wurde, setze auf der ganzen Linie eine 

Herabminderung ihrer Kriminalität ein, die aber sehr bald, schon von 1920 ab, wieder 

stieg, als die schwierigen Jahre des wirtschaftlichen Verfalles der Inflation zutrieben. 

Und selbst, als diese Zeiten überwunden waren, führte auf dem Wege gleichsam der 

Erinnerung und Gewohnheit die weibliche Kriegskriminalität ein Nachleben, das noch 

bis in unsere Tage hinein spukt, ja durch die neuere ansteigende Welle wirtschaftlicher 

Not geradezu aufgepeitscht wird. Und sowohl die im Kriege entfesselte Gewaltsamkeit, 

das aus Entwertung des Menschenlebens geborene Tötungsverbrechen wie die befreite 

 
91 Wulffen, Fritz Ulbrichs Lebende Marmor, 5. 
92 Wulffen, Fritz Ulbrichs Lebende Marmor, 5. 
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Sexualität spielen in dieser weiblichen Kriminalität der Neuzeit eine charakteristische 

Rolle.93 

This brief introduction from one of Wulffen’s lesser-known works offers a compact and 

comprehensive understanding of the hegemonic correlation between women, sex, crime and 

nation specific to the socio-historical setting of Germany through the end of the Weimar period.  

As I move forward in my analysis of criminal[ized] female sexuality, it is necessary to locate the 

Lustmörderin within this cultural matrix in order to fully grasp the significance of this single 

word and its legacy in current literature. Doing so allows us to understand why nearly every 

sexological and/or criminological text from the interwar years includes a dedicated section to the 

Lustmörder, yet Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, the essential text on the subject, the word 

Lustmörderin is used only three times—and even then, only to deny her existence. To understand 

the lasting impact of this resounding silence, I argue we must understand the complicated 

negotiations required to reconcile women as sexual agents, women as mothers, and, ultimately, 

women as criminals. 

The idea that sex and crime were co-morbidities was well established by the time 

Wulffen wrote his foundational works on sexual criminals and has been oft studied by 

contemporary and current scholarship. There is of course Maria Tatar’s seminal text Lustmord, 

and Barbara Hales has written on the precarious dance between female sexuality and criminality, 

and even literally on the deviant danger of the female trance dancer, the ultimate instinct-driven 

woman feared by men.  Hales traces the genealogy of the woman as a sexual criminal from the 

late 18th century when Kraft-Ebbing and the Italian scholar Lombroso began paving the path 

forward for sexological studies, in particular as related to crime. Lombroso and his collaborator 

 
93 Wulffen, Fritz Ulbrichs Lebende Marmor, 6. 
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Guglielmo Ferrero wrote The Female Offender, the first study of its kind, in 1893. The 

immensely popular text went through four editions by the time of Lombroso’s death in 1909, and 

was translated into several languages; this included a German translation by psychiatrist Hans 

Kurella and his daughter, who are said to be responsible for the introduction of the sort of 

criminal anthropology heavily influenced by sexology that came to dominate the field.94 This 

text initiated the common paradigm of the ‘born criminal’ and was especially influential in 

linking crime first and foremost to female biology. 

According to a recent intellectual history of Lombroso by historian Silvano Montaldo, it 

“[theorized] the existence of a biologically defined female constitution, [which] saw crimes 

committed by women primarily as acts against nature, and only secondarily as illegal actions.”95 

As a crime against nature, female criminals, sexual or otherwise, carried a far greater cultural 

burden than what was simply outlined in the Strafgesetz. In fact, Lombroso’s text was 

rediscovered by feminist thinkers in the 1960s and came to be known as a “originally sinful text” 

that was invaluable for its explicit quality and lasting influence on the discourse well into the 20th 

century.96 The straightforward language of the study invariably helped its popularization and 

established a new epistemological script about women which exists to this day: as Hales sums up 

"[a]ccording to Lombroso and Ferrero, women have many traits in common with 

children, including vengefulness, jealousy, and cruelty. These traits can be neutralized by 

maternity and undeveloped intelligence, but if the childish qualities are released, a special 

 
94 Silvano Montaldo, “Lombroso: The Myth, The History,” Crime, History & Societies 22, no 2 

(2018): 31-61. 33 
95 Montaldo, “Lombroso: The Myth, The History,” 44. 
96 Montaldo, “Lombroso: The Myth, The History,” 44. 
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type of evil rushes to the surface” that in the words of Lombroso and Ferrero could 

transform a “normal woman […] into a born criminal more terrible than any man.97  

By claiming that the origin of female crime lay deep in her biology and specifically at the core of 

her maternal instincts, the idea that any woman could become a criminal under the right 

circumstances found firm footing in both popular culture and scholarship, the legacy of which 

included, among other things, the widespread notion during and after WWI that women were 

sexual sadists. 

Other major scholars of the time, such as Paul J. Möbius, supported and sedimented this 

line of thinking into discourse. Möbius in particular was responsible for more narrowly 

articulating the root of what he and others claimed made women such a formidable foe: instinct. 

In trying to define the nature of women and female sexuality, it was commonly believed that 

women were much more closely in touch with nature and their own natural instincts than men—

this was one of many reasons why she was supposedly biologically inferior to man, as it was her 

very physiology that made her incapable of thinking rationally like men; she was therefore, in the 

words of Möbius, “feebleminded.”98 This meant, according to Möbius, that women were 

vulnerable not only to male rationality, but more importantly to herself, because she was 

incapable of sublimating her own base instincts. This inability along with her intellectual 

weakness in terms of rational thinking made her an unstable element in an already unstable 

modern society which was increasingly predicated on the key tenants of differentiation, 

individualization, rationalization, and domestication, to again return to the Degele and Dries 

eight-factor-model of modernity.  

 
97 Hales, “Woman as Sexual Criminal,” 103. 
98 Hales, “Woman as Sexual Criminal,” 102. 
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Like a cog in the newly industrialized economy, it would take only one variation to upset 

the delicate balance of this new social model which was already in a constant game of push and 

pull between the dialectal factors which defined modernity. According to Möbius, the instinctual 

nature of women therefore posed a potential threat to modern society, because as Hales argues, 

“h]er feeblemindedness and her abnormal behavior, stemming from menstruation and pregnancy, 

[made] it more likely that she will break the law in times of change.”99 Her reproductive role and 

its sundry physical side effects, such as menstruation, was believed to be yet more evidence of 

her close connection to nature. The maternal instinct was also believed to be vital in subduing 

her other base instincts and neutralizing the threat she posed. In the words of Möbius, "[i]f 

woman were not physically and mentally weak, if she were not generally rendered harmless by 

various circumstances, she would be very dangerous. In times of political unrest, one learns of 

woman's injustice and cruelty; likewise, one learns of women who unfortunately have come to 

power."100  

Barbara Hales points to Möbius’ warning as a bridge between Wilhelminian and Weimar 

anxieties about the new models of womanhood in modernity and the resurgence of the female 

criminal observed by Wulffen.101 As I have demonstrated, the resurgence of such female-focused 

fears was manifold. My analysis of Hirschfeld’s Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, for 

example, outlines many of the popular narratives regarding female sadism. In all of these 

examples–the erotic sadism of nurses, women allegedly being unable to resist their own 

instinctual desires and engaging sexually with prisoners of war, or in the extreme cases, raping 

soldiers–even when it is argued that women pose a threat to themselves, it is almost always men 
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who are believed to be in the most danger. The overwhelmingly male-oriented fears regarding 

female sexuality reached their zenith in what is likely the most alarmist text of the Weimar Era, 

which predicted that female eroticism would ultimately be the downfall of modern culture: 

Feminismus und Kulturuntergang: die erotischen Grundlagen der Frauenemanzipation. 

E.F.W Eberhard, published Feminismus und Kulturuntergang in 1927, as well as its 

second edition that same year. While somewhat dismissed by his peers, Eberhard’s volume was 

nonetheless a popular book, and certainly, the most emblematic of the anti-feminist movement, 

especially as it rapidly evolved after women won the right to vote in 1919.102 Sociologist 

Andreas Neumann explains that some conservatives, like Austrian physician Max von Gruber, 

viewed eugenics as an attractive answer to “'Feminismus und Völkertod,” which they believed 

“standen [...] in einem ursächlichen Zusammenhang.”103 Like von Gruber, Eberhard argued that 

a Frauenherrschaft of women ruling the world—and more pertinently, having control over the 

lives of men—would bring about the end of modern German culture. Huang Chaoran situates 

Eberhard’s particular approach to the Frauenfrage in a wave of renewed anti-feminist sentiment 

in the 1920s that was aimed specifically at women with university educations, whose marriages 

some studies claimed experienced lower fertility rates.104 Perhaps this is why Eberhard felt it 

necessary to exhaust every aspect of the discourse on the Frauenfrage and the larger 

emancipatory movement to prove his argument over its span of 650 pages. Either way, Eberhard 

 
102 Astrid Ackermann, “Einschnürungen. Kleidungsreform und Emanzipation: Das lange Band 

vom 18. ins 20. Jahrhundert,” Ariadne: Forum für Frauen-und Geschlechtergeschichte No. 55 

(2009): 60-65. 60. 
103 Andreas Neumann, “’Feminismus und Völkertod“? Kulturkritische Deutungen zu 

Frauenemanzipation und Geburtenrückgang in den Diskursen der deutschen Eugenik und 

Rassenhygiene,” Österreichische Zeitschrift für Soziologie 48 (2023):197–219. 199. 
104 Huang Chaoran, “Die Wandlung des Stadtlebens der ‘Neuen Frauen’ in der Weimarer 

Republik am Beispiel von Vicki Baums Stud. chem. Helene Willfüer,” Literaturstraße. 
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insists that his approach to the Frauenfrage is not sexist, but should instead be viewed as a 

unified message to both men and women to fight feminism in the name of the German future:  

Der Feminismus ist eine Weltanschauung, die solche Männer und Frauen gleicher 

gleichermaßen eint, welche sich von den Kerntypen ihres Geschlechtes in der Richtung 

entfernen, in der sie sich auf halbem Wege entgegenkommen. Eine gegen den 

Feminismus gerichtete Tendenz kann also niemals weiberfeindlich nicht sein, so wenig 

wie sie männerfeindlich ist, weil sie sich nur gegen die kulturell verderblichen 

Mischtypen richtet.105 

With this Eberhard alludes not only to the contemporary scholarship on sexual intermediaries, 

but also, like Gruber, invokes the language of the eugenics movement, in which sexology played 

a significant role. Thus, to his own thinking, Eberhard’s theory was not sexist, but rather a matter 

of national concern for which ‘true’ German men and women would have.  

Not willing to rely only on current discourse, however, he even builds his argument on 

the popular anti-feminist assumption that women played a key role in the fall of Rome, both 

socially and biologically: 

Als beispielsweise die Frauen in Rom in der Öffentlichkeit in rechtlicher Hinsicht eine 

ähnliche Rolle zu spielen begann, wie etwa die europäischen Frauen heute, war die 

Entartung des Römervolkes schon erheblich weiter gediehen und schritt auch schneller 

vor. Die wesentlichen Gründe für dieses verschiedenartige Schritthalten in der 

Entwicklung der Frauenemanzipation und Volksentartung einst und jetzt liegen einmal 
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darin, dass die die Entartung fördernde Rassenmischung mit niedrigen Volkselementen, 

wie sie in Griechenland und Rom so rapid vor sich ging, in europäischen Ländern bisher  

nicht in demselben Umfange möglich gewesen ist; und ferner an der eigenartigen 

sozialen Entwicklung der Neuzeit, die das Altertum nichts aufzuweisen hatte. Diese 

Entwicklung hat die Entstehung und Ausbreitung der mordenden Frauenbewegung in 

hohem Maße begünstigt, weil sie eine “Frauenfrage” schuf: die Frage nach der besten 

Versorgungsart der unverehelicht gebliebenen weiblich Personen.106 

Like other aniti-feminist thinkers, Eberhard presents a narrow understanding of the woman 

question by limiting its scope to the fate of unmarried women. And this narrow understanding 

could be as easily summarized as a perceived cultural battle between unmarried women, who 

were potentially dangerous sexual agents, and married mothers, because being a wife alone was 

not enough to stave off the supposed racial degeneration that these women would bring. Through 

tactically antifeminist language, Eberhard elucidates the major subtext of contemporary debates 

about sex and gender: female sexuality and crime in all its forms inevitably pose a national risk, 

and there was only one way to rectify the situation: biological and social German motherhood. 

At the core of any perceived threat the Frauenherrschaft presented was female sexuality 

untethered from nationally minded procreation and the greater needs of heteronormative 

hegemony, and so the German woman, even in her most abject, could not threaten these core 

tenants by having any sort of sexuality that did not ultimately serve heterosexual male pleasure: 

Even in the abject, the male was privileged. As a result, Eberhard, like his contemporaries, 

theorized an abject female subjectivity based in concepts of criminalized sexuality.  

 
106Eberhard, Feminismus und Kulturuntergang, 7. Emphasis my own. 
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Eberhard, however, in his extreme and anti-emancipatory view, draws a direct parallel to 

female crime and sexuality to male crime and sexuality that exists only as subtext in more 

moderate texts. According to Eberhard, there is a direct parallel between most crimes committed 

by men and sex crimes committed by men. He builds his argument on the established language 

of the ‘born criminal’ developed by Lombroso and claims that  

die Prostitution des Weibes [ist] den Motiven nach dem männlichen Verbrechertum 

gleichzusetzen. Mit anderen Worten: Die Anlage zum Verbrechertum und zum 

Dirnentum bleibt im Prinzip die gleiche. "Die Prostitution ist eben, 'wie Mobius 

ausdruckt, 'für verbrecherische Weiber der natürliche Weg, und nur ausnahmsweise 

kommen bei Weibern aktive Naturen vor, die denselben Weg die männlichen geboren 

Verbrecher einschlagen.'107 

In Eberhard’s view, unlike a man who is therefore only in broad terms a born criminal (he could 

either only rape or only murder, or do both and become a Lustmörder), a woman of the same ilk 

is specifically a born prostitute. Additionally, believed that nymphomania was a trait common to 

most female criminals, and used a study of 150 prostitutes who self-reported on how old they 

were at the time of their first sexual encounter to draw his conclusions. The survey found that 

most of the subjects were sexually active by the age of 16, with a few women reporting ages as 

young as 9,10, and 12.108 But rather than concluding that these encounters were in fact the result 

of men sexually abusing young girls, he instead surmised that these women were born 

nymphomaniacs and therefore the sexual aggressors. Even more astonishing to the modern 

reader is the case of a 12-year-old girl who had been sexually abused and raped by multiple men 
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in her community, only to later be found culpable for the crime. Eberhard’s text, I argue, 

demonstrates that abject female subjectivities were often discussed in terms of women’s 

dangerous sexual desires, but that no matter how alarming Eberhard’s espousal of a 

Frauenherrschaft that endangered the German nation was, these desires ultimately posed no 

serious threat to the lives of German men, at least not in terms of life or death.   

How then do we reconcile the notion that the height of abject male sexuality manifested 

itself in the Lustmörder, but that in a culture so defined by dialectical gender, no such female 

counterpart seemed to exist? The answer, I argue, lies in the resounding silence of the 

Lustmörderin and the privilege of abject hegemony essential to Lustmord as a social ritual. In 

other words: the Lustmörder bore the same privilege as any other man, be they lawyers, doctors, 

or fathers. The notion of female lawyers and doctors was relatively new enough; to acknowledge 

the existence of a Lustmörderin would be to grant equality to women in death which they were 

not even granted in life. I therefore argue that in order to stabilize modern society in the face of a 

renegotiated public sphere and unstable paradigms of sex and gender, the idea of an equal female 

threat to men, and so by extension the long-standing patriarchal paradigm within German 

culture, could only exist beyond the limits of society and beyond even the realm of the abject. 

The Lustmord discourse was a ritual of abject hegemony, in which men were privileged as 

Lustmörder, and women had only the option of subjugation as either corpses or potential future 

victims.  

Wulffen first published about women as sexual criminals in a short article for the 

Berliner Tageblatt in December of 1908. Earlier that year, Adolphe Steinheil, a well-known 

painter who lived and worked in Paris, and his mother-in-law were murdered, and his wife found 

‘bound and gagged’ near him. The case became an international sensation, and the New York 
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Times reported on June 1, 1908, that Steinheil’s wife told police she recognized a formal model 

among the three men she claimed strangled her husband.109 The case took an even more 

sensational turn in November of 1908, when it was revealed that Steinheil’s wife had been 

complicit in the murder of her husband and mother, and then staged the scene to make it look 

like a robbery.110 Wulffen published a response to the case in what appears to be the precursor to 

the similarly named study 15 years later and boldly claimed, for the first time in his career as far 

as my research suggests, that “[d]ie geborene Sexualverbrecherin ist das Weib.”111 He argues 

that “der einmal geweckte Sexualtrieb der Frau steht mit ihrem ganzen psychischen Leben in viel 

engerer Verbindung als beim Mann,” a belief that we have already seen was prevalent at the 

time, if not stated so succinctly as Wulffen does here. 

I argue that the publication of this short article in such a popularly read and widely 

distributed print medium, rather than a niche scholarly publication, is significant: it demonstrates 

in black and white how deeply entrenched the beliefs about the relationship between female 

sexuality and female criminality were in the first quarter of the 20th century. The fact that nearly 

two decades later the same paradigm existed nearly unchallenged, if not even renewed in vigor 

after WWI, makes the continued absence of a female equivalent to Lustmord that much more 

perplexing. Yet despite the many reports in Hirschfeld’s Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, 

there was undeniably an invisible but impenetrable boundary that could not be crossed: that 

between a Sexualverbrecherin and a Lustmörderin.  

 
109 “STEINHEIL, ARTIST, STRANGLED IN PARIS; Painter and Mother-in-Law Found Dead–

His Wife Bound and Gagged. MANY VALUABLES STOLEN. Widow Thinks She Recognized 

a Former Model with Three Men Stranglers–Murderers were Daring.” The New York Times, June 

1, 1908. 
110 “Die Mörderin des Malers Steinheil.” General-Anzeiger für Bonn und Umgebung, November 
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111 Erich Wulffen, “Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin,” Berliner Tageblatt, December 7, 1908. 
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 Though such a female murderer may seem like the logical conclusion of the 

Sexualverbrecherin, by the hegemony of Weimar Germany, and in particular the 

heteronormative matrix within which criminology and sexology functioned, the existence of one 

in fact precludes the other. Erich Wulffen, as the authority on the matter, in fact never uses the 

term Lustmörderin himself, writing on the subject only that  

Unter den Vampiren, Lustmördern, Nekrophilen und Kannibalen finden sich eine Reihe 

Impotente, die beim Weib unfähig sind und nur unter Verübung ihrer verbrecherische 

Handlung zu einer Ejakulation gelangen. Auch deshalb, weil das Weib einen solchen Zustand 

nicht kennt oder wenigstens nicht als Qual empfindet. Liegen ihm die genannten Verbrechen 

fern. Selbst bei Nymphomanen ist der Geschlechtstrieb nicht derartig monströs, dass er zu 

Lustmord, Nekrophilie und Kannibalismus erlangt.112 

With only a few words, Wulffen elucidates how impossible—and indeed, it would seem, 

inhuman—such a female criminal would be. He categorizes the lust murderess along with 

mythical creatures such as vampires and writes in the next sentence that a female cannibal could 

only appear in fairy tales. But perhaps most revealing in this denial is the word ‘monströs’: 

nowhere else in the text does Wulffen use the word again, and in Der Sexualverbrecher he never 

once writes of anything monstrous.113 The idea was simply unfathomable, existing not even in 

the German imagination—at least, not when it came to deriving sexual pleasure from the murder 

of a male victim. Women, as always, were an entirely different story. In the next chapter, I 

therefore explore what happened when the narrative of a female criminal emerged which 

threatened to rewrite the Lustmord ritual. 

 
112 Wulffen, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, 377. Emphasis is my own.  
113 I arrived at this result after conducting a textual analysis of Wulffen’s works of both male and 

female sexual criminals using the open-source tool Voyant. 
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Figure 16. Erich Wulffen, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, 377.



Chapter 5 

The Case of Käthe Hagedorn: The First Lustmörderin? 

 

 
Figure 17. Doppel-Kindermord in Duisburg, Duisburg General-Anzeiger. 

 

5.1 “Wiederum zwei Kinder Ermordet:” Duisburg, the Summer of 1926 

 

Residents of Duisburg in Western Germany awoke the morning of June 25, 1926, to the news of 

a ‘puzzling’ double murder: the bodies of six-year-old Käthe Gelzleichner and nine-year-old 

Friedel Schäfen had been found in a local wooded area with stab wounds to their necks, and 

there was no sign of robbery or a sexual motive (figure 17). Prominently featured on the front 

page of the Duisburger General-Anzeiger read the headline “Doppel-Kindermord in Duisburg,” 

and news that the main suspect was actually a woman believed to be aged 24 to 26.1 At the time, 

when a child was murdered there were two likely situations: if there was even slight evidence of 

a sexual crime, or even if it was only known the suspect was a man, but especially in the 

presence of both, the press reported that it was Lustmord, even if expert sexologists and 

criminologists said otherwise. If, however, the suspect was confirmed to be a woman or there 

was a complete absence of any sexual motive, the crime was most often considered a case of 

 
1 “Doppel-Kindermord in Duisburg.” Duisburger General-Anzeiger, June 25, 1926. 
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Kindermord.2 As such, when by the end of the day on June 24th, 1926 eyewitness reports of a 

female suspect had already surfaced, the press coverage of the murders claimed this was yet 

another case in the current epidemic of child murder across Germany; or, as phrased by the 

Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung in a small front page blurb, “Wiederum zwei Kinder ermordet.”3 

18 year-old Duisburg native Käthe Hagedorn was quickly identified in the press as the suspected 

Kindermörderin. However, there was one glaring issue which made the popular pathologization 

of Hagedorn as Kindesmörderin problematic: she was not yet a mother and barely into adulthood 

herself. Magnus Hirschfeld and Erich Wulffen both define Kinder- or Kindesmord as infanticide, 

primarily by women of lower classes or more ‘primitive’ cultures, who failed to develop the 

proper Muttersgefühl and killed (usually their own) children.4 Cases of older victims were not 

unusual either and fell nonetheless under the rubric of Kindesmord. 

When news broke on the afternoon of Friday, June 25th, that 18-year-old Käthe Hagedorn 

of Duisburg had been apprehended and when she subsequently confessed to the crime in 

custody, interest in the case only continued to grow while fitting Hagedorn into a legible 

pathology became ever more difficult. The murders were sensationalized in the press, with the 

tale of Hagedorn’s attempt to evade arrest via taxi to Krefeld narrated in detail with headlines 

such as “Die Irrfahrten der Mörderin.”5 As more details of the murders were released, the press 

emphasized the “Rätselhaftigkeit” of both the criminal and the case: both child victims were 

known to Hagedorn, all of whom purportedly lived in the same neighborhood. Furthermore, 

 
2 For more on the general discourse of child murder, see Hania Siebenpfeiffer, “Böse Lust”: 

Gewaltverbrechen in Diskursen der Weimarer Republik, Literatur, Kultur, Geschlecht (Köln: 

Böhlau, 2005). 
3 “Wiederum zwei Kinder ermordet.” Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, Morning edition, June 

25,1926.  
4 Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher, 649-650; Wulffen, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, 269. 
5 “Die Irrfahrten der Mörderin.” Duisburger General-Anzeiger, Morning edition, June 26, 1926.  
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hearsay alleged that Hagedorn had at one point had homosexual relationship with the six-year-

old Käthe Gelzleichner’s older sister Anne, an actress she knew from a local theater. This 

revelation made the condition of the six-year-old female victim’s body all the more significant: 

the child was reported to have been found with her mouth full of dirt. As observed by Georg 

Ilberg and Erich Wulffen in multiple case studies, obstruction of the victim’s mouth–and 

specifically with dirt and grass–was common in crimes of a sexual nature and especially 

Lustmord, as evidence of either efforts to silence the victim or an aspect of the perpetrator’s 

sexual pathology, if not both.6 Despite initial reports to the contrary, some sources now 

questioned if there was not in fact evidence of a sexual crime.7 For example, the Dorstener 

Volkszeitung on June 26, 1926 and the Karlsruher Tageblatt on June 27, 1926, wrote that the 

investigating authorities had not ruled out the possibility that Hagedorn had committed the 

crimes due to “sittliche Verfehlungen.”8 

By the time of Hagedorn’s trial one-year later, her case was, at least to the lay reader, 

fully embroiled in the Weimar discourse of Lustmord. Furthermore, I argue that Hagedorn’s 

identity as a woman deeply engaged in a centuries long discourse on, of all things, reading. In the 

following, I will examine how Hagedorn's crimes and convictions were a case study not of 

murder in a courtroom, but rather the hegemonic reification of sex and gender in the court of 

public opinion. With the press and “experts” directly at odds in the portrayal of Hagedorn in the 

public sphere, the stakes were high to confirm Hagedorn as an abject being while also leaving 

 
6 See for example Ilberg, Über Lustmord und Lustmörder, 600 - 611; Wulffen, Der 

Sexualverbrecher,136, 442, 444-45, 473-75, 485, 538, 652, 657.  
7 “Der Duisburger Kindermord.” Dorstener Wochenblatt, June 26, 1926; “Wieder ein doppelter 

Kindermord.” Karlsruher Tageblatt, June 27, 1926,  
8 “Der Duisburger Kindermord.” Dorstener Volkszeitung, June 26, 1926; “Wieder ein doppelter 

Kindermord.” Karlsruher Tageblatt, June 27, 1926. 
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existing paradigms of abject hegemony undisturbed. I focus on the epistemological injustices 

that play a vital role in interpellating Käthe Hagedorn as a legible subject in the narrative which 

arose around her in the press and scholarship of the time. I argue that Hagedorn’s precarious 

status as Germany’s first Lustmörderin demonstrates the fragile nature of society limits. Rather 

than becoming a point of rupture, this case instead became a court-ordered reiteration of 

hegemonic gender and subjectivity. To grasp the complex web of interpellation and abjection in 

this case, I rely on more recent Althusserian scholarship on subjectivity that conceives of 

ideology and identity within an assemblage theory framework. Doing so will yield a more 

complete understanding of the trajectory of the Lustmord discourse from Josephine Kost to 

Käthe Hagedorn, and the nature of the Lustmörderin’s abjection. But first: the facts, real or 

otherwise, of the case.  

Historians Stefan Wünsch and Melanie Grütter have previously studied the Hagedorn 

case, and both note with regret that the original case file for the 1926 murders no longer exists. 

Through work with archivists in Duisburg, Düsseldorf, and Berlin they have been able to 

determine the most accurate account of events. According to archival materials, on the afternoon 

of June 24th, Hagedorn sat with her mother and her neighbor Mrs. Gelzleichner in the garden 

eating cherries when Hagedorn’s mother suggested she go swimming in the public swimming 

pool.9 She met six-year-old Käthe Gelzleichner, youngest daughter of Mrs. Gelzleichner, playing 

with nine-year-old Friedel Schäfen, and invited the children to accompany her. Young Käthe 

shared that her father was celebrating his birthday, and so Hagedorn suggested they instead visit 

a meadow in a nearby city forest to gather flowers for him.  

 
9 This was most likely the shared garden of the multi-family apartment house the families all 

lived in.  
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Once there, Käthe asked Hagedorn to help her relieve herself in the bushes, whereby 

Hagedorn later admitted to the police that she touched the young girl and ‘played’ with her 

genitals. Official records then show that Käthe began to scream, and Hagedorn silenced her with 

dirt in her mouth and then retrieved a pair of scissors intended to cut the wildflowers and fatally 

stabbed Käthe in the throat. Friedel, having heard the commotion, arrived on the scene, and 

stared in shock at what he saw. Hagedorn grabbed a fallen branch and hit the boy in the back of 

the head, rendering him unconscious and stabbing him in the throat as well; she then dragged his 

body several feet away and tried to stop the bleeding at his neck with the boy’s own vest. Before 

fleeing the scene, Hagedorn covered the young boy’s body in grass, whereafter she took the 

nearest streetcar to her originally intended goal, the public swimming pool. There she rented a 

private stall to bathe before returning home. Wünsch writes that Hagedorn’s father found flecks 

of blood on the girl’s clothing and implored her to go with him to the police station. She instead, 

as the papers reported with zeal, fled early on the morning of the 25th via a rented car to Krefeld 

and then Kleve, where she was apprehended by police after she failed to pay the driver. 

According to Wünsch’s research in the Landesarchiv Berlin, Hagedorn told the driver that he 

could use her body for money when he realized she could not pay; he declined and alerted the 

police.10 Given that Hagedorn’s sexual relationships with women dominated much of the 

investigation and trial, this detail stands out, and I will return to it later in my analysis. Hagedorn 

was taken into police custody back to Duisburg and confessed to the murders with her mother 

present and was finally transferred to the district court on Sunday, June 27, 1926.  

 
10 Stefan Wünsch, “Käthe Hagedorn. Ein historischer Beitrag über das unsichtbare Phänomen der 

pädophil-begehrenden Frau,” Plurale. Zeitschrift Für Denkversionen. Alltag (2008): 244.  
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This is the version of events which exists in scholarship today. It is likely the most factual 

account of the murders. This was not, however, the narrative which the German-language press 

printed well beyond Duisburg. The most basic facts of the case remained largely unchanged as 

word of the murders spread: a young woman killed a young boy and a young girl. The ages, 

names, and locations involved, however, varied widely. Hagedorn’s age was initially estimated 

to be anywhere between 19 and 30 years old, and the children’s reported ages ranged from four 

to ten years of age. The victims’ names were either Käthe or Grete or Friedrich or Friedel; they 

were either brother and sister or simply friends. While most papers accurately reported that the 

victims had been found in a Waldschonung near Wahnheimerort, several newspapers in 

Germany and Austria reported two very telling falsehoods: some of the most circulated papers in 

Aachen initially claimed the bodies had been found in a Scheune (barn),11 while the die Glocke  

(Beckumer Volkszeitung),12 several papers in the Karlsruhe area,13 and nearly a dozen of 

Austria’s most notable daily periodicals including the Salzburger Wacht14 and Linzer Volkblatt15 

divulged that the victims had been found in a Wohnung (apartment). Very likely employees at 

these papers misread or misheard an original source that included the word Waldschonung, 

resulting in the two glaring mistakes of Wohnung and Scheune. 

Discrepancies of this sort were not uncommon as there was no overarching regulatory 

system in place to verify or regulate the accuracy of printed information. But the narrative 

variations of the Hagedorn case stretched far beyond misplaced details as the German-language 

press latched on to the story. The line between stretched truths and editorial fabrications was 

 
11 “Zwei Kinder ermordet aufgefunden.” Aachener Anzeiger, June 25, 1926.  
12 "Wieder zwei Kinder ermordet.” Die Glocke (Becksumer Volkszeitung), June 26, 1926.  
13 “Zwei Kinder ermordet.” Karlsruher Zeitung, June 25, 1926.  
14 “Wieder ein grauenhafter Kindermord.” Salzburger Wacht, June 25, 1926.  
15 “Abermals ein Kindermord.” Linzer Volksblatt, June 26, 1926.  
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indiscernible to readers:  no sources were made public and the articles about the case rarely 

included a byline. This authorial anonymity was widespread and, according to contemporary 

critics, extremely problematic. Hanno Hardt and James W. Cary explain that papers routinely 

printed anonymously authored articles based on “the argument that the press represents an 

anonymous public opinion and must communicate ideas in the same manner.”16 By 

communicating “‘from stranger to stranger,’ regardless of the personal status of authors or 

writers, but under the cloak of anonymity,” publishers aimed to “underscore the idea of factual 

and objective presentation of information” which vested authority not in individual integrity but 

the newspaper itself.17 Aware and wary of this strategy, sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies published 

Kritik der Öffentlichen Meinung in 1922, because he believed that “die Zeitung ist nunmehr das 

vorzüglichste, brauchbarste und am meisten gebrauchte Mittel, Meinungen bekannt zu geben, 

geltend zu machen, öffentlich zu verkünden und zu verteidigen, gegnerische Meinungen 

anzugreifen, gehaßt und verachtet zu machen.”18 Criticizing this aspect of Weimar journalism in 

particular, he argues that the emphasis on such anonymous communication meant that  

gar nicht ein gewisser Mensch, sondern eben »die Zeitung« zu schreiben und geschrieben 

zu haben scheint, wodurch das augenblickliche Ansehen zwar gesteigert wird, aber als 

rein sachliches; die Personen der wirklichen Schriftsteller sind zumeist gleichgültig und 

bleiben im Schatten. Seine “eigene” Meinung und die seiner Genossen in Bekenntnis, 

Interessen, Partner will der normale Zeitungsleser in “seiner” Zeitung ausgesprochen! 

 
16 Hanno Hardt and James W. Carey, Social Theories of the Press: Constituents of 

Communication Research, 1840s to 1920s (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2001), 100. 
17 Hardt and Carey, Social Theories of the Press, 117. 
18 Ferdinand Tönnies, Kritik der öffentlichen Meinung (Berlin: Springer, 1922), 91. 
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verdeutlicht, bestätigt finden; um wiederum sich in seiner Meinung bestärken und 

ermutigen zu lassen.19   

According to Tönnies, by trying to appear objective through anonymity, newspapers as a cultural 

institution and means of communication were actually quite the opposite, and susceptible to the 

subjective whims of the shareholders and hegemonic ideals of the few in charge. Karl Bücher, 

recognized as the founding scholar of research on modern journalism in Germany, was also 

outspoken against anonymity in the press, because with only rare exceptions it supported 

“inaccuracy, carelessness, and perhaps irresponsibility in the act of writing.”20 Hardt and Carey 

explain that Bücher feared anonymity would “lead necessarily to a superficial, uncritical 

treatment that will attempt to hide the lack of expertise behind the use of slogans and invite 

frivolous demagoguery, ignorant criticism, after the fact, and flippant, personally offensive 

polemics."21 The progression of the Hagedorn case in the press is exemplary of Tönnies’ and 

Bücher’s critiques. It emphasizes that what brings into question the veracity of the media 

narrative is exactly what accurately reflects modern fears surrounding gender, sexuality, and 

subjectivity: factual truth could not be verified, and so public opinion became truth. Hence small 

errors such as Wohn/Scheun/ung versus Waldschonung are indicative of not only the central role 

of reading in this case but are in fact evidence of the larger epistemological injustices at play–

especially as they play both for and against the naming of Hagedorn as a Lustmörderin. I will 

therefore now establish an understanding of naming as it functions in interpellating subjectivity 

before examining these machinations in the Hagedorn narrative. 

 

 
19 Tönnies, Kritik der öffentlichen Meinung, 94. Punctuation as it appears in the original. 
20 Karl Bücher qtd. in Hardt and Carey, Social Theories of the Press, 100. 
21 Karl Bücher qtd. in Hardt and Carey, Social Theories of the Press, 100. 
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5.2 Agents of Knowledge: Interpellation, Public Opinion, and Reification 

 

 The French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser first theorized interpellation of the subject in 

the 1970s, introducing the concept of naming a subject into existence where once was just an 

individual. Though Althusser includes sex in his theory, Judith Butler, however, is responsible 

for integrating the interpellation of gendered and sex-based identities into a theory of 

performative subjectivity. In summing up the relationship between performativity and 

interpellation, Noela Davis writes that the 

potential of interpellation as the basis for a performative theory of subjectivity lies in its 

being a naming that constitutes the subject it so names. There is no subject before this 

naming; that is, interpellation does not describe a pre-existing or given subject which then 

internalizes or appropriates its subjectifying conditions. Instead, interpellation gives an 

account of the genesis of the subject; that is, of the subject as an already subjectified, and 

thus social, being.22 

This concept accounts for the intricacies between the ideology of the modern individual and an 

independent subjectivity, and moreover addresses exactly how ‘subjectified’ comes to be 

synonymous with social. The notion of naming presumes an agent with the authority to utter the 

name; in the case of the modern German subject, this authority was the hegemony which resulted 

from a process called reification. The original German term offers the simplest explanation of a 

complex cultural and philosophical process: Verdinglichung, directly translated to English as 

thingification, stems linguistically from the philosophers Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and 

Ludwig Feuerbach, and originates conceptually in Marxist theory before being “radicalized” by 

 
22 Noela Davis, “Subjected Subjects? On Judith Butler’s Paradox of Interpellation.” Hypatia 27, 

no. 4 (November 1, 2012): 881–97. 882. 
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Georg Lukács in the 1920s. In summarizing the intellectual history of reification, Todd Hedrick 

writes that Lukács contended “that commodity exchange becoming ‘the dominant form of 

metabolic change’ in capitalist societies initiates a transformation whereby persons are 

compelled to conceive of intentional, minded, social beings and the relations between them as, 

respectively, thing-like objects and fixed, nature-like laws.”23  

As scholars like Hedrick and most notably Axel Honneth argue, while Lukács’ account 

was flawed, it nonetheless bore theoretical fruit for Weimar thinkers, for whom, as Honneth 

states, “[a] if refracted through a concave mirror, the historical experiences of rising 

unemployment and economic crises that gave the Weimar Republic its distinctive character 

seemed to find concentrated expression in [reification] its related notions.”24 Through reification, 

dominant ideologies such as narrowly understanding female sexuality in terms of biological 

reproduction became dominant, not because they were relegated to beliefs or opinions, but 

instead appeared to be objective facts as defined by nature. Theodor Adorno later went on to 

write that “all reification is a forgetting” in a letter to Walter Benjamin, and termed the coin 

reified consciousness.25 In his own words, Adorno identified a critical blindness to “all historical 

past, all insight into one’s own conditionedness,” such that subjects experience “as absolute what 

exists contingently;”26 or as summed up by Brian O’Connor, “[a] reified consciousness does not 

appreciate that it is, in fact, part of a social process which normatively informs its beliefs and 

 
23 Todd Hedrick, “Reification in and through Law: Elements of a Theory in Marx, Lukacs, and 

Honneth,” European Journal of Political Theory 13, no. 2 (2014): 178. 
24 Axel Honneth, “Reification and Recognition: A New Look at an Old Idea,” in Reification: A 

New Look at an Old Idea, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 18. 
25Thijs Lijster, “‘All Reification Is a Forgetting’: Benjamin, Adorno, and the Dialectic of 

Reification,” in The Spell of Capital: Reification and Spectacle (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 

University Press, 2017), 56.  
26 Brian O’Connor, Adorno (London, United Kingdom: Taylor & Francis Group, 2012), 56.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1pk3jqt
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/vand/detail.action?docID=1074548


 

 

 
 

215 

actions. It takes that process, again, to be quite natural.”27 Therefore, if interpellation is the 

genesis of the subject through its naming, then through reification the subject forgets it was ever 

nameless.  

In a recently published intellectual history of Althusserian interpellation, sociologists 

Pablo Vila, Matthew T. Ford and Edward Avery-Natale highlight Won Choi’s ‘path-breaking’ 

work, arguing in favor of Choi’s positing of a subject who “irrupts” in the moment of 

interpellation and begins “constructing [their] infinite past around the very result of 

identification.”28 Interpellation thus begets the subject through reiterative irruptions of a 

“retroactive illusion of an enduring self,” which Noela Davis reminds us–and Vila et al concur–is 

not just a linguistic naming but also necessitates honoring the materiality of abject beings.29 This, 

I argue, is why focusing on reification is helpful. Interpellation is the product of words and things 

influenced by people and places across time, “because ideology [exists] in and through practices 

and apparatuses. Subjects work by themselves because they are always-already enactments of the 

entire system of power/ideology, law and society’ (Davis 2012, 893).Power/ideology is thus not 

applied to subjects but rather circulates by and through them.”30 Consequently, I contend that we 

view anonymity in the Weimar press as a means of reification, whereby the newspapers 

themselves were bestowed with authority on the basis of, in Lukacs’s terms, a ‘phantom 

objectivity’ that obscures human agency.31 The consciousness of the average Weimar citizen was 

 
27 O’Connor, Adorno, 56. 
28Pablo Vila, Matthew T. Ford, and Edward Avery-Natale, “Althusserian Interpellations: 

Intellectual Trajectory and New Avenues,” Rethinking Marxism 34, no. 4 (2022): 563. 
29 Vila et al, “Althusserian Interpellations,” 563-64. 
30 Vila et al, “Althusserian Interpellations,” 563-64.  
31 Frankel Pratt Simon, "Reification, Practice, and the Ontological Status of Social Facts: A 

Journal of International Politics, Law and Philosophy," International Theory 12, no. 2 (July 

2020): 233. 
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reified through the consumption of various cultural artefacts, including daily newspapers, 

whereby matters of fact mattered little when it came to the facticity “with which social 

phenomena confront individual actors in such a way as to ignore how they are produced and 

reproduced through human agency.”32  

Tönnies’ critique of the press is therefore very much a critique of reification and phantom 

objectivity, and he identified public opinion as one of the most dynamic aspects of this social 

process. Hardt writes that Tönnies’ theory focused in particular “on the notion that social 

phenomena are products of human thought and will” and that “knowledge, whether scientific or 

common, rests on experience and recall, facilitated by language, which is a ‘fixation in 

memory.’”33 In recognizing that knowledge production is located within socialized subjects–and 

therefore a priori subjective– the role of human fallacy, mistranslation, and miscommunication in 

the shaping and spread of information cannot be ignored–and neither can misinformation and 

other forms of epistemic injustice be so easily dismissed. Public opinion is therefore a powerful 

form of knowledge which may be as equally based on information recall from peer reviewed 

scholarship as easily as the slightly misremembered plot of a serialized novel–or, in this case, 

anonymous reports about unprecedented criminal cases. The narrative that I am therefore 

invested in is not solely the case as it played out in the press or the court, but rather what the 

friction between the two can reveal about how gender, sexuality, and violence are reified to 

interpellate hegemonic subjectivities.  

 
32 Simon, “Reification, Practice, and the Ontological Status of Social Facts,” 233. 
33 Hardt and Carey, Social Theories of the Press, 110. 
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Tönnies breaks down Public Opinion34 into three metaphorical categories which 

succinctly describe how they move through and influence society: solid, fluid, and gaseous. The 

analogy of matter translates almost literally in terms of influence, with solid public opinion 

carrying the heaviest weight and gaseous the least; in the simplest terms, one matters most, and 

one matters least. Together these different incarnations operate systematically to form “‘a 

common will that exercises critical judgment for the sake of a common interest and thereby 

affects 'private' forms of conduct and action in either a restraining or furthering manner’ (1971b, 

139). The connections between language, signs as documents, and forms of will emerge as 

important processes for an understanding of social norms.”35 As with actual matter, Public 

Opinion could change between states of influence and effectivity in ways which differed in terms 

of endurance and strength, and did so by circulating through various forms of print media, 

including books and newspapers.36 According to Hardt and Carey, Tönnies even asserted that in 

many cases, the relation between the press and Public Opinion is so symmetrical in terms of 

influence on one another, that “the power of the press expresses the power of Public Opinion to 

the extent that the identification of the press and public opinion becomes understandable and 

within certain limits justified.”37 

However, when acknowledging the press as an essential means of both constructing and 

communicating public opinion, Tönnies does so warily: because print media belong to a 

capitalist system driven by profit, he acknowledged that “a particular public opinion [can be] 

manufactured, as one manufactures any merchandise. One produces merchandise in order to sell, 

 
34 When referring to Tönnies’ theories of the press, I will refer to Public Opinion as a proper 

noun, as Hardt and Carey do in their analysis. 
35 Hardt and Carey, Social Theories of the Press, 112. 
36 Hardt and Carey, Social Theories of the Press, 116. 
37 Hardt and Carey, Social Theories of the Press, 122. 
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and one sells in order to make a profit. One produces opinion because one expects an advantage 

from it–if it should come to be shared by many–and this advantage differs little from profits 

sought by the merchant and entrepreneur.”38 Thus, the cycle of knowledge production and public 

opinion completes itself and begins anew: The phantom objectivity of solid and fluid public 

opinion as expressed anonymously in news media therefore contribute to overarching processes 

of reification by facilitating the ‘naturalization’ of social norms that are in fact contingent upon 

any number of historical, political, or economic factors which nonetheless aid in the 

interpellation of the modern subject. Bearing this in mind, when analyzing the Hagedorn 

narrative as it appeared in the press and popular culture, I will refer to individual periodicals in 

the way they functioned societally. Rather than deferring to the passive voice to speak of the 

anonymous journalist, I will treat the examples from the press and the publications themselves as 

agents rather than vessels of knowledge. Thus, when newspapers referred to a Wohnung or 

Scheune instead of accurately reporting the children were found in a Waldschonung, this error 

hints at much larger societal processes where, I argue, such small mistakes can culminate in 

widespread epistemological injustice that reifies abject female sexuality. And the assemblage of 

these mistakes into Wohn|scheun|ung also serves as the perfect metaphor for the complex system 

in which such mistakes could have a potentially outsized impact on individual subjects. 

 

5.3 Assembling Käthe: Interpellation, and Narratives of the Self 

 

The most enduring, and I argue valuable, critique of Althusser’s account of interpellation 

lies in his parable of the hailing cop. In this scenario, a cop hails an individual with a simple 

“hey, you there!” The individual answers the hailing call of the police officer, a representative of 

 
38 Tönnies qtd. Hardt and Carey, Social Theories of the Press, 119. 
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the ideological power. In that moment the individual is recognized as a subject. This is the 

naming referred to by Davis, and the moment in which Choi says the subject irrupts into 

existence with the illusion of an individual identity. Vila et al. explain that according to 

Althusser, “ideological practices affect a transformation in and of the individual–the forces on 

the body move the individual to enact their own subjection.”39 But why? Why does the subject 

turn, especially of their own accord, and especially, as we have seen, when the ideological 

conditions of subjectivity are so often harmful to the subject? In the original theory offered by 

Althusser, he writes that the subject turns freely and without coercion out of a sense of social 

responsibility,40 or a sort of conscience, instilled by “the original Subject,” for which Althusser 

offers a theologically inflected explanation.41  But as Davis notes, this explanation feels 

unsatisfactory for many: “"For [Althusser], it appears that interpellation just is, or just does. It 

remains enigmatic [...] we still don’t really know why, how, or if we ‘submit’ to our subjection, 

other than it appears to be the way we are; this is what it is to be a subject. ”42 This led Judith 

Butler to extrapolate her own theory of a guilty consciousness from Althusser’s account of the 

conscience. She argues that the subject answers the policeman’s hail “as a submission to the 

necessity to prove innocence in the face of accusation, a submission to the demand for proof, an 

execution of that proof, and acquisition of the status of the subject in and through compliance 

with the terms of the interrogative law. To become a 'subject' is thus to have been presumed 

guilty, then tried and declared innocent."43  As we have seen (and will later return to), to be 

 
39 Vila et al, “Althusserian Interpellations,” 560. 
40 Kim Sang Ong-Van-Cung, “Critique and Subjectivation,” n.p. 
41James R. Martel, The Misinterpellated Subject (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017). 

39. 
42 Davis, “Subjected Subjects?”,889. 
43 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 

University Press, 1997). 118. 
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found guilty instead is to be compulsorily exiled to the inclusive exclusion of the realm of abject 

beings, which the Lustmörder shows us is not exempt from hegemonic privilege.  

However, as critiqued by Noela Davis, Matthew Lambert, Vila et al, and others, while 

Butler’s theory adds needed depth to Althusser’s original scenario, it remains superficially 

discursive.44 Davis especially is skeptical of Butler’s theory of guilt because it implies a coercion 

missing in the original Althusser. Furthermore, according to Mary Bunch and Marie-Hélène 

Bourcier, Butler’s framework of interpellation is dangerously ignorant of the embodied lives and 

material danger faced by many within the realm of abject beings. Lampert writes that “Butler’s 

project can perhaps best be described as an ethics of resistance: a personal project of working 

through one’s own attachments to the status quo, in order to gain critical distance between one’s 

self and one’s interpellations; conscience in this way presents both the resources for working- 

through and the primary attachment to be worked through.”45 But for many, working through the 

ideological circumstances of their abjection alone is not enough to resist ideology.  Bourcier 

shares that scholars such as Viviane Namaste and Jay Prosser have argued that Butler’s 

“constructivist approach [...] treats the drag queen as exemplary and sets it up as a paradigm 

erases the life and experiences of trans people in society,” and that “the Butlerian Body is merely 

a residue, a discursive product.”46 And this discursive body is all too easily and violently 

forgotten.  As Mary Bunch writes, such an approach to interpellation tends to be precariously 

apolitical, because “the playful agency implied in performativity is ludic, bereft of the political 

 
44 Vila et al, “Althusserian Interpellation,” 563. 
45 Matthew Lampert, “Resisting Ideology: On Butler’s Critique of Althusser,” Diacritics 43, no. 

2 (2015): 125124–47,125. 
46 Marie-Hélène Bourcier. “‘F***’ the Politics of Disempowerment in the Second Butler.” trans. 

Oliver Davis, Paragraph 35, no. 2 (2012): 235-236. 
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force to change oppressive social structures,” and that “to resist the oppression by embracing the 

oppressed identity risks ultimately reinforcing the law that abjects that identity.”47  

Even a thorough discursive dismantling of ideology, to use Butler’s famous example of 

the drag queen, cannot prevent the death of a transfeminine drag queen. That queen may have 

done the work Butler encourages and understands the performativity of gender and may lay 

claim to that empowering agency in the safety of a drag show, but unlike other drag queens who 

may identify out of drag as cisgendered men, a transfeminine queen cannot take off her gender as 

though it is a costume. This is especially true if she is a Black transfeminine queen and therefore 

belongs to the population of abject beings who face higher rates of violence than almost any 

other; discourse does not prevent murder, and murder reinforces the abjection of those still 

living. But as Bourcier argues, “[t]he limitations of Butler's theory of gender as performance and 

performativity should not lead us to throw out the baby of performativity with the bath water.”48 

Butler’s contribution to our understanding of interpellation as it relates to abjection along lines of 

sex and gender is still valuable, as are the limited ways in which her theory does allow for 

resistance–especially when that resistance fails.  

As posited by Vila et al., assemblage theory as it has developed from the work of Gilles 

Deleuze and Félix Guattari in the 1980s provides a theoretical framework of interpellation that 

embraces the complex and dynamic matrix of variables in subject formation. Deleuze and 

Guattari theorized an understanding of society as an assemblage of parts (each in turn its own 

assemblage) on a progressive scale from the individual subject to large entities such as nations, 

whereby the key characteristic of each entity is, according to philosopher Manuel DeLanda,  

 
47 Mary Bunch, “The Unbecoming Subject of Sex: Performativity, Interpellation, and the Politics 

of Queer Theory,” Feminist Theory 14, no. 1 (2013): 40. 
48 Bourcier, ““‘F***’ the Politics,” 239. 
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the exteriority of relations. This implies not only that relations are external to their terms, 

but also that ‘a relation may change without the terms changing’ (Deleuze and Parnet 

2002: 55). In other words, assemblages are not Hegelian totalities in which the parts are 

mutually constituted and fused into a seamless whole. In an assemblage components have 

a certain autonomy from the whole they compose, that is, they may be detached from it 

and plugged into another assemblage.49 

This anti-totalitarian approach means that no single aspect of subject formation is either/or but 

rather both/and: to return to the example of the drag queen, while Butler’s discursive 

interpellation means a subject is either a drag queen or a trans individual, assemblage theory 

means she can be both, and that each aspect of her identity impacts her subjectivity in different 

ways, in different contexts, and to different extents. This is what led philosopher and queer 

theorist Jasbir Puar to read Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality through the lens of 

assemblage theory. Crenshaw famously described intersectionality as the collision of diverse 

modes of discrimination that impact an individual’s subjectivity, particularly in ways in which 

the ideological power driving the discrimination has “social and material consequences.”50 As 

explained by Paddy Farr, “The kernel within both intersectionality and assemblage theory hinges 

on the concepts of power and process [...]: 

First, the assemblage defines the subject as multiplicity at the intersection of processes. 

Although these processes nevertheless may be defined as the intersecting subjugations 

 
49 Manuel DeLanda, “Deleuzian Social Ontology and Assemblage Theory,” in Deleuze and the 

Social, ed. Martin Fuglsang and Bent Meier Sorensen (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 

2006), 252. Emphasis in original. 
50 Paddy Farr quoting Crenshaw in “Crashing Bodies: Towards an Intersectional Assemblage 

Theory of Domestic Violence - Paddy Farr, 2021,” accessed July 1, 2023, https://journals-

sagepub-com.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/doi/full/10.1177/14647001211014764.  
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described by Crenshaw, Puar’s reading refocuses intersectionality onto the lines of 

dynamic movements within social formations constructed around identity. Second, where 

Puar discovers the limits of the intersectionality in the ontological standpoint of the 

subject, refocusing on process demonstrates how the subject becomes defined by the 

social condition. Finally, as Puar’s reading of the assemblage and intersectionality is a 

critique of the ontological formation of the subject, through a paradoxical embrace of 

identitarian categories, the ‘events, actions, and encounters between bodies’ (Puar, 2012a: 

58) construct identity so that it appears ontologically. 51 

The ontological appearance of the identity here is what Althusser termed an “always-aready” 

subject, later described by Choi as the retroactive illusion of the self, and the multiplicity of the 

subject also extends to the multiplicity of assemblages through which the subject enacts its own 

subjection. Farr’s observation of the imbrication of intersectionality and assemblage theory 

constitutes, I argue, the theoretical foundation of a more rigorous framing of interpellation. The 

intersectional nature of the assemblage is vital for our understanding of the dynamic character of 

the subject in the moment she irrupts in moments of interpellation, especially insofar as that 

moment is one of, as Crenshaw notes, collision: of assemblages, subjects, and identities. 

In Althusser’s scenario, the subject and the haling police officer do not meet physically, 

but they collide within the assemblages which have produced them both in unequal measures. 

Vila et al. therefore define the hailing scenario as an example of a law-and-order assemblage, 

and explain that 

that what the cop and the suspect can "do" varies depending upon the particularity with 

which the law-and-order assemblage irrupts and evolves, an irruption and evolution that 
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involves the following: a multiplicity of other bodies beyond the cop and the subject 

(human and nonhuman), technologies, and discourses and emotions that enter into an 

arrangement with the cop and the suspect alike. Thus, the cop and the suspect deploy 

particular powers, abilities to act, and limitations that prescribe what they can "do" in that 

particular instantiation of the law-and-order assemblage because of the various affects 

that comingle and the varied intensities that flow within the encounter.52  

The insights offered into subject formation as demonstrated above are manifold: first and 

foremost, this account takes into consideration that the cop, rather than existing as the ‘Original 

Subject’ or an otherwise infallible embodiment of ideology, is just another subject. However, 

assemblage theory also underscores the power imbalance implicit in interpellation, even in the 

absence of coercion and force. Most apparently, the cop who hails is just one of a multiplicity of 

subjects unified under the disciplinary assemblage of the police. In that moment, the passerby 

stands alone, with a degree of resistance, if possible and desired, contingent upon their individual 

identity–or, in terms of Vila, Puar, and Farr, the identitarian categories or articulations–weighed 

against those of the officer. This is the collision of intersectionality. A white male officer and a 

white male suspect may be evenly matched in terms of social and discursive power, discourses, 

and technologies, but from there, the comingling of gender, race, sexuality, and class among 

many other identitarian articulations determines the success of that interpellative moment, and 

for whom–the cop, or the passerby. Additionally, affective behavior, such as facial expression 

and body language, also impact each interpellative moment uniquely, which helps us understand 

why Butler’s notion of iterative performativity is helpful despite its flaws. DeLanda explains that 
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such components, along with affect communicated through language, are expressive,53 and they 

play a pivotal role in the repeated performance of identitarian articulations within the assemblage 

which give rise to, in the words of Lukacs, the phantom objectivity of an enduring subject.  

 Finally, assemblage theory acknowledges all the material factors which influence the 

process of subjection formation, especially those which reify relations between subjects, objects, 

abjects, and institutions. In the Deleuzian model, these are ergo labeled material components, 

and “the labour performed to assemble ideas into a whole, as well as the biological machinery of 

sensory organs needed for the production of impressions.”54 We thus return to the Weimar press 

and Tönnies’ concept of Public Opinion, a central reifying force in the trial of Käthe Hagedorn 

and influential factor in her interpellative scenario. Such cultural products, like the daily 

periodicals which reported the case and the criminal stories which Hagedorn read in her free 

time, were but a small part of social assemblage through which Hagedorn, her victims, her 

judges, and the public were interpellated. Each functioned socially as if possessing their own 

agency, as I have already argued in the example of Hagedorn narrative set forth in the German-

language press, and through each narrative of hegemonic identitarian articulations circulated. On 

the matter, Pablo Vila writes that there are some narrative plots so deeply embedded in notions 

of hegemonic identity that they act as “these plots function as ‘filters’ in relation to the 

interpellations available to [subjects] in regional discourses. Narrative frames (tentatively and 

contingently) guide people in their (at least initial) use of interpellations. [...] narrative frames 

change [not] only in relation to people's identifications but, more importantly, in relation to 

people's different (situational and contingent) identitarian articulations.”55 These narratives are a 
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determining factor of the interpellative assemblage, and like “any discursive formation that 

wants to struggle for hegemony, [they have] to do so on the field of the different stories people 

construct to understand who they are.“56 It is therefore not just the intangible identitarian 

articulations brought into the interpellative moment which determine the outcome, but also the 

wide spectrum of cultural products and varying Public Opinions (with fluctuating degrees of 

influence) which circulate through any given assemblage that help produce the reified 

consciousness of the subject.  

The interpellative framework of assemblages is why, in the case of Käthe Hagedorn, I am 

not solely interested in the legal verdict of the trial or the scholarly publications which were later 

published about the matter. Nor will I focus only on those popular publications which called 

Hagedorn Germany’s first Lustmörderin, or even just on Hagedorn’s own testimony. I am 

interested in the assemblages which provided the narratives, reifying discourses, and identitarian 

articulations in the interpellation of Käthe Hagedorn as Germany’s almost-first-but-not-quite 

Lustmörderin. Elsewhere, scholars who have taken up assembly theory in the study of identity, 

especially for minoritized subjects, have focused on aspects of the assemblage, such as 

Alexander G. Weheliye who researches racializing assemblages, or the aforementioned queer 

scholar Puar, who writes about terrorizing assemblages. For my own purposes, I will refer to the 

matrix of expressive and material components in Hagedorn’s interpellation criminalizing 

assemblages, for the specific ways in which sex and gender in constructing her criminality. To 

do so, I break my analysis chronologically into a four-part narrative: in the first section from 

June to August of 1926, which I label the exposition. I closely follow how the German-language 

press assembled Hagedorn as an illegible female criminal according to the majority (or solid) 
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public opinion regarding hegemonic German womanhood. Next, I focus on the narrative’s rising 

action, the period from January to June of 1927, when Hagedorn was named Germany’s first 

Lustmörderin by the press, and she and her crimes came to be explicitly tied to the threat of 

Vermännlichung to Germany’s women. To conclude, I will analyze the reporting of Hagedorn’s 

trial by the press, which I argue serves as the climax to her trial in the court of Public Opinion 

wherein she is neutralized as a threat to abject female sexuality, and finally the denouement of 

her narrative in sexology and popular science which reaffirms Hagedorn as a female criminal 

almost like any other.  Throughout, I delve into the various identitarian articulations, expressive 

and material components, of the assemblage, and the discourses behind them upon which 

Hagedorn’s interpellation–and any opportunities for resistance–are contingent, in order to 

understand why, apparently, Käthe Hagedorn was not–could not–be a Lustmörderin. 

 

5.4 Exposition: Käthe, Kindesmord, and Criminalizing Assemblages 

 

The first stage of any conventional narrative, including Käthe Hagedorn’s, is the exposition. As I 

demonstrated, the initial press coverage of the case largely aligned with what archival and court 

documents tell us about the murders. The victims, a boy and a girl, were found in a wooded area 

and outcry witnesses reported seeing a woman in distress in the general vicinity. From here, 

embellishments and editorialization made by the anonymous journalists behind the individual 

reports began constructing a criminal narrative, which through both false information and 

sensational writing placed the scene of the crime–if not in truth, then in the public imagination– 

squarely in the German home. The case was quickly labeled a family tragedy, and many papers 

included unsubstantiated details which emphasized the innocence of the young children. For 

example, the official record of the case states that the children followed Hagedorn to a meadow 
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to gather flowers, but the Badische Presse and Berliner Börsen Zeitung wrote that the children 

had gone to the woodland preserve to play, while the conservative leaning Deutsche Allgemeine 

Zeitung morning edition described where the bodies had been found a “von vielen gesuchten 

Kindern Spielwiese.”57 Given that this detail is included in none of the other periodicals across 

Germany, Austria, and even Switzerland, it was likely only included to evoke the pathos of the 

reader and make an already tragic crime more visceral. Like reports which claimed the children 

had been found in an empty apartment, such false information upheld the greater post-WWI 

narratives that the German nuclear family was in peril. I examined the role of the surplus woman 

in this perceived threat in the previous chapter and will return to it again once Hagedorn’s public 

image goes on trial, but the double murder in Duisburg evoked another discourse of cultural 

crisis: the Kindermord epidemic. 

From the discovery of the bodies to Hagedorn’s sentencing of eight years in prison for 

manslaughter a year later, the Hagedorn narrative focused on the “Rätselhaftigkeit” of the crime, 

whose inscrutable circumstances were not easily reconciled with public perception of female 

criminality. There was the expected ineffability of such a crime, which was recognized as an 

abject transgression of social norms. For example, echoing the language first established in the 

Bochum murders, the Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung first broke the news of the murders on the front 

page as "[e]in grausiges Verbrechen” and “ein Bild des Erbarmens,”58 while the Vossische 

Zeitung of Berlin called it an “entsetzlicher Mord.”59 It was covered in the press like other 

heinous crimes of its nature, with the typical sensational editorializing anticipated for such a 

 
57 “Wiederum zwei Kinder ermordet.” Deutsche allgemeine Zeitung, Morning edition, June 25, 

1926.  
58 “Ein 2facher Kindermord in Duisburg.” Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung, June 25, 1926.  
59 “Wieder ein furchtbarer Kindermord.” Vossische Zeitung, June 26, 1926.  
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murder. The Duisburger General-Anzeiger also printed the story on the front page above the 

fold, arousing the reader’s attention with shocking details, including a subheading that stated the 

children’s bodies were still warm upon discovery.60 It was quickly made known to the public that 

a young woman with a black “Bubikopf” had been witnessed fleeing the area, and subsequently, 

the case was embraced in a national discourse on child murder. For example, the Badische 

Presse, Bergdorfer Zeitung, Berliner Börsen-Zeitung, Durlacher Tageblatt all printed the same 

news release with a variation of the title “Ein neuer Kindermord.” Similarly, the Deutsche 

Allgemeine Zeitung and the Karlsruher Tageblatt included titles with variations of “wieder ein 

Kindermord.” 400 miles away from Duisburg near the German-Polish border, the Schwedter 

Tageblatt ran the headline “Kindermorde und kein Ende” and claimed that Germany was in the 

midst of a “furchtbare Blutwelle.”61  

To put this in perspective, statistics released by the Reichsjustizministerium und 

Statistisches Reichsamt in 1931 indicate that between 1882 and 1928, there were on average 150 

cases of child murder per year, with a median of 156.62 1926 was by the numbers an 

unexceptional year: there were 156 murders, which was in fact 15 fewer than in 1925. Yet the 

digital archives of German-language newspapers in North Rhein-Westfalia attest to quite the 

opposite in staggering numbers: in 1925, there were only 453 mentions of child murder in papers 

from across 50 cities; that number rose to 1467 in 1926, with that single year accounting for just 

 
60 “Doppelkindermord in Duisburg.” Duisburger General-Anzeiger, June 25, 1926.  
61 “Kindermorde und kein Ende.” Schwedter Tageblatt, June 26, 1926. Deutsches Zeitungsportal.  
62Gabriele Franzmann. “Histat-datacompilation online: Crime statistics of the German Empire 

1882 - 1936. Persons judged by types of crime, frequency of individual offenses, penalties 

imposed,” GESIS Data Archive, Cologne. ZA8606, 2016, Data file Version 1.0.0, 
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over 20% of all such mentions in the 1920s.63 Undoubtedly compounding fears of a national 

crime epidemic was the timing of the Duisburg deaths. Just weeks before there had been a series 

of similar double-child murder cases in around the then-German city Breslau, while at the same 

time western German newspapers were following the high-profile trials of two unmarried women 

convicted of killing their newborn infants. The timeline of events was so tight that most 

publications drew connections between the cases implicitly through editorial placement on the 

page, if not explicitly in how certain newspapers wrote about the cases. Comparing the murders 

of Käthe Gelzleichner and Friedel Schäfen was likely intended to further manifest fears of a 

national crisis, but I argue that it instead served primarily to expose just how unlikely Käthe 

Hagedorn was as a child murderer. If she was part of a child murder epidemic, she was a 

dangerous mutation of the virus and thus a greater threat to the assemblage than she was even 

portrayed. 

 

Figure 18. Example of the Fehlse murders reported in connection to Hagedorn case. 

 
63 In total there were 6,894 mentions of either Kindermord or Kindesmord in the Zeitungsportal 

NRW and the Deutsches Zeitungsportal as of May 1, 2023. 
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On June 10, 1926, the two young Fehlse siblings, a boy and a girl, were found murdered 

in a case that like the case in Duisburg would come to cause investigators, including Berlin chief 

investigator Ernst Gennat, strife and consternation (figure 18). The similarities end there, 

however. The Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung reported that results of the autopsy lead police to 

believe the female victim had most likely been tortured to death and mentions an as yet 

unidentified young male suspect; the paper stressed that allegedly over 100 policemen were 

assigned to the case and working diligently but had not made any significant headway into the 

investigation. Correspondence over the next several days revealed even more gruesome detail, 

including body parts allegedly sent by mail, By June 16th, the Berliner Börsen-Zeitung reported 

that the police had more than 1,500 clues to sort through and that the only female suspect–the 

mother–was no longer under consideration. Additionally, more information was released about 

the children, correcting earlier details such as the girl’s hair color, as well as the belief that the 

murder happened in a “disproportionately short” amount of time. Regional papers proposed the 

case could be a so-called ritual murder–not to be confused with my own application of Bataille’ 

theory of social rituals–and reports circulated that a supposed parcel of body part decorated with 

flowers had been delivered in the mail.64  

 

 
64 Anti-semetic claims of ritual murders committed by members of the Jewish community had 

long circulated in the German-language press. For more see Scott Spector, Violent Sensations: 

Sex, Crime, and Utopia in Vienna and Berlin, 1860-1914 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

2017) 
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Figure 19. Evidence of Fehlse case reported in connection to Hagedorn case. 

 

The similarities between the cases were superficial, made even more obvious once police 

were able to determine that it was not a case of Kindesmord, but rather the murder-suicide of a 

brother and sister. Nonetheless, once the bodies of Käthe Gelzleichner and Friedel Schäfen were 

discovered on June 24th, the two cases were at once connected to one another in both superficial 

and substantial ways. In the Vossische Zeitung of Berlin, for instance, the headline for the 

Duisburg case was subsumed by a headline announcing “Aufklärung der schlesischen 

Mordtaten.” “Wieder ein furchtbarer Kindermord: Die Täterin eine Frau?” asks the subheading 
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above the two paragraphs on the new murders (figure 19).65 Considering that Kindermord was 

believed at the time to be, besides Giftmord, the most quintessentially female crime imaginable, 

the narrative seemed at first to come together harmoniously. Even after the case in Breslau was 

reclassified in the press as a Schwesternmord and Familientragödie, once Hagedorn was 

captured and her identity made public, papers like the Hagener Zeitung, Ruhr-Wacht, Essener 

Anzeige and the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung continued to link the cases and imply motive by 

claiming Hagedorn had closely followed the case in Breslau. In the final days of June, 

Hagedorn’s victims were buried in reality and metaphorically as the coverage of the Duisburg 

murders focused increasingly on Hagedorn’s strange behavior and what the press portrayed as an 

unsettling lack of motive. Meanwhile, many of those same papers also reported on the high-

profile trials of the Kindermörderinnen Gertrud Hillebrand and Helene Brockbals (whose trial in 

fact started the same day as the Duisburg murders). In textbook cases of Kindermord, both 

accused women were unmarried, found guilty of murdering their children shortly after childbirth, 

and sentenced to two years in jail.66 Coverage of Hillebrand and Brockbals took up considerably 

less space on the page as the more recent Duisburg murders, but the close juxtaposition of their 

trials underscored the unavoidable detail about Hagedorn that complicated the Kindesmord 

narrative: Hagedorn may be unmarried, as many papers made a priority to note, but her victims, 

while children, were not her children.  

The more that became known about Käthe Hagedorn, the less intelligible she became as 

the Kindermörderin initially interpellated in the press. In Erich Wulffen’s 1910 Der 

 
65 “Wieder ein furchtbarer Kindermord: Die Täterin eine Frau?” Vossische Zeitung, June 26, 
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66 As reported by the Münsterischer Anzeiger, Iserlohner Kreisanzeiger und Zeitung, 

Dortmunder Zeitung, and the Altenaer Kreisblatt on June 29, 1926, and the Castrop-Rauxeler 

Volkzeitung, Wittener Volkszeitung, Das Volk, and the Westfälische Zeitung on June 30, 1926. 
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Sexualverbrecher, he included child murder and manslaughter, alongside adultery, sexual 

trafficking, and incest, as “Sexualdelikte auf sozialer Grundlage,” and even when addressing 

men who murder children, offered no case studies of a Kindesmörder.67 Later in Das Weib als 

Sexualverbrecherin, he categorized child murder as "mütterliche Kriminalität” contiguous with 

abortion and the falsification of a child’s identity, and unequivocally claims only women capable 

of such crimes. Moreover, he writes that “[d] Kindsmord ist das weibliche Verbrechen, welches 

das Weib ganz selbständig und allein verübt.”68 In agreement with German criminal law, which 

at the time under §217 defined a child murderer as “[e]ine Mutter, welch ihr uneheliches Kind in 

oder gleich nach der Geburt vorsätzlich tötet,” Wulffen limits his understanding of Kindesmord 

to women who kill their own children.69 Though the press portrayal of an alleged 

Kindermordepidemie demonstrates that Public Opinion was not  as discerning in defining 

Kindesmord, the fact that Hagedorn lacked even a caretaker relationship with her victims 

complicated the evolving narrative.  

Therefore, just as the focus shifted from Lustmord to the Lustmörder in the ever evolving 

discourse at the turn of the century, the press narrowed their coverage from Kindesmord as a 

national epidemic to the specific case of the Duisburger Kindesmörderin, or as expressed in the 

Vossische Zeitung, “Die Mörderin mit dem Bubikopf.”70 Hagedorn appeared under scrutiny in 

the press not even just as a female criminal, but as a woman at all. On Saturday June 26, the 

Duisburger General-Anzeiger printed a detailed article called “Die Irrfahrten der Mörderin” 

which chronicled Hagedorn’s two escape attempts via taxi which eventually led to her capture 

 
67 Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher, 614. 
68 Wulffen, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, 297. 
69 Wulffen, Der Sexualverbrecher, 659; Wulffen, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, 288. 
70 “Die Mörderin mit dem Bubikopf.” Vossische Zeitung, June 25,1926. 



 

 

 
 

235 

around 6 o’clock the evening of June 25, when she failed to produce payment for the trips. The 

article describes how upon arrival at the police station, she sat “in der Gefängniszelle ruhig und 

macht einen normalen Eindruck,”71 and denied any part in the murder. When asked why she 

attempted to abscond to the Netherlands, “sagte sie ganz ruhig, ohne Zeichen besonderer 

Erregung, sie sei schon in dieser Sache vernommen worden und habe sich, um weiteren 

Unannehmlichkeiten aus dem Wege zu gehen, von Duisburg entfernt.”72 The focus on her body 

language here and elsewhere calls attention to the importance the press placed on expressive 

components of the assemblage in reporting the murders. Her stoic and seemingly unfeminine 

body language as well as strange utterances capture the attention of the public and aided in her 

unusual interpellation. Already thus puzzled, when Hagedorn initially claimed to have seen a 

man near the crime scene, the press took the opportunity to suggest another popular narrative 

besides Kindesmord that could make her a legible female criminal: revenge. 

The Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung printed the headline “Die Kindermörderin ermittelt!” in the 

evening edition on June 26, and asks in a subheading “Die Tat ein Racheakt?”73 The Essener 

Volkszeitung74 and the previously noted Karlsruher Tageblatt edition similarly reported that 

revenge was the likely motive, especially after the male suspect Hagedorn accused was arrested, 

only to be cleared of any suspicion when Hagedorn’s bloody clothes were found after police 

searched her home.75 Revenge as a female weapon was not only popular in Weimar Public 

Opinion, but  also long considered a toxic feminine trait beginning with the myth of Medea and 

confirmed in sexology. Revenge, writes Wulffen in Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, is felt 

 
71 “Die Irrfahrten der Mörderin.” Duisburger General-Anzeiger, June 25, 1926.  
72 “Die Irrfahrten der Mörderin.” Duisburger General-Anzeiger, June 25, 1926.  
73 “Die Kindermörderin ermittelt!” Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung, June 26, 1926. 
74 “Der Duisburger Doppelmord aufgeklärt.” Essener Volkszeitung, June 26, 1926,  
75 “Wieder ein doppelter Kindermord.” Karlsruher Tageblatt, June 26, 1926.  
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more strongly by women than men, and that “Rache und Haß sind die Beweggründe der 

geborenen Verbrecherin.”76 Though vague in their claims, the press also intimated a relationship 

of some sort between Hagedorn and the male suspect, leading readers to speculate that 

Hagedorn, like Medea, murdered the children to seek revenge against the unnamed man. The 

Vossische Zeitung, on the other hand, reported that Hagedorn’s family had long been in conflict 

with the parents of the victims,77 and Der Grafschafter of the Lower Rhine region similarly 

reported that “[e] wird angenommen, dass sie die Tat aus Rache begangen hat, da sie schon 

immer mit den Eltern der beiden ermordeten Kindern in Streit lebte.”78 Regardless of the manner 

in which the papers attempted to read revenge into the story, this attempt at a heteronormative 

narrative was put to rest when Hagedorn admitted to her crimes on Sunday, June 27, and again 

great attention was paid to her expressive interpellation. The Hamborner Volkzeitung published a 

lengthy article titled “das Geständnis der Mörderin,” and wrote that “[b]ei der Vernehmung 

machte sie einen sehr lebhaften Eindruck und zeigte ein gewandtes und sicheres Auftreten. Alle 

Fragen beantwortete sie schnell und gewählt. Man musste im ersten Augenblick die 

Überzeugung gewinnen, dass man es mit einer gebildeten Dame zu tun hätte, der ein solch 

grässliches Verbrechen nicht zuzutrauen sei.”79  

Finally, after hours of claiming her innocence and with her mother present, Hagedorn 

confessed to the double murder. Afterwards, according to Hamborner Volkszeitung,  

bei der Überführung zum Untersuchungsgefängnis trat eine Wendung ein, die eine 

baldige Aufklärung der Mordaffäre vermuten lässt. Vor der Türe des 

 
76 Wulffen, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, 12-13. 
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Untersuchungsgefängnisses, als es der Mörderin zum Bewußtsein kam, dass sie auf 

lange, unbestimmte Zeit das Licht der Freiheit nicht wiedersehen werde, trat die seelische 

Reaktion ein. Sie brach unter Weinen zusammen und machte dem begleitenden 

Kriminalbeamten das Geständnis, den Mord begangen zu haben.80 

News of her confession was widespread, and the reports mixed in tone and fact, from sober one 

sentence reports, to seemingly embellished accounts, such as that in the twice-daily Neues 

Wiener Journal. This twice-daily periodical described Hagedorn as a pathological liar and 

“geistig abnormal,” and claimed she had recently asked her parents to buy a dagger, a detail 

which stands out for being published nowhere else.81 Closer to home, the Duisburger General-

Anzeiger printed a 4th Beilage with a report of her confession, including the chaotic scene 

around the police station as a large crowd gathered to watch Hagedorn be taken to the 

courthouse.82 The Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung ran their own article covering the confession, adopting 

a more rhetorical approach to the event: “Als sie die Tür erblickte, die sich auf so lange Zeit 

hinter ihr schließen sollte, brach sie vollständig zusammen und unter der Wucht dieses 

Augenblicks erfolgte das Geständnis ihrer Tat. Sie gab zu, den Mord begangen zu haben, will 

aber weder über die Gründe noch über die Ausführung der Tat etwas wissen.”83 

But with more information only came more questions. Local papers revealed more about 

the crime on Monday, June 28, shocking readers with the news that Hagedorn was not just 

acquainted with but in fact lived in the same building as the children. Early character witness 

testimonies even alleged that Hagedorn was fond of both her victims, while the family priest 

 
80 “Das Geständnis der Mörderin.” Hamborner Volkszeitung, June 27, 1926.  
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82 “Käthe Hagedorn gesteht.” Duisburger General-Anzeiger, Fourth edition, June 27, 1926.  
83 “Der Doppelmord im Walde.” Rhein- und Ruhr Zeitung, June 28, 1926.  
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stated that based on his knowledge of the girl, he did not believe Hagedorn capable of the 

murders. Previous reporting on the murder only implied an unwillingness to believe that a 

woman could commit such a crime, but now, the Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung wrote, “[z]um 

Geständnis der Täterin, über das wir in der Sonntagsausgabe berichteten, neigten Viele zu der 

Annahme, es sei völlig ausgeschlossen, dass ein 19[sic] jähriges Mädchen zwei Kinder, die ihr 

vertrauensvoll etwa drei Kilometer vom Elternhause fort gefolgt waren, kaltblütig umbringen 

könnte.”84 On Tuesday June 29th, the Duisburger General-Anzeiger printed the last and most in-

depth article about the case with the headline “Die Rätselhaftigkeit der Kindermörderin.” The 

article described the large crowd in attendance at the children’s funerals, but largely focused on 

Hagedorn’s behavior in the days after her arrest. 

Der Fall der Käthe Hagedorn erscheint immer unbegreiflicher. Einige Zeit nach ihrem 

Geständnis zeigte sie eine seltsame Gefasstheit und Unbekümmertheit, die fast 

unnatürlich wirkte. Dabei hatte sie vor dem Vorführungsrichter–vor dem 

Untersuchungsrichter ist sie noch nicht gewesen–unmittelbar nach ihrem Geständnis 

einen derartigen Weinen bekommen, dass sie überhaupt nicht weitersprechen konnte. Die 

seelische Spannung, die es ihr möglich gemacht hatte, ein außerordentlich gefasstes, ja 

zeitweilig fast unbeteiligtes Vernehmen zur Schau zu tragen, löste sich hier mit einem 

Schlage. Als sie sich einigermaßen beruhigt hatte, erklärte sie auf Befragen, von der 

Ausführung des ganzen Verbrechens nichts mehr zu wissen. Sie will erst wieder zum 

Bewusstsein gekommen sein, als die Kinder ihren Füßen lagen. Auch von einem Messer, 

mit dem sie die Tat ausgeführt hat, will ihr nichts bekannt sein. Dies erscheint recht 
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unwahrscheinlich, da sie einen Spaziergang von 25 Minuten nach den vorliegenden 

Verhältnissen nicht im bewusstlosen Zustand zurücklegen konnte.85 

The tone of the article is skeptical of both her confession and expressive interpellation, while 

also critically calling into question for the first time Hagedorn’s reading habits, sharing that 

"[d]ie Verhaftete gibt nur zu, den Kindermord in Breslau sehr eingehend studiert zu haben. 

Überhaupt habe sie sich sehr mit Kriminalgeschichten beschäftigt.”86 Several other papers, 

ranging from small local papers such as das Gemeinnutzige in Hohenlimburg to larger 

publications in Austria such as the Linz Tagblatt, also reported that Hagedorn was interested in 

Schundliteratur.87 Hagedorn’s interest in the Breslauer case was broadly emphasized, and many 

papers, including der Grafschafter, Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, and Neues Wiener Journal 

alleged that Hagedorn herself had drawn the connection between her reading habits and her 

crimes: “"Sie gibt an, die eifrige Lektüre von Kriminal-und Detektivgeschichten angregt, auf den 

Gedanken gekommen sei, auch einmal eine solche Tat auszuführen"88 With her reading 

preferences the only motive the press could agree on, the Duisburger General-Anzeiger 

concluded that “[d]ie Aufgabe des ärztlichen Sachverständigen ist es, zunächst festzustellen, ob 

sie sadistische Neigungen schon gezeigt hat, aus denen man die Tat erklären will,''89 or as the 

Rhein- und Ruhrzeitung declared and has oft been quoted in existing scholarship about this case: 

“Wahrscheinlich werden dem Richter der Arzt und der Psychiater zu Hilfe kommen müssen, um 

den Schleier von einem Menschenleben hinweg zu ziehen, von deren Beschaffenheit man sich 
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bis jetzt auch nicht im Entferntesten eine Vorstellung machen kann.”90 Thus closes the first 

chapter of the Hagedorn narrative. Despite a full confession, there seemed to be a shared mistrust 

in claims that a woman could not commit such a crime, nor could they conceive of any 

perceptible motive for the murders if Hagedorn was indeed truthful in her confession. Neither 

popularly held narrative in the Public Opinion nor existing assemblages of gendered criminality 

could contain the facts of the case within intelligible limits of heteronormative subjectivity for 

women, criminals, and especially both. The reified consciousness of Weimar Germany’s Public 

Opinion could not account for Käthe Hagedorn. The result, I argue, was that Hagedorn’s crimes 

opened up a space for both popular and expert discourse to address the changing position of 

women in interwar society in the same way that the Bochum murders did for cultural anxieties 

about modern, industrialized, urban society: namely, through Lustmord and criminalizing 

assemblages. 

 

5.5 Rising Action, Part I: Vermännlichung, Bubiköpfe, and Lustmord 
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Figure 20. Kindesmord versus Lustmord in the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung. 

 

As a cultural crisis writ small, Käthe Hagedorn embodied fears surrounding the masculinization 

of women both socially and sexually that had occurred during WW1, as inadvertently exposed in 

the juxtaposition of the following two articles from the Tuesday evening edition of the Deutsche 

Allgemeine Zeitung on June 29, 1926 (figure 20). In one of the rare articles which prioritized 
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Hagedorn’s victims over the murderer herself, the reporter for the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung 

describes how thousands of people flooded the streets and attended the funerals, in which the 

mayor of Duisburg Dr. Maiweg took part to represent the mourning city. “Die Mörderin Käthe 

Hagedorn,” read the article,  

ist bisher jede Auskunft über die Beweggründe zur Tat schuldig geblieben. Jede Frage, 

wie sie dazu kam, beantwortete sie mit den stereotypen Worten: “Ich weiß es nicht.” 

Einmal erklärte sie nur, viel über den Breslauer Kindermord gelesen zu haben. Aus dem 

Hergang der Bluttat will sie sich überhaupt nicht besinnen können.”91 

Directly underneath stood an even shorter account of two newly discovered murders in France.  

It states that a five-year-old girl was abducted by a man who raped and then killed the child as 

she screamed. In another case, the body of a six- to seven-year-old girl was pulled from a 

swamp, and according to the Eigenbericht from the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, “[e]s wird ein 

Lustmord vermutet.”92 The similarities between the three cases are undeniable but go completely 

unremarked aside from the editorial placement. Yet based on barely two sentences worth of 

information, the latter murder is labeled a Lustmord while despite pages of press coverage of the 

Duisburg murders, only once had Käthe Hagedorn been accused of Lustmord. One single throw 

away headline from the Innsbrucker Nachrichten on June 26, which discredited its own 

reliability by erroneously reporting the suspect’s name was Thekla, made the connection: “Der 

Lustmord bei Duisburg” (figure 21).93 Even other reports by the same paper labeled the crime 
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Kindesmord.

 

Figure 21. "Der Lustmord bei Duisburg," with incorrect spelling of Hagedorn's name. 

The first newspaper to seriously implicate Hagedorn in the Lustmord discourse was the 

Vossische Zeitung, which wrote in connection to the case that “Lustmorde sind eine ansteckende 

Krankheit und man kann, wenn man die Geschichte der Lustmorde verfolgt, stets feststellen, 

dass ein begangener Mord eine Reihe anderer nach sich zog. Die fürchterlichste aller Epidemien 

zieht durch das Land: die Lustmordepidemie!”94 In an article which explored Hagedorn’s 

“Blutrausch” and “das Sexualleben einer Achtzehnjährigen,” the Volkswacht Arbeiter-Zeitung of 

Essen later called back to this article and once again echoed previous theories which posited 

Hagedorn’s interest in another alleged Lustmord case, the Breslauer case, should be sincerely 

taken into consideration in the search for a motive: “Aus dem zusammenhanglosen Gemurmel 

der Fassungslosen schälte sich dieses Bekenntnis heraus, sie habe sehr viel über Kindermord in 

Breslau gelesen. Weiter nichts: Und doch genügend, um die Beweggründe, die der Tat den 

Urstoff gaben, aufzuklären.”95 Finally, on August 5, 1926, the Hamborner Volkszeitung, offered 

an update on the status of the case and claimed that after “unendlicher Kleinarbeit” from the 

judicial authorities, emerged “ein Kern heraus, der mit aller Deutlichkeit darauf hinweißt, dass 

 
94 “Der Kindermord in Duisburg: Blutrausch.” die Vossische Zeitung qtd in Arbeiterzeitung 
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auch diese Tat ein Lustmord ist.”96 The paper alleged that Hagedorn finally admitted she had 

sexually abused her female victim, as other publications had also alluded to, but only these few 

publications threw forth accusations of Lustmord. Given the preponderance of evidence in favor 

of the Duisburg murders having been sexually motivated, especially in comparison to the 

concomitant crimes in France, it is striking that no other publications across German-speaking 

Europe made such claims. This is even more true when, as I have shown, so many would boldly 

do so in a similar case with only a fraction of the evidence, if only the suspect were a man.  

 I argue that Käthe Hagedorn could not be successfully interpellated in the press and 

therefore Public Opinion as a Lustmörderin, because to do so would be to surrender to the threat 

posed by the masculinization of German women during and after the First World War. Simply 

being called the “Mörderin mit dem Bubikopf” already implied a superficial but significant 

identitarian articulation, namely that of women assuming more masculine roles in society and 

ignoring male desires in favor of their own aesthetic choices. Both a material and expressive 

component of the Weimar social assemblage, this masculine haircut had its own reputation. In 

her book Experiment Weimar, Sabina Becker writes that the Bubojopf was a strong marker of 

new “Lebensformen sowie einen Wandel  der Geschlechterrollen, -bilder und -verhältnisse” in 

Weimar Germany.97 Laurie Marhoefer further notes that women’s publications like Girlfriend 

and Garçonne “offered readers connections to queer urban spaces” by publishing articles about 

bisexuality, the nature of friendship, and Bubikopfe, among other topics.98 Likewise, Katie 
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Sutton emphasizes that despite its popularity among women of all orientations for its practicality, 

the Bubikopf also sometimes functioned as “a powerful code of visual recognition and 

identification among German homosexual women that remained popular in the subculture until 

at least the early 1930s.”99 Given the early rumors of Hagedorn’s homosexuality, this detail is 

minor, but important. Overall, however, it was largely a symbol changing aesthetics and whose 

they implied. In one rather bluntly titled editorial in the Ohliger Anzeiger from November of 

1925 titled “Was man an Frauen nicht liebt,” contributor Bertha Witt writes that “Nicht vom 

Bubikopf soll die Rede sein, den die meisten Männer an Frauen nicht lieben,” then warning, 

perhaps ironically, that  “Gegenwart und Mode betonen gern eine gewisse Unweiblichkeit an der 

Frau, und es liegt gewiß in der Entwicklung der Zeit, die auch die Frauen hinausrief ‘ins 

feindliche Leben,’ daß das Ewig-Weibliche sich leise einer gewissen Vermännlichung 

annähert.”100 As scholar Helga Lüdtke demonstrates, whether worn by straight or queer women, 

the bob haircut became common symbol of the masculinzation of Weimar women both passively 

and actively in the figure of the ‘obstinate’ New Woman.101 While for many women it was a way 

to embody their emancipation, Public Opinion was much more skeptical of its implications for 

German society, and journalist Arnold Hahn extrapolated these anxieties to the extreme.  

In the runup to Hagedorn’s originally planned trial in February 1927, he wrote an 

editorial for the Berlin-based journal Das Tagebuch titled “Bis zum Lustmord emanzipiert?” 

Hahn compares the case to that of “Frauenmörder Gehrt” who in a manner similar to Hagedorn 

claimed he was caught up in a “Blutrausch,” which Hahn casts doubt upon given that Gehrt 
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possessed sexological texts he could have read and mimicked. The author then calls for the 

“reconstruction” of Hagedorn’s “Lektüre,” caustically noting that “[v]ielleicht zeigt es sich, daß 

Blutrausch lehrbar ist, dass es einen Willen zum Blutrausch gibt. Wir kennen alle jene Typen, die 

schon nach dem ersten Gläschen Wein betrunken sind–weil sie betrunken sein wollen. Das ist 

kein echter Rausch.”102 At once belittling and hyperbolic, this article is exemplary of the unstable 

discourse regarding gender in the Weimar Era and the ways in which Public Opinion 

manipulated sensational murder cases to hegemonic ends. The author claims that if Hagedorn 

were to truly be found by the experts to be a Lustmörderin, that it would be a “Zeichen der Zeit” 

and evidence of Hagedorn’s “Drang nach Vermännlichung.”103 Hahn weaves together the 

already emerging threads of cultural anxiety regarding gender, subjectivity, and sexual violence 

to interpellate Hagedorn as the worst-case scenario for the future of German society. “Der Wille 

ist hier freilich nicht der kleine Wille der Käthe Hagedorn,” he writes, “sondern der 

Suggestivwille unserer ganzen Zeit.”104 In the following months, across all of German-speaking 

Europe, Hagedorn would come to be known as the very first Lustmörderin.105 

Regardless of whether his tone is satirical or earnest, Hahn’s editorial amplifies existing 

concerns and lays bare the stakes of the Duisburger murderess: “Mit Käthe Hagedorn wäre eine 

Frau, ‘die Frau’, in letzte Reservate der männlichen Sexualdomäne eingedrungen.”106 Hence I 

argue that in order to uphold the abject hegemony of the Lustmörder, Käthe Hagedorn had to 

somehow be fit into existing criminalizing assemblages as a female criminal whose sexuality and 
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murderous desires may flirt with one another, but never consummate their bond. As a result, in 

the following months and during the coverage of Hagedorn’s trial, I analyze how and which 

criminalizing assemblages were mobilized in the press to stabilize Public Opinion by 

perpetuating the reification of culturally constructed female subjectivity and sexuality. Rather 

than focusing on the inexplicable circumstances and potential motive of the murders, a narrative 

was assembled around Hagedorn’s reading habits, as well as elements of her expressive and 

material interpellation that reinforced popular culturally held beliefs about the relationship 

between female reading habits and female sexuality. Furthermore, once the expert testimony of 

Magnus Hirschfeld was provided as evidence during trial, the solution to Hagedorn’s 

Sinnentaumel was revealed: her Blutrausch had nothing to do with her sexuality and everything 

to do with her female reproductive organs. In short, she was menstruating.  

 

5.6 Interlude: One-Handed Book Reading 

 

The trial for the murders of Käthe Gelzleichner and Friedel Schäfen was scheduled for February 

of 1927, which led to renewed interest in the case by the media. The trial was ultimately 

postponed, but results from the investigation into Hagedorn’s case began to appear in the press, 

and her reading habits remained a focal point. Understanding Hagedorn’s crimes through a 

constellation of sex, crime, and reading thus enabled, I argue, the developing narrative of her 

criminality to be assimilated into the canon of hegemonic abject female sexuality, despite all 

evidence to the contrary. With expanded accessibility to the printed word and rising literacy rates 

the invention of the Gutenberg’s printing press became a tool for social control and for the 

upkeep of traditional gender roles. Ute Schneider notes that, “[e]rst die Entstehung moderner 

komplexer Gesellschaftsformen erforderte im Vergleich mit den traditionellen Gesellschaften 
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des Mittelalters und der Frühen Neuzeit eine soziale Funktionserweiterung des individuellen 

Lesens. So sind die sozial motivierten Lesefunktionen seit Beginn der Moderne persistent, wenn 

auch schon früher temporär nachweisbar.”107 Accordingly, the Enlightenment, specifically the 

last two decades of the 18th century, saw the advent of the first perceivable reading public in 

Germany as literature was one of the primary methods the ideas of prominent thinkers could 

spread. By then, explains Schneider, “Lesen wurde im Bürgertum habituell, und Lesepraktiken 

konnten sozial zugeordnet werden bzw. wurden zum Ausdruck eines Lebensstils,” and that at the 

latest by the beginning of the modern era,  

steht die Kulturtechnik Lesen als ‘Totalphänomen.’ Das heißt, in allen gesellschaftlichen 

Subsystemen wie Politik, Wirtschaft, Kultur und Religion hat das Lesen operationale 

Funktionen und dient der Herausbildung von verschiedenen, professionellen, milieu- oder 

schichtspezifischen Verhaltensnormen.108   

With reading no longer limited to the scope of theologians and the highly educated upper classes, 

it became a ubiquitous social practice central to German culture and “an agent” of 

modernization. It was essential not just for the spread of rational thought and specialized 

knowledge, but “Identitätsbildung als ein Ziel bei der Aneignung von Lesestoffen wurde in der 

Aufklärung zur bürgerlichen Tugend und damit nicht nur sozial wünschenswert, sondern 

normativ erwartet.”109  
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Schneider emphasizes that one’s reading choices became a determining factor in one’s 

individual identity, through which influential social institutions, such the church and the school, 

could set expectations for appropriate individual and collective behavior.  

Literacy rates continued to rise throughout the 18th and 19th, and by the start of the 20th century 

the gap between male and female literacy had closed. Gideon Reuveni aligns himself with this 

view of reading, writing that “[a]s the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi eloquently puts it: 

men and women make order in their selves (i.e. ‘retrieve their identity’)  [...] The material 

objects we use are not just tools we can pick up and discard at our convenience; they constitute 

the framework of experience that gives order to our otherwise shapeless selves.”110 As argued by 

Schneider and Reuveni, since its earliest days as central cultural practice, reading was a core 

material component of the assemblages which determined interpellation and subjectivity.  It’s 

thus unsurprising that the ideologies perpetuated by reading practices focused persistently on 

what women should–or rather, should not–read.  

Stephan K. Schindler offers a historical overview of the sexualization of female literacy, 

and summarizes that  

Throughout the eighteenth century, German literary critics, philosophers, pedagogues, 

and priests were obsessed with discussing and regulating female readership. The focus of 

these debates shifted from questioning whether women should read at all to establishing 

guidelines about content and style of texts suited for women. The idea persisted, 
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however, that women were especially susceptible to the imaginative powers of 

literature.111 

Such concerns reflected contemporary Enlightenment beliefs about both the intellectual and 

physiological lives of women, whose ability to reason was believed to be far diminished in 

comparison to that of men. Women were allegedly far more susceptible to their own 

physiological urges, as we have seen in previous chapters, and this criticism extended to their 

emotional lives as well, which made reading a potentially potent threat. In terms of female 

subjectivity, "[t]hrough reading, the ideal woman was supposed to obtain what philosophers and 

poets constructed as the ultimate formula for moral beauty.”112 The popularization of the novel, 

for example, invigorated debates on female reading habits based on assertions that women were 

fundamentally predisposed to be influenced by their reading choices. Some viewed this influence 

positively. For example, Jacqueline Pearson traced cultural attitudes towards female literacy in 

the first half of the 19th century, and shares that some factions of the population viewed reading 

to be women’s “‘most rational employment,’ [...] its function not only intellectually fulfilling and 

psychologically therapeutic but also moral, a protection against ‘dissipation,’ whose ‘true use’ is 

to make women ‘wiser and better.’”113 However, even those who believed that women were 

“more [in] need of reading” to “compensate for their less rational natures'' nonetheless favored a 

pessimistic outlook: On the contrary, prominent intellectuals of the day saw literature as a pitfall 

for the newly literate female population because of their supposedly irrational and impulsive 

nature. For example, Gotthard Heidigger (1666 - 1711) declared that in general literature 
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consumed by the masses was intended for “‘the youth, the ‘Hommes de Monde,’ and by lazy 

women,’ but is not appreciated by the few “great thinkers.”114 

As time progressed the criticism became more pointed. Jean Paul (1763–1825) wrote in 

the year of his death, that while many women appeared to be quick and avid readers, it was only 

“because she is not delayed by any sentences, to say nothing of words, that she doesn’t 

understand.”115 Friedrich Schlegel (1792-1829) was even more specific in his criticism and 

equated female reading with female lust: “Each perfect novel has to be obscene; it has to 

represent the absolute lust [Wollust] and sensuality.”116 Given that certain forms of reading, such 

as reading one one’s own in nature, was a popular fad in Enlightenment era culture, critiques of 

women’s reading merited significant concern, especially as the isolated nature of reading made it 

difficult to socially manage.117 The emergent accusations that female readers were onanists and 

intimations about women reading books ‘one-handed’ foreshadowed the rise of sexology and a 

distinct focus on and fear of female sexuality.118 Finally, scholar Jacqueline Pearson brings the 

discourse of sex and crime together via the act of reading: 

It seems there was hardly any crime, sin or personal catastrophe that injudicious reading 

was not held to cause directly or indirectly — from murder, suicide, rape, and violent 

revolution, through prostitution, adultery and divorce, to pride, vanity, and slapdash 

housewifery. Women's reading became highly sexualised, sexual transgression being 

repeatedly figured by unwise reading.119 
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Such beliefs planted the seed of the persistently gendered distinction between high and low 

culture, the vestiges of which lives on today in the form of literary versus genre fiction, and 

which at the time laid the groundwork for reading to become a tool of hermeneutic control and 

social surveillance for women. In sum, the 18th century ended with an emerging pathologization 

of female sexuality, and according to Schindler, specifically a fear that reading “opened a space 

for female autoerotic practices. By introducing the physical into the intellectual act of reading, 

the critique of ‘Lesewut’ (fury of reading) made it obvious that it meant in fact the ‘fury’ of 

female sexuality and female masturbation as its most despised expression.”120  

While always imbued with gendered ideologies, initially Lesewut also primarily applied 

to more affluent women, whose "unbridled addiction to reading" was attributed to the hedonistic 

lifestyle of wealth, and was thought to lead to poor eyesight, corrosion of moral values, and an 

“undermining of proper social order.”121 The alleged demographic of Lesewut expanded over the 

course of the 19th century as literacy rates as well as access to books grew in both the form of 

lending libraries and an emerging book market.122 By the 1870s, literacy rates in the newly 

founded German Empire were among the highest in Europe at 88%,123 with approximately 70% 

estimated to be educated enough to read simply narrated fiction.124 In addition, as standard 

working hours were regulated and shortened in the late 19th century, German workers could 
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associate more than just Sundays with leisure activities, including reading.125 Of this new reading 

population, R. A Fuller writes that wages improved alongside working hours, which meant by 

the end of a long and tiring work day the working class now had the time and energy to dedicate 

to leisure reading, in which they looked for "something thrilling, interesting, [something] with 

strong surface appeal.”126  The culmination of these social developments, including women also 

gaining financial independence for the first time, meant that now lower and working class 

women were included in social critiques of reading as well. And the tendency towards 

stimulating stories which could be both easily produced and consumed meant such critiques were 

most prominent in the ‘fight’ against so-called Schundliteratur, where tales of ‘sex and crime’ 

flourished.127 

Sexualized attitudes towards the relationship between women and literature made crime 

fiction one of the most ‘dangerous’ reading choices possible, while the booming book market 

made it one of the most readily available. As the German-language reading public grew, so too 

did their desire for tales of the sensational, the forbidden, and especially murderous. Reading 

materials delivered by mail carrier or sold door to-door called Kolportageromane (in English 

hawked or peddled literature) were the most widely read during the 19th century; and existing 

sources indicate that of the approximately 5,000 authors able to support themselves with their 

writing, only 15% remain in the annals of literary history.128 This minority were authors whose 

primary audience was the educated classes, while the rest wrote mass marketed and mass-
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consumed pamphlets and novels, within whose pages “Räuberhändel, Verbrechen, Kriege und 

Liebesgeschichten'' flourished and were vehemently disqualified by traditionally educated 

middle class critics as the same sort of “Schundlitertur” reviled a century earlier by Heidegger.129 

Nonetheless, according to Jost Schneider, “[d]ie meisten Kolportageromane sind–soweit die 

Zensur es zuließ–von einer klaren Konzentration auf sex and crime geprägt, was schon die 

reißerischen Titelblätter mit ihren mal erotischen, mal gewalttätigen Darstellungen 

verdeutlichen.”130 Notably, women were thought of as the target audience for the book peddling 

trade, because the texts were sold directly in the home–or in other words, the domain of 

women.131  Also popular and more easily accessible to lower income readers was a growing 

market for shorter pamphlet fiction, whose target audience was also largely female. Between 

1871 and 1876 only 5% of published pamphlets told crime stories, but this number had risen to 

12% by the period of 1877 - 1882; the only larger percentage was 17% for fiction about the 

arguably adjacent genre of “Wild West&Indians” [sic].132 Zopehl’s Interessante Bibliothek was 

one such popular pamphlet series that ran into the 21st century, and was specifically and 

successfully marketed to a female audience with a “crime-plus-love formula.”133  

As a result, the female reader occupied a culturally perilous position. The broader 

German reading public was largely conceptualized as female, and extant publication data show 

that women were an important target market who could be depended on to purchase plot-driven 

novels and pamphlets which heavily featured sex and/or crime. However, dominant cultural 

paradigms still dictated that a female reader posed a threat to herself and society, because she 
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lacked the necessary capacity for critical thinking required to engage with literature as was 

deemed appropriate by the German tradition of Bildung and self-cultivation.134 Rather, most 

women were thought to be driven only by their desire to be entertained, which had the potential 

to unlock even more dangerous desires. As I demonstrated in the previous chapter, concurrent to 

the criminalization of female reading habits, much of what was being written about female 

sexuality in the expanding discipline of sexology inextricably linked sex with criminality. The 

rise of literacy rates and the popularization of crime fiction caught the attention of the sexologist 

Iwan Bloch, who believed that excessive reading about crime, be it in newspapers or peddled 

literature, could turn readers into criminals. He even speculated the following:  

how numerous have been the lust-murders committed among the lower classes provoked 

by the reading of cheap novels which depict the sexual gratification derived from acts of 

bloodshed, and how many times have we not seen the sadistic erotica arouse bloodthirsty 

desires in persons of the upper classes?135 

I argue that assumptions like this laid the framework for the peculiar logic in which women 

reading about sex could be potentially criminal and women reading about crime could be 

potentially sexual that would later ensnare Käthe Hagedorn. 

By the start of the 20th century, reading was officially a matter of consumer culture, 

which resulted in a book market driven by consumers rather than cultural elites. But while 

reading was now a common social practice in all social echelons and across both genders, this 

did little to alleviate cultural critiques of who should read what. If anything, these fears were 

 
134 Jeffrey T. Zalar, “‘Knowledge Is Power’: The Borromäusverein and Catholic Reading Habits 

in Imperial Germany,” The Catholic Historical Review 86, no. 1 (2000): 21.  
135 Iwan Bloch, Anthropological and Ethnological Studies in the Strangest Sex Acts in Modes of 

Love of All Races Illustrated: Oriental, Occidental, Savage, Civilized (New York: Falstaff Press, 

1935), 60. 



 

 

 
 

256 

only heightened, as reflected in the contemporary discourse about a perceived “book crisis.” As 

Gideon Reuveni observes in Reading Germany, anxieties existed regarding the business of 

reading and many wished to regulate the “confused and disorganized distribution structure.”136 

One of the primary reasons for this was the perceived need to “protect the interests of German 

society's educated classes by reducing book prices and maintaining the quality of publications,” 

which publisher Walter Dette wrote in 1919 should be able to offer “dem [deutschen] Volke das 

Beste, Reinste und Edelste.”137 The founding of the first German Empire and the political turmoil 

of the years leading to World War I had thus changed the significance of one’s reading habits: if 

in the long nineteenth century the “ideal reader was the ideal woman,”138 in the 20th century she 

now had to be the ideal German woman. Reading the German literary canon was viewed as a 

vital means of individual and group socialization, whereby “‘modernized’ reading habits” 

allowed subjects to appropriate “the dominant values of German cultural superiority, 

nationalism, and scientific awareness.”139 And after the devastating population losses of the 

Great War, books were not just considered “the very fundament of nation-building and an 

instrument in the struggle against other peoples,” as Reuveni writes, but in the case of German 

women, a fundamental tool in the perceived cultural struggle to continue the German Volk.140 

This development coincided with the popularization of sexological and criminological texts 

among lay audiences, gaining such texts a broad  audience beyond the academy.  

 

5.7 Rising Action, Part II: Trespassing, or Käthe Hagedorn as a Reader  
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Käthe Hagedorn was born in 1908 and came of age as a teenager in the Weimar Republic. She 

matured in a cultural landscape, in which the social upheaval of modernization and acceleration 

of women’s emancipation in the wake of WW1 women’s and especially young girls’ reading 

choices could easily be weaponized. Elizabeth Harvey writes that “reading, that private refuge 

for the adolescent, had become in this period a matter for public scrutiny and concern,”141 and 

that  

[e]ducationalists and teachers convinced of the importance of reading habits undertook a 

number of investigations into what young people read, partly out of scientific interest, as 

part of the then prevalent fashion for studying the psychology and lifestyle of youth, but 

partly with the aim of influencing and channeling these interests in certain directions.142 

Public debates no longer focused on women’s ability to rationalize, but instead on how popular 

literature should model femininity for young girls in the midst of large-scale renegotiation of 

social gender roles. Believing that it “was one of the most important influences in an adolescent 

girl’s environment,” prevailing attitudes about female reading criticized the popularity of so-

called Schmutz- and Schundliteratur for their unrealistic portrayal of life for women in modern 

Germany. In general, as Reuveni reminds us, pulp literature was considered a threat because it 

led to the "corruption of values, encouraging violence, undermining the religious and state 

authorities, offending against good taste and proper social order, distorting reality, and 

encouraging hedonism and speculation."143 Evidencing the gendered nature of this critique, 
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romances were of particular concern: on the one hand, progressive feminists critiqued the genre 

for overly emphasizing marriage and motherhood.  

On the other hand, however, those who supported traditional gender roles were 

disgruntled because popular love narratives “presented marriage and motherhood unrealistically, 

encouraging girls to expect that love at first sight would be inevitably followed by an 

engagement followed by marital and maternal bliss.”144 Similarly, though less staunchly for or 

against, German writer and psychologist Alice Rühle-Gerstel shared her observations after 

teaching a course on the reading of love stories. She published an article in Die Literarische Welt 

and argued that many women turned to romance novels to seek advice on matters of life and 

love, in the same way that men today would turn to the self-help genre. Rühle-Gerstel wrote that 

reading was an act of identification, and that "the unliterary reader looks into the book from his 

own position, from his individual fate—even more so the woman reader.”145 As reflected in 

popular critiques of women’s reading habits, such thinking was more widespread than just 

Rühle-Gerstel’s anecdotes alone. 

Novels, however, were no longer the sole concern: increasingly attention was paid to 

popular periodicals. Those who could not afford to purchase novels could instead read serialized 

novels in daily or weekly papers, many of which focused on tales of murder and love, while 

additional surveys showed young people were primarily drawn to non-fictional “reports about 

disasters and accidents, [and] descriptions of crime.”146 Mass culture also saw the expansion of 

these narratives into film and radio plays, and the success of detective stories in England and the 
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United States spilled over into the German market in highly successful translations. The 

popularity of crime fiction and a growing fascination with what we today call “true crime” could 

no longer be dismissed as just Trivialliteratur–though many did still consider it trivial–when 

prominent public scholars such as Walter Benjamin, Bertolt Brecht, and Sigfried Kracauer all 

published about the cultural significance of crime fiction. Todd Herzog draws parallels between 

Benjamin’s and Brecht’s understandings of the detective and the flaneur, arguing that for the 

modern subject, reading a detective novel was “analogous to the experience of the flaneur 

walking the streets of the metropolis,” in that “both are infused with criminalistic fantasy that 

converts the alienated strangeness of modernity into the collective mystery of crime and 

detection.”147 But, as Herzog argues, Brecht’s analysis went beyond the physical and into the 

intellectual. Herzog writes that Brecht’s analysis is crucial for the way he underscores the 

significance of causality. The reader of the detective is able to piece 

together a causal chain of events that leads directly from the crime to the criminal. By 

limiting the field of possible outcomes of this causal chain, the detective novel presents 

us with the ability to fix causality to human actions. The crime has a motivation and that 

motivation is attributable to an individual. Actions beget other actions and lead toward a 

crime. A penetrating intelligence can piece together these actions to lead from a crime 

back to an individual criminal.148  

For a reading public whose lives had been upended by both unprecedented progress and death in 

the wake of industrialized society and warfare, comprehensible human behavior was a valuable 

commodity.  
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In light of this, Daniel Siemens argues that “while the criminal was an iconographic 

figure of modernity in many societies [...] only in Germany was the criminal constructed as a 

representative of the confusion of morals and manners that turned criminals into ‘victims’ and 

‘victims’ into something else, which was never accurately defined.”149 Contemporary critics, 

however, viewed this development with more worry, as expressed by Austrian playwright Franz 

Werfel in 1920: “Well, a generation of moviegoers, frequenters of coffeehouse and nightclub 

heroes is emerging. Their ideal is the conman, the sexual psychopath, in a word, the criminal. 

This ideal, as everything, claims its victims.”150 All of these ideological tensions coalesced into a 

flash point in the coverage of the Käthe Hagedorn trial, bringing into question female 

subjectivity and sexuality in a post-war industrialized mass culture, which many believed 

necessitated clear motivation for atrocious human behavior. Käthe Hagedorn, as text and reader 

alike, reflected the belief that, as Siemens explains, “an ‘enlightened’ modern society could be 

established by common effort on the part of politicians, jurists, and the mass media. [...] Liberals, 

conservatives and socialists alike shared a belief in the ability of German society to modernize 

the political and social order.”151 But she did so not by confirming, but rather by threatening to 

destabilize this very belief, especially once it appeared that the most likely motive behind her 

crimes was her choice in leisure reading materials. As Arnold Hahn contended, Hagedorn’s 

reading habits were not suspicious for being criminally themed, nor for being sexual, but rather 

for the combination of both. Building on a pre-existing criminalizing assemblage which 

sexualized crime but also sexualized reading (especially about crime), Hahn advocated for 
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Lustmord as a bastion of the male sexual domain. By going one step further than simply reading–

by actually committing–such a crime, Hagedorn was therefore trespassing. 

To admit Hagedorn as a perpetrator in the social ritual of Lustmord would be to confess 

to the inadequacies of the limits and boundaries of hegemonic gender set by abject female 

sexuality as constructed in sexology and criminology. It would delegitimize the authority of 

institutional knowledge and would reveal accepted truths as social constructions that reflected 

not science but rather heteropatriarchal regimes of power. As the case came to trial and in the 

following years as the experts and even Hagedorn herself admitted to the sexual motivation 

underlying at least the murder of the young female victim, denying the existence of a 

Lustmörderin in all her implications became seemingly impossible. This, I argue, is why it is 

crucial that the early contextualization of Hagedorn’s narrative focused on Hagedorn's as a 

female reader; to do so otherwise would have granted her the agency necessary to become more 

than just a reader–she could have potentially rewritten the script for the Lustmord ritual. Instead, 

her narrative emphasized the normative link which was already established between female 

sexuality and female reading habits, meaning the sexual drive at play could be construed as the 

result of external influences and not central to Hagedorn’s sexuality. This also accounted for 

what was described as her “starken Hang zur Selbstbefriedigung.” And when it was revealed that 

she had been menstruating on the day of the murders, the final piece of the puzzle seemed to fall 

into place. The sexual motive was not only the result of external cultural factors through 

Hagedorn’s reading habits and her own expressive interpellation: it was exacerbated by the 

innate biological weakness of women and therefore one of the primary material components of 

any assemblage. 
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5.8 Climax: The Verdict Is In: Onanie, Menses, and Blutrausch 

 

Though not directly analogous to the police officer in Althusser’s scenario, the subject who 

carried by far the most powerful identitarian articulations in Hagedorn’s interpellation was 

Magnus Hirschfeld. He was one of the most esteemed of the witnesses in the trial, and the weight 

of his expertise was most able to wrangle Hagedorn into a category of culturally legible female 

criminality, thus removing the threat to heteronormativity her case presented. While the other 

expert witnesses focused on her alleged homosexuality, represented by her Bubikopf, Hirschfeld 

instead argued that Hagedorn had indeed been affected by blood: not that of her victims, but 

rather her own menstrual blood. Hirschfeld ultimately argued that although yes, Hagedorn’s 

sexuality as well as a possibly inherited mental illness could have played a role in the crime, it 

was above all else the fact that she was on her period when she murdered the two children which, 

according to Hirschfeld, explained the unexplainable.  

Hirschfeld later published a summary of his findings on the Hagedorn case entitled 

“Tötung zweier Kinder während der Menstruation,” in which he emphasized testimonies which 

argued she was a different person while menstruating. According to Hirschfeld, she became a 

“gedrücktes verstimmtes Wesen, [die leicht und stark weinte], und sehr niedergeschlagen 

[war].”152 Hirschfeld relied on the still credible expert knowledge of Richard Krafft-Ebing, who 

had published Psychosis Menstrualis: Eine Klinisch-forensische Studie in 1902. Here he wrote 

that “[d]ie geistige Integrität des menstruierenden Weibes ist forensisch fraglich,” and that “es 

erscheint geboten, bei weiblichen Gefangenen festzustellen, ob die inkriminierte Tat mit dem 
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Termin der Menstruation zusammenfiel.”153 Hirschfeld then cited Krafft-Ebing directly in 

testimony: “ferner bei strafbaren Handlungen Schwachsinniger, welche mit der Zeit einer 

Menstruation zusammenfallen, dürfte die Zurechnungsfähigkeit in der Regel aufgehoben sein, 

jedenfalls bei etwaigen im Affekt begangenen Delikten.”154 Grütter and Wünsch both agree that 

Hirschfeld, who was invited to testify “als Kapazität im Feld der damals entstehenden 

Sexualwissenschaft geladen,” was the most influential of all the expert testimonies, two of which 

even argued in favor of classifying Hagedorn a Lustmörderin.155 

Such beliefs were far from uncommon or new, nor were they reserved to the realm of 

sexology, as Sabine Hering and Gudrun Maierhof tell us in their social history of 

menstruation.156 Until the mid-nineteenth century the understanding of menstruation was more 

superstitious than it was medicinal—periods were thought to be “Unrein '' and “Ubel” and cause 

for social exclusion. This biological function was exploited to deprive cisgender women of 

equality and agency and believed to be further proof that men were naturally superior. It was 

only in the 1840s that a modern gynecological understanding of menstruation began to emerge, 

but nonetheless ideas such as menstrual psychosis and menotoxins (the belief that menstrual 

blood itself was poisonous) found leverage well into the 20th century. With this modern 

understanding of menstruation came the idea that a girl’s first period was her entry into 

adulthood. As one doctor in Hamburg wrote, in 1841 "[der erste Eintritt der Periode] bezeichnet 

der Kindheit Ende, den Anbeginn der Geschlechtsreife; ihr Aufhören das Erlöschen der 
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Geschlechtsverrichtungen."157 But as the Hagedorn case shows us, rather than being a moment in 

which women were granted the agency of adulthood, it was instead the beginning of the modern 

pathologization of menstruation and a new legal and cultural precarity for women within the 

social assemblage. At the most cursory level, enduring beliefs about women’s intelligence and 

rationality meant that women were not generally believed to be very knowledgeable of their own 

bodies, even in this regard. As one physician wrote in 1927,  

Um die Frau über die Beziehungen der Geschlechtlichkeit zur Gesundheit und 

Weiterentwicklung vollkommen aufzuklären, wird zunächst im ersten Teil der Schrift die 

anatomisch-physiologische Grundlage über die Zeugungsorgane Wort und Bild gegeben, 

wie sie die Frau um daraus den besten Nutzen zu ziehen. Wir legen auf diesen Teil 

deshalb besonderen Wert, weil wir wissen, dass die Mehrzahl der Frauen angeboren oder 

infolge mangels Pflege in der Entwicklung ihrer Organe schwach ist oder Hemmungen 

hat, die durch richtige Pflege beseitigt werden können.158 

Given that women were deemed unable to take care of their bodies at the best of times, it is thus 

not surprising that many also believed women could not be trusted with their own bodies during 

menstruation. Furthermore, while previously each of a woman’s menstrual cycle and symptoms 

were thought to be somehow abnormal or an abomination, in sexology and criminology women’s 

periods presented an opportunity to reinforce concepts of normal and abnormal feminine 

behavior.  

 In 1910, Dr. Siegfried Türkel published a case study on the female murderer Bertha 

Kuchta, who in 1901 was accused of poisoning two children, one fatally, while working as a 
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maid for the children's family. Krafft-Ebing had served as an expert medical witness in Kuchta’s 

trial, and Türkel cited his testimony on her menstrual cycle in his own analysis of the case. The 

fact that Kuchta was allegedly menstruating at the time of the crime was, wrote Türkel, “[e]ine 

wichtige Tatsache far die Beurteilung des Geisteszustandes sind die monströsen, 

geschlechtlichen Vorkommnisse im Leben der [Berta Kuchta],” writes Türkel, further adding 

that “[s]ie ist zur Zeit der Menstruation geradezu nymphomanisch, exhibiert vor Freundinnen, 

sucht durch Vorhalten ihre mit Menstrualblut getränkten Hemdes aufzuregen.”159 Bernhard 

Bauer, who we encountered in the last chapter, wrote extensively about menstruation in Wie bist 

du Weib? He offers a physiological explanation for the temporary neurosis some women 

experience during menses, arguing that a woman’s sexual organs can sometimes become so 

“übermässig stark” full of blood, that it can impact her sexual desires and overall expression of 

her sexuality.160 He explains that as a result, “[t]rotz aller im Weibe lebenden und webenden 

Hemmungen, die zur Verschleierung all dessen, was mit seiner Sexualsphäre im Zusammenhang 

steht, führen, lassen sich doch allmonatlich Steigerungen seines Geschlechtsverlangens, der 

Libidosexu alis, nachweisen, die knapp nach der Periode ihren Höhepunkt erreichen.”161 In fact, 

Bauer claims that under such circumstances, a woman will act as though an animal in heart, an 

observation I find fascinating for how close it comes to drawing a parallel in the language used 

to describe the “bestial” sexuality of the Lustmörder. Bauer, however, does not engage in the 

discourse of female criminality in his text, except to proclaim that “[zwei Menschenkinder, die 
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sich in inniger Zuneigung vereinen] gleicht einem Mord an dem Seeleleben der Menschheit! Und 

Morden ist Verbrechen!”162 

It is, of course, Erich Wulffen in Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, who most contributes 

to reifying a causality between menstruation and female criminality.  He agrees with the attitudes 

already expressed by his colleagues, and writes that 

[d]a haben wir die Menstruation, die zumal bei ihrem ersten Eintritt eine Umwälzung im 

Seelenleben des jungen Mädchen hervorruft. Die Vorstöße der Pubertät werden nicht 

richtig gedeutet. Aus harmlosen Träumereien entwickelt sich ein Drang nach 

abenteuerlichen Erlebnissen, Phantasie und Gelüste werden geweckt, Neigung zur Lüge 

macht sich geltend. Falsche Anschuldigung, falsche Anzeigen über Entführungen, 

Notzuchtsanfälle, Schändungsversuche, aber auch Beleidigungen, Brandlegungen sind im 

Gefolge. Solche Mädchen sind bedenkliche, oft recht gefährliche Zeuginnen. Die 

menstruierte Frau leidet nicht leicht an einer überempfindlichen Sinneswahrnehmung, die 

ihre Aussagen zu übertrieben und ihre ganze Persönlichkeit zu einer reizbaren macht. … 

Ihre sonstigen normalen moralischen Hemmungen sind beeinträchtigt, gelockert.163  

By the time of Hagedorn’s trial, a strong precedent existed for the criminal pathologization of 

menstruation, founded on little more than, as Kartsen Uhl explains in his brief historical survey 

of the Sexualverbrecherin, “der kulturell erzeugte ‘Ekel vor gewissen weiblichen Funktionen.”164 

Wulffen’s description of menstruating women’s misdeeds, I argue, is exemplary of the discourse 
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on abject female sexuality in which the Hagedorn materialized: like many of the instances of 

‘dangerous’ women Hirschfeld provides in Die Sittengeschichte des Ersten Weltkrieges, men are 

only the victims of women, insofar as women lie about the crimes of allegedly innocent men. 

Lastly, among perhaps the most common inhibitions lowered by menstruation was 

masturbation. As mentioned above, Hirschfeld cited Hagedorn’s strong tendency towards self-

pleasure as one of the contributing factors to her criminal urges.  While Wulffen believed it was 

impossible and also unnecessary to determine how much women masturbated, he posited that 

widespread cultural beliefs about women’s supposed lack of masturbatory habits could be 

attributed to their “unscheue Wesen” and ability to hide behind their “quiet” facial 

expressions.165 Far more often, however, female masturbation was associated with abject female 

sexuality, especially insofar as it had no reproductive function. Wilhelm Stekel published Onanie 

und Homosexualität: Die homosexuelle Neurose in 1921, and claimed that for women, 

mastrubation could result in “Schmerzen, Krämpfe, Konvulsionen, Hysterie, [und] selbst 

Epilepsie.”166 Moreover, he wrote that  “Da gibt es Onanisten, welche mit kriminellen Phantasien 

onanieren , andere, welche perverse Akte vollbringen, die dritten feiern Orgien, deren Erfüllung 

die Macht eines Nero verlangen würde, die vierten spielen eine bestimmte Szene ihrer Kindheit 

und eine Unzahl anderer schwelgt in Inzestphantasien, welche ihnen nicht bewußt sind. Vor dem 

onanistischen Akte gibt es eine Art Rausch oder Ekstase, in der die Gegenwart ganz versinkt und 

die verbotene Phantasie allein herrscht. Nur einige Minuten oder Sekunden, und dann fällt der 

Vorhang über dem Geheimnis und das Licht des Bewußtseins vermag nicht durch diesen 

 
165 Wulffen, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin, 319. 
166 Wilhelm Stekel, Onanie und Homosexualität; die homosexuelle Neurose. (Berlin: Urban & 

Schwarzenberg, 1921), 24.  
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Vorhang zu dringen.”167 If such criminalizing assemblages were not enough evidence to find 

Hagedorn guilty in at least the court of law, Stekel even claimed that in one case, a woman’s 

excessive masturbating led to pain in her abdomen which became unbearable during her 

menstrual cycle.168 

As such, when no clear-cut gendered pathology could be found to understand the motives 

behind the murders of Käthe Gelzleichner and Friedel Schäfen, menstrual psychosis made 

Hagedorn a culturally legible female again: it wasn’t Kindesmord, because the children weren’t 

hers.169 But it also wasn’t Lustmord, because the assemblage did not allow for such Lust to be 

hers either. Instead, due to the expert witness testimony of Magnus Hirschfeld, Hagedorn was 

found to not be in her right mind by reason of menstruation. Hirschfeld therefore concluded that 

Die Angeklagte Käthe Hagedorn beging die Tat in einem pathologischen Rauschzustand, 

der sie zur Zeit ihrer Menstruation plötzlich befiel. Dieser Unfall stellt im Sinne des 

Paragraphs§ 51 einen Zustand der Bewusstlosigkeit und krankhaften Störung der 

Geistestätigkeit dar, der freie Willensbestimmung ausschloss. Keinesfalls steht ihre 

Zurechnungsfähigkeit fest. Die Angeklagte ist keine verworfene Verbrecherin. […] Es 

handelt sich hier in Wirklichkeit nicht um zwei, sondern um drei Kinder, nicht um zwei, 

sondern um drei Familien, nämlich die Familien Gelzleichner, Schäfen und Hagedorn, 

die das Opfer nicht einer schweren Untat, sondern eines schweren Unglücks, einer 

schweren Schicksalstragödie geworden sind.170 

 
167 Stekel, Onanie und Homosexualität, 28. 
168 Stekel, Onanie und Homosexualität, 25. 
169 Wünsch, “Käthe Hagedorn: Ein Historischer Beitrag,” 248. 
170 Hirschfeld qtd in Grütter, Verworfene Frauenzimmer, 92. 



 

 

 
 

269 

Hirschfeld’s testimony as well as Hagedorn’s conviction of eight years in prison for 

manslaughter was printed in the Duisburger General-Anzeiger and numerous other regional 

publications. His expert knowledge therefore not only impacted the judicial system by giving yet 

more precedent to the belief that women were literally out of their minds while menstruating, but 

was furthermore disseminated in the public sphere, where it perpetuated and reified criminalizing 

assemblages about female sexuality. In their social history of menstruation, Hering and Maierhof 

clearly explain to us the stakes of menstrual stigma:  

Die geschichtliche Stellung der Frau, ihre Rechte und ihre Diskriminierungen, sind nicht 

zuletzt abhängig davon, welches Verständnis des Menstruationsvorgangs jeweils 

herrscht: ob sie als geheimnisvolle und mächtige oder als minderwertige und unreine, als 

starke oder schwache, als fruchtbringende oder makelhafte betrachtet wird. Die 

Geschichte der Menstruationslehren und der daraus abgeleiten Hygienevorschriften und -

praktiken ist deshalb auch eine Geschichte der Ideologien und Erkenntnisse über den 

weiblichen Körper und das 'weibliche Wesen' und 'weiblichen Charakter'.171 

In the case of Käthe Hagedorn, hers is a history which perpetuates patriarchal gender norms and, 

quite possibly, a miscarriage of justice. Although Lustmord was technically only manslaughter in 

the eyes of the law, this did not prevent courts from sentencing men accused of Lustmord to 

death, while Hagedorn only served eight years in prison.  

After all was said and done, and the Duisburger murders faded to obscurity in the years 

following Hagedorn’s conviction, the strategies deployed to successfully interpellate and reify 

cultural expectations of a female sexual criminal in the case were successful. Works in both 

criminology and sexology which later study Hagedorn overlook almost completely any sexual 

 
171 Hering and Maierhof, Die unpässliche Frau, 11. 
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motive, focusing as the trial did on allegedly damning evidence of her reading habits, wherein 

crime and sexuality were inextricably linked, and the otherwise innocuous fact that she had been 

menstruating at the time of the crimes. Wulffen went so far as to blame the crimes on her 

“planloses, tändelhaftes Leben, ihre Interessen erschöpften sich in Belanglosigkeiten, in 

Wichtigkeiten eines nüchternen, seelenlosen Alltags, die Eltern hatten sie nichts lernen lassen, 

sie hatte keinen Beruf, der ihr Leben ausfüllen konnte. Wie eine Zeugin sagte: die Eltern haben 

Schuld, vor allem die Mutter.”172 The erasure of the Lustmörderin in service of the abject 

hegemony of the Lustmörder was in fact so complete, that both Hagedorn’s name and the factual 

circumstances of the crime had been almost entirely obscured by 1928: a young student in Berlin 

participated in a study titled Die Berliner Jugend und die Kriminalität, and when asked what he 

considered to be the “spannendste Verbrechergeschichte" he knew, he wrote about a teenage girl 

who killed a young girl and boy in the woods near a stream: “Das Mädchen hat die Kinder nur 

aus Rache getötet. Weil sie sich mit den Eltern gezankt hatte, deshalb tötete sie die Kinder. Sie 

suchte nur an den Kindern Rache, sie hätte ja den Eltern können etwas antun. Aber nicht den 

Kindern denn sie sind Unschuldig” [sic].173 In the face of an overwhelming criminalizing 

assemblage, Käthe Hagedorn never stood a chance in the Lustmord ritual. 

But Nike Schröder might.

 
172 Erich Wulffen, Irrwege des Eros (Dresden: Avalun Verglag, 1929), 143. 
173 Mathilde Kelchner, Ernst Lau, Die Berliner Jugend und die Kriminalliteratur. Eine 

Untersuchung aufgrund von Aufsätzen Jugendlicher (Leipzig: Verlag von Johann Ambrosius 

Barth, 1928), 101. 
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Chapter 6 

Of Brains and Balls: Thea Dorn’s Die Hirnkönigin 

 

6.1 Introducing Nike Schröder 

 

From the book burning at Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institut für Sexualwissenschaft in 1933 to the 

publication of Thea Dorn’s prize-winning crime novel Die Hirnkönigin in 1999, gender roles in 

greater German society changed greatly. Universities were approaching the 100-year mark since 

women were first admitted to higher education; Angela Merkel was one year away from 

becoming the first female leader of a German political party and six years away from becoming 

German chancellor; and Tom Twyker’s grungy red-haired Lola of Lola Rennt (1998) was a far 

cry from Marlene Dietrich as the sleekly blonde New Woman seductress Lola in Der blaue 

Engel (1930). Student and women’s movements in the 1960s and 70s saw fundamental changes 

to public discourses on gender,1 and victim’s rights movements in the 1980’s meant  that victims 

of rape and sexual assault were granted greater legal participation in their own cases.2 Overall, 

there was a shift from the sanctity of marriage to the consent model as a fundamental human 

right in terms of sexual relations,3 part of a new broader cultural paradigm driven by the 

 
1 Dana-Sophia Valentiner, “The Human Right to Sexual Autonomy,” in “Sexual Violence and 

Criminal Justice in the 21st Century,” ed. Boris Burghardt and Leonie Steinl, special issue, 

German Law Journal 22, no.5 (August 2021): 704. 
2 Anne-Katrin Wolf and Maja Werner, “Victims’ Rights Looking Good on Paper — How 

Criminal Prosecution in Germany Fails Victims of Sexual Violence,” in “Sexual Violence and 

Criminal Justice in the 21st Century,” ed. Boris Burghardt and Leonie Steinl, special issue, 

German Law Journal 22, no.5 (August 2021): 804. 
3 Nora Scheideger, “Balancing Sexual Autonomy, Responsibility, and the Right to Privacy: 

Principles for Criminalizing Sex by Deception,” in “Sexual Violence and Criminal Justice in the 

21st Century,” ed. Boris Burghardt and Leonie Steinl, special issue, German Law Journal 22, 

no.5 (August 2021): 770. 
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“tolerance of diversity and strong defense of the ethical value of individual self-determination.”4 

The result, observes Dagmar Herzog, was the turn of a new millennium that saw Germany 

“returned to its early twentieth-century status as one of the most—if not the most—liberal and 

‘sex-positive’ cultures in the world. In some ways, Germany is more progressive now than it was 

a hundred years ago.”5 

 Yet for all the observable progress in the lives of German women, especially since the 

Fall of the Wall and reunification in 1990, alarmingly little had changed in terms of hegemonic 

attitudes towards female sexuality. While women made up nearly half of first-year graduate 

students, that number fell to 16% for postdoctoral positions, while only 5.5% of tenured 

professors in Germany were women. Remarking on the centennial anniversary of women in 

academia, sociologist Dr. Ulrike Gräßel noted this drastic decline was likely due to the 

unchanged expectations of women in family and household duties; motherhood still reigned 

supreme.6 Marital rape had only just been criminalized in 1997, part of a larger reform which 

also imbued the law with gender-neutral language for the first time and extended definitions of 

rape to include non-vaginal penetration and other acts of sexual violence via coercion or 

degradation–but not groping; that would only happen in 2016 with the “No means no” reform.7 

And perhaps most pertinently for this study, no empirical research on female perpetuated sexual 

 
4 Dagmar Herzog, “Tomorrow Sex Will Be Good Again,” in After the History of Sexuality: 

German Genealogies with and Beyond Foucault, eds. Scott Spector, Helmut Puff, and Dagmar 

Herzog (New York: Berghahn Books, 2012): 282. 
5 Herzog, “Tomorrow Sex Will Be Good Again,” 282. 
6 Sabine Steghaus-Kovac, “100 Years of Women at Germany Universities,” Science.org, 

February 11, 2000. Last accessed July 5, 2023. https://www.science.org/content/article/100-

years-women-german-universities. 
7 Tatjana Hörnle, “The New German Law on Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment,” German 

Law Journal 18, no. 6 (November 2017): 1309–30.  
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violence existed, nor would they until 2013, in the first of a slew of studies that would validate 

the existence of such offenders–and even the Lustmörderin.8 

 It was on to this cultural landscape that Thea Dorn unleashed Nike Schröder, a 19-year-

old woman with Alopecia universalis and antagonist of the 1999 novel Die Hirnkönigin. Over 

the course of the novel, Nike murders the protagonist Kyra Berg and beheads four men. While 

Kyra is a victim of circumstance, Nike’s male victims are almost exclusively chosen for their 

physical appearance and social standing: they are older bald men with beards who work as either 

public intellectuals or in the realm of academia, whom Nike endears herself to with the use of 

wigs and her prodigious knowledge of ancient Greek. After dispatching her victims, Nike 

absconds with their heads and preserves them in her refrigerator, until she is ready to properly 

enjoy them, which she does by digitally penetrating the great longitudinal fissure between the 

two hemispheres of the dead mens’ brains while sexually stimulating herself. Kyra is a journalist 

for the fictional Berlin newspaper Berliner Morgen, who at the onset of the novel has recently 

transitioned from the editorial staff of the arts and culture section to the crime beat, much to the 

chagrin of her close associate Franz. While researching a new series on female murderers in 

Berlin, the Editor in Chief of Kyra’s paper is found headless in his immaculately clean and 

sterilized upscale suburban villa. With the strange confession of Erika Konrad, the victim’s wife, 

thus begins a metaphysical debate throughout the novel about the plausible limits of female 

sexual violence and debauchery. Dorn’s novel is intricately and intertextually woven with both 

the German literary canon and ancient Greek mythology, creating a parallel timeline in which 

 
8 Heng Choon (Oliver) Chan and Autumn Frei, “Female Sexual Homicide Offenders: An 

Examination of an Underresearched Offender Population,” Homicide Studies 17, no. 1 (February 

1, 2013): 96–118,  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1088767912449625
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Nike murders physically in present-day Berlin, but spiritually and intellectually at the height of 

German Enlightenment.  

 In the newly established tradition of hypercultured and hyperintellectual male American 

serial killers like Hannibal Lecter, Nike is well-versed in the philosophical tradition of the 

German Enlightenment and its veneration of ancient Greek literature and culture. At the novel’s 

climax, a gravely injured Kyra attempts to avenge Franz’s murder and follows Nike from Berlin 

to an isolated cabin in the Odenwald. There she faces the feeble figure of Nike’s elderly father, a 

wheelchair ridden man well into his eighth decade, who Kyra soon learns has raised his daughter 

in the pursuit of an impossible perfection. A long-retired teacher of Classics, he confesses that he 

sought out a Greek woman willing to forfeit her parental rights in his quest to create “[der 

perfekte] Mensch” instead of the “armselige Geschöpfe, wie sie unserem ganzen Planeten 

übervölkern,” who he saw yearly in his classroom. His tone is scornful when he shares with Kyra 

that his decades as a teacher at the Gymnasium convinced him that only a woman could become 

the ideal subject, because in his experience, young men are too motivated by their baser 

“natural” instincts, which he argued were weak in women.9 Kyra watches Herr Schröder’s 

withered face bloom with enthusiasm as he shares his hypothesis: 

“Die Mädchen, die ich in der Schule unterrichtete, machten in jenen Jahren viel geringere 

Veränderungen durch. Die Natur wirkte viel schwächer in ihnen. Mit ihnen hatte ich 

mich nie beschäftigt, da sie im Allgemeinen ohne geistigen Ehrgeiz zu mir kamen. Aber 

zum Geistigen konnte man sie erziehen, wenn man rechtzeitig damit begann. Das gab mir 

 
9 Dorn, Hirnkönigin,259.  
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die Hoffnung: Vielleicht konnte es doch noch ein Geschöpf geben, das den Gipfel der 

Vollkommenheit jemals erreichen würde: die perfekt erzogene Frau.”10 

Schröder’s personal philosophy is a perverse inversion of Enlightenment-era beliefs in sexology 

of the essential strength and intelligence of men over women. Where, as we have seen, the 

sexological doctrine determined that women’s weakness was rooted in their strong ties to their 

natural instincts, Schröder declares that it is in fact the weakness of their ties to nature that 

subjugates them to men. Similarly, he explains in his monologue, “Wie Sie ja bereits wissen, 

halte ich nichts von der Natur und von all diesem Gerede über Gene, aber gerade deshalb war es 

wichtig, eine Frau zu finden, die nicht schon von der Natur verdorben war.”11 He eschews any 

eugenically minded thinking in favor of the man’s ability to reason and nurture that rationality in 

anyone, even a woman. 

 As he proudly professes to Kyra, he believes he has achieved his ‘greatest work’ in his 

daughter: “ein Geschöpf [...], das den Gipfel der Vollkommenheit jemals erreichen würde: die 

perfekt erzogene Frau.”12  As to be expected, Schröder refuses to believe Kyra when she reveals 

the nature and extent of Nike’s crimes, who in turn can hardly believe the man has no knowledge 

of the recent high-profile murders in Berlin. “Selbstverständlich nicht,” answers Schröder when 

Kyra asks if he reads newspapers or watches the news, “[h]ier gibt es kein Radio. Keinen 

Fernseher. Der Schmutz der Welt dringt in dieses Haus nicht ein.”13 So abhorrent to him is the 

revelation about the daughter he raised in total isolation in his pursuit of perfection, that when 

Kyra grabs hold of the old man, and demands that he confess to his daughter’s whereabouts, Herr 

 
10 Dorn, Hirnkönigin,259. 
11 Dorn, Hirnkönigin,260.  
12 Dorn, Hirnkönigin,259. 
13 Dorn, Hirnkönigin,263. 
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Schröder dies. And just in time for Nike to discover Kyra with her beloved father. Kyra does not 

survive her final confrontation with the Lustmörderin Nike, and Dorn closes out the novel with a 

one-page epilogue from Nike’s point of view. She sits on a plane en route to Athens next to a 

man who fits her preferred victim profile perfectly, and the two share a toast to the good flying 

weather. “Haben Sie Verwandte in Athen?” asks her seatmate. “‘Gewissermaßen,” sagte sie. Und 

lächelte.”14 Die Hirnkönigin ends with no real resolution and none of the social order restored, as 

in the crime novels Käthe Hagedorn read in her lifetime and as many readers may have expected. 

But this, I argue, is the purpose of the Lustmörderin.  

 In the previous chapters I have explored the abject hegemony of the Lustmörder in depth 

as he emerged within the socio-historical framework of modernization in Imperial and Weimar 

Germany. I have further advanced our understanding of interpellation to account for how 

hegemony exists in the abject at all, through the adoption of recent scholarship on assemblage 

theory and an intersectional approach to the identitarian articulations each individual brings into 

the moment of subjection. It was on this foundation that I built my case study of Germany’s first 

almost-but-not-quite Lustmörderin Käthe Hagedorn. I focused my analysis on the narrative the 

press built around her as the case developed and finally came to trial and used Ferdinand 

Tönnies’ theory of Public Opinion to understand the weaknesses of Hagedorn’s identitarian 

articulations within the criminalizing assemblage of abject female sexuality. While the popular 

narrative of Hagedorn as a Lustmörderin seemed to take hold in the press in the leadup to her 

trial, this interpellation ultimately failed. Aided by the expert witness testimony of Magnus 

Hirschfeld as a sexological authority, and by emphasizing the expressive and material 

components of her identitarian articulations already reified within the Weimar consciousness, 

 
14 Dorn, Hirnkönigin,272. 
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Käthe Hagedorn was interpellated to fit within hegemonic assemblages. The final question 

remains: What would a successfully interpellated Lustmörderin look like? Does such a female 

criminal fit for an assemblage like this exist? Or, perhaps, the better question is: does an 

assemblage fit for a Lustmörderin exist?  

I argue that the latter is a far more pressing and compelling question. To ask if it is 

possible to reassemble an abject being into a hegemonic framework of subjection, even one 

which is already abject, is to uncritically further reify the conditions of their abjection. Any 

investigation of interpellation which wishes to address injustice, discrimination, and oppression 

must acknowledge the role of human agency within the assemblages which shape our 

identitarian articulation. It must moreover examine the materiality of the social, economic, 

historic, and political conditions which grant power to some and take it from most. Doing so 

reveals that in many cases it is the assemblage itself rather than the abjected individual in need of 

reform. Such is the conclusion of generations of scholars on race, sex, gender, and class whose 

work has proven invaluable in the emancipation of generations of beings abjected based on their 

race, sex, gender, and class. This is why, for example, Pablo Vila, Matthew T. Ford, and Edward 

Avery-Natale insist that identitarian articulations are such a beneficial concept when studying 

theories of interpellation: by understanding presentation of the self via these articulations, it 

enables an understanding of subjectivity which works through encounters and an “immanence of 

relations.”15 They consequently argue that “power does not operate from any singular location or 

point of capture, and [that] such multiple points of capture also imply the existence of multiple 

 
15 Vila et al, 576. Here the authors also refer to philosopher Rosi Braidotti’s work on the 

posthuman nomadic subject. For more see Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 2013). 
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points of resistance.”16 They hope this approach to interpellation can aid in a critical 

understanding of police violence against the Black community, and “give us more tools to end 

these acts of violence and oppression.”17  In much the same vein, though I acknowledged at the 

start of this chapter that much has been accomplished in terms of breaking through the 

metaphorical glass ceiling, the case of the Lustmörderin shows the work yet to be done: we’ve 

achieved support for women’s rights, but what about their wrongs? 

That is the driving question of my final chapter. As I analyze Dorn’s Lustmörderin, I do 

not ask what makes Nike Schröder different from Käthe Hagedorn, but rather what changes 

within the criminalizing assemblages from Hagedorn’s narrative to Nike’s story. I claim that the 

novel’s own metaphysical debate about female sexuality and violence, and in particular how 

little has changed about the debate since the Hagedorn trial, speaks to a precarious stagnation in 

contemporary discourses about sex and gender. Even limitations to our understanding of female 

sexuality which on the surface speak positively to the position of women in society–such as the 

nature of their crimes–perpetuates harm to all victims of sexual violence regardless of gender and 

reifies epistemic injustices about human sexuality. I argue that the figure of the Lustmörderin 

productively transgresses the limits of interpellation and abject hegemony. To aid my analysis 

with a close reading of French psychoanalyst Héléne Cixous’ essay “Castration or Decapitation.” 

To advocate for the figure of the Lustmörderin is not to support women’s wrongs unequivocally, 

especially wrongs such as sexual abuse and murder; it is instead and far more powerfully to 

advocate for the right to agency and self-efficacy for women and other sexual and gender 

minorities in their own subjection. 

 
16 Vila et al, 576. 
17 Vile at al, 576. 
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6.2 Femmes Fatales: Salomé vs. Nike 

 

“Was fällt dir zum Thema Enthauptung ein?” asks Kyra of Franz over dinner, shortly after 

Nike’s second victim is discovered.18 After pointing out that he’s still eating, Franz attempts to 

end the conversation, but Kyra continues undeterred as if he had properly responded to her 

question. “Jetzt erzähl mir nix von wegen symbolischer Kastration. Wenn sie die Männer 

kastrieren wollte, würde sie sie kastrieren.”19 This leads Kyra and Franz down a well-trodden 

road in both the novel and larger context of sex and crime: Salome and psychoanalysis. The 

biblical figure of Salome is an archetypal femme fatale, a female figure whose sexuality is 

inextricably tied to the death of men, the foremother of Frank Wedekind’s femme fatale Lulu, 

perhaps Jack the Ripper’s most famous literary victim. And the father of psychoanalysis, 

Sigmund Freud, known for his concept of the Oedipal complex similarly evokes both sex and 

crime as Oedipus murders his father out of misplaced sexual desire for his own mother, had his 

own Salome: the Russian writer and psychologist Lou Andreas Salomé.  Psychoanalyst Victor 

Mazin argues that in the imagination of male colleagues like Nietzsche and Freud, Salomé was 

perceived as a femme fatale: 

With regard to her first novel, Nietzsche spoke a phrase which would accompany her 

reputation everywhere: ‘if it is not the eternal feminine that moves this girl, then it is 

certainly the eternal masculine.’ Such a projection shows that in the male mirror (in this 

case in Nietzsche’s mirror) she was reflected as a femme fatale, as a woman who 

 
18 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin,139. 
19 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin,140. 
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compelled man to suffer, or like a woman who could not be restrained or reduced to an 

object.20 

When discussing crime, sex, and women, many are quick to equate the Lustmörderin with the 

femme fatale, but Mazin’s observations on Andreas Salomé call attention to a subtle but crucial 

difference: agency. The femme fatale is a figure who reflects the desires of the men around her, 

and the lengths they are willing to go to for that desire to be mutual; her own sexual agency is of 

little to no importance to those around her. 

In Wedekind’s Lulu duology, Lulu is blamed for the deaths of the men who covet her and 

either take their own lives or those of the other men who compete for her desires. She herself 

only kills one man, Dr. Schön, after he forcibly hands her a gun and orders her to kill herself. 

Faced with saving his life or hers, she chooses her own–for this, she is a villain. On the matter of 

agency,  Arne Höcker writes that while “[a]ll other characters are defined only by their desire for 

her [...] Lulu herself appears to be a woman without qualities who willingly agrees to become 

whatever her male admirers want her to be.”21 Pursuant to this logic, her eventual death comes in 

the form of a man’s desire–her murderer, a fictionalized Jack the Ripper, only desires her in 

death, and so he comes to be the only man in Wedekind’s Lulu dramas who gets his wish. 

Though contemporary scholarship often approaches Lulu through the anachronistic lens of 

trauma and focuses on her as a victim of sexual assault,22 Wedekind’s peers saw things quite 

 
20 Victor Mazin. “The Femme Fatale – Lou Andreas-Salomé,” trans. Stephen Carruthers, 

European Journal of Psychoanalysis Winter-Spring (2002): n.p. 
21 Arne Höcker, The Case of Literature: Forensic Narratives from Goethe to Kafka, (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2021), 81. 
22 Most notably, in a recently published article in The German Quarterly, Schoshana Schwebel 

argues that the character of Lulu is based on Wedekind’s own young victims of sexual assault, 

and bases her claim on the research of Pamela Hutchinson, Orit Kami, and Julie Grossman, all of 

whom discuss Lulu as a survivor of sexual assault. For more see Schoshana Schwebel, “Lulu’s 

Smile: An Archive of Trauma in Die Büchse der Pandora (1929), The German Quarterly 95, no. 
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differently. Artur Kutscher, friend and early biographer of Wedekind, wrote in 1922 that while 

Alwa, one of Lulu’s lovers, did not become a Lustmörder as he feared he would, “Jack dagegen 

ist die durch Lulu erregte Mannesbestie, Tier gegen Tier.”23 In Kutscher’s view, Jack would 

never have become a sexually sadistic serial killer had he never encountered Lulu.  

Sharing a similar sentiment, physician Isaak Spier-Irving first wrote about what he called 

“Lulucharaktere” in Max Marcuse’s journal Sexual-Probleme in 1913,24 and again in his own 

monograph Die Sexualnot unserer Zeit: Beiträge zu den Problemen des Geschlechtlichen in 

1914. Spier contended that Lulu was a stand-in for a certain category of woman: 

‘Lulu’ ist das Weib, wie sie als Element des Feminismus in die Welt tritt, um den 

Maskulinismus zu erschüttern, ihn zu entnerven, während sie ihm die höchsten Genüsse 

gewährt. ‘Lulu’ mag pathologisch sein, wenn sie die Sexualität aufrührt. Oder man mag 

das, was an Lulu pathologisch ist, als die potenzierte physiologische Eigenschaft 

bezeichnen, als die Sexualität an sich, die eigentlich überall in den gesunden Frauen 

steckt, aber dort durch die normalen Hemmungen gedeckt wird.25  

Spier-Irving declares Lulu “die geborene Verbrecherin und Nymphomanin,” echoing Cesare 

Lombroso’s master concept and building his case within a sexological discourse of pathologies 

 

2 (Spring 2022). S.E Jackson also notes that more contemporary adaptations of the Lulu plays, 

such as director Peter Zadek’s 1988 interpretation, take a similar approach. Jackson then cites 

critic John Rouse who described Zadek’s Lulu as “a victim of the sexual economy.” See S.E. 

Jackson, “Whose Lulu Is It Anyway? Performing through Dramaturgies of Excess,” Theatre 

Journal 72, no.1 (March 2020): 32.  
23 Artur Kutscher, Frank Wedekind, seine Leben und seine Werke, (München: Georg Müller 

Verlag, 1922), 366. 
24 Isaak Spier-Irving as Dr. med. J. Spier, “Lulucharaktere!” in Sexual-Probleme: Zeitschrift für 

Sexualwissenschaft und Sexual Politik, 9. Band (Frankfurt a.M: J.D. Sauerländer’s Verlag, 

1913): 676-88. 
25 Isaak Spier-Irving, Die Sexualnot unserer Zeit: Beiträge zu den Problemen des 

Geschlechtlichen, (München: Universal-Verlag, 1914), 95. 
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and drives.26 Lulu remained a central figure in Spier-Irving’s career, especially after WWI. Lisa 

M. Todd explains that he attributed the high number of affairs of war wives (the so-called Lulus) 

to a turn away from their higher reasoning and moral ethics in favor of their desires and senses.27 

Todd notes that Spier-Irving believed “[t]worst examples of [the Lulus]were those women who 

accompanied their husbands to the train station and then started looking for their next ‘victim’ 

before the husband's train had left.”28 Both Spier-Irving and Kutscher partake in the dominant 

Weimar discourse of the femme fatale, whereby Victor Mazin’s observation of both Salome and 

Salomé ring true: such women only pose a danger to men insofar as men cannot control their 

own desires for her. Or, as Kyra says to Franz over dinner, “Salome hat nicht selber geköpft. 

Salome hat köpfen lassen.”29 Nike Schröder did her own beheading–and more.  

 

6.3 Thea Dorn’s Lustmörderin: Monstrous Femininity and the Femme Fatale 

 

 What Nike does with her victims’ skulls remains a mystery to all apart from one: she also 

uses her victims’ brains to stimulate herself sexually, which the reader alone knows and 

experiences along with Nike. This is, in fact, her entire motivation for killing her victims–at least 

under ideal circumstances, as is the case with the novel’s first victim and Kyra’s employer, 

Robert Konrad. Dorn follows the structure of other German crime fiction at the time, which 

Jochen Vogt identifies as “modernity without modernism,” a process of literary catch-up in 

 
26 Spier-Irving, Die Sexualnot unserer Zeit, 91. 
27 Lisa M. Todd, “‘The Soldier’s Wife Who Ran Away with the Russian’: Sexual Infidelities in 

World War I Germany,” Central European History 44, no. 2 (2011): 275.  
28 Todd, “The Soldier’s Wife,” 275. 
29 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 140. 
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German literature which only developed in German crime fiction in the 1990s onward.30 Marked 

by techniques such as “non-linear, multi-perspective narration, stream of consciousness, explicit 

inter-textuality and self-referentiality,” Vogt’s characterization of this literature adeptly describes 

Dorn’s own novel.31 Deploying a multi-perspective narrative, Die Hirnkönigin plays out through 

the perspectives of both Kyra and Nike, along with other key characters. Nike’s narration is a 

near-stream of consciousness account from an omnipotent third person narrator which flows 

seamlessly from Nike’s own inner dialogue to intertextual recitations of ancient Greek prose and 

canonical German literature and back again. The reader’s first introduction to the novel’s 

antagonist, for example, is an intimate scene between Nike and the severed head of Robert 

Konrad which quotes first Homer’s Odyssey; Karl Phillip Moritz’ Götterlehre oder 

Mythologische Dichtungen der Alten (1795); Oscar Wilde’s Salome (1891) as well as Richard 

Strauss’ opera Salome (1905), based on Hedwig Lachmann’s German translation; and “O Haupt 

voll Blut und Wunden” by composer Hans Leo Hassler and lyricist Paul Gerhardt (1601).32  

In the words of the great authors her father raised her by, Nike calls upon the goddess 

Athena, who she believes has led her to the moment she had ardently been waiting for. As if in 

prayer, Nike kneels before the refrigerator and recites from Salome’s final speech: 

Nicht die Fluten noch die großen Wasser können dies  

brünstige Begehren löschen. Ich war eine Göttin, und  

du verachtetest mich, eine Jungfrau, und du nahmst  

mir meine Keuschheit. Ich war rein und züchtig, und  

 
30 Jochen Vogt, “Regionalism and Modernism in Recent German Crime Fiction (1990–2015),” in 

Contemporary German Crime Fiction: A Companion, ed. Thomas W. Kniesche (Berlin: De 

Gryuter, 2019): 95. 
31 Vogt, “Regionalism and Modernism in Recent German Crime Fiction,” 95.  
32 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 50 - 53. 
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du hast Feuer in meine Adern gegossen.33 

By exchanging Fürstin for Göttin, as it exists in the original, Nike exchanges Salome for Athena 

but maintains the erotic tone of the text as she reverently removes a white plastic bag from the 

bottom drawer. Inside is Robert Konrad’s head, upon which she places a soft kiss. Having 

practiced on the skulls of calves and pigs with surgical tools she purchased online, Nike proceeds 

to skin Konrad’s skull–” Zeit zum Ausziehen” she says– and remove Konrad’s brain.34 As she 

works, she begins to recite the story of Jael from the Old Testament, who brutally crushed 

Sisera’s skull, but then chastises herself: “Was redete sie da? Nicht zerschlagen und zermalmen 

und durchbohren. Schützen, bewahren, lieben. Nichts als Zärtlichkeit war sie in dieser Nacht.”35 

Much like Nike changed Salome from a princess to a goddess, she must alter the story of Jael to 

suit her needs; as with the Lustmörderin in sexology and criminology, there are no women like 

Nike in the mythological or literary canon. Therefore, with care and precision, she ‘undresses’ 

Konrad in one of the novel’s most charged scenes. 

The influence of Nike’s father is perversely present as she sexually defiles her victim’s 

brain. Though seemingly aware on a cerebral level of her romantic feelings for Konrad, Nike is 

ignorant of her body’s reaction to her own erotic thoughts. When she rests the head between her 

upper thighs, she is startled by her own responses. 

Es war sonderbar. Sie hätte schwören können, dass ihr jemand zwischen die Beine 

gefasst und sie gezupft hatte. Sie lauschte in sich hinein. Das Zupfen war weg, aber ein 

komisches Gefühl war geblieben. Wie wenn die Nase lief. Sie fasste sich unter das Kleid. 

Zwischen ihren Beinen rotzte es. Nachdenklich verrieb sie den Schleim. Eine normale 

 
33 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 52 - 53. 
34 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 59. 
35 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 59.  
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Erkältung war es jedenfalls nicht, normale Erkältungen kannte sie, und die fühlten sich 

anders an. Es musste ein Unterleibskatarrh sein. Sie hatte noch nie einen gehabt, aber sie 

hatte schon davon gehört. Tatsächlich war alles zwischen ihren Beinen geschwollen. 

Dumm, dass sie ausgerechnet jetzt krank wurde. Aber egal.36  

In a clinical fashion, Nike examines herself, but as her father had provided her with no sexual 

education, she misinterprets normal signs of female arousal for an illness. When the feeling does 

not subside, she begins to refer to the sensation as a demon between her legs, who then crawls 

deep inside her. Rather than resisting, she gives in to her body’s strange intruder. Dorn writes, 

“[s]ie fasste sich zwischen die Beine. Nun gut, wenn der Dämon Tauziehen spielen wollte, dann 

spielte sie eben mit.”37 Like the biblical Salome, Nike is a virgin, but she bears far more 

resemblance to the Salome of Wilde and Strauss. Karl Kraus, no stranger to Lustmord as a 

rhetorical motif, was not alone when he criticized Wilde’s portrayal, writing “aus der keuschen 

Salome [hat Wilde] eine ‘Lustmörderin’ gemacht.”38 Dorn’s Lustmörderin continues to play with 

the demon and turns to Gottfried Benn’s expressionist work Gehirne: Novellen when she finally 

has Konrad’s brain in her hands. What follows is one of the most densely intertextual moments 

of the novel as the scene reaches a climax:  

 
36 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 57. 
37 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 59. 
38 Karl Kraus, Das Karl Kraus Lesebuch, ed. Hans Wollschläger (Zürich: Diogenes, 1980), 51. 

Originally published in Die Fackel in 1903. Sandra Mayer also cites a scathing, antisemitic 

review from theater critic Freidrich Schütz, who similarly wrote in 1903 that Wilde had made 

Salome a “mannestoll[e] Dirne und Lustmörderin.” For more see Sandra Mayer, Oscar Wilde in 

Vienna: Pleasing and Teasing the Audience (Boston: Brill, 2018), 110. The most colorful review 

comes from Karl Muth, who mockingly suggests that theatergoers interested in seeing Salome as 

a “Lustmörderin in schönem, orientalischem Gewand,” should see the production of Wilde’s 

play. For more see Karl Muth, “Unbeirrter Kunstsinn,” Neues Hochland: Erstes Jahrgang, 1, 

no.1 (October 1903 - March 1904): 366. 
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Hirn an Hirn. Endlich konnten sie sich lieben. Befreit von allem, was sie getrennt 

hatte. Sie hatte schon immer so eine Ahnung gehabt, aber jetzt erst fühlte sie es sicher: 

Sie war Hirn. Reines Hirn. Von Kopf bis Fuß.  

Der Dämon war in ihrem Unterleib auf ein unbekanntes Glockenarsenal gestoßen 

und läutete Sturm. Der leere Kopf krachte auf den Steinboden.  

Sie presste eine Hand zwischen ihre Beine. Ihr ganzer Körper vibrierte von dem 

Geläut. Konnte man an Unterleibskatarrhen sterben? Ganz fest drückte sie das Hirn an 

sich. Ungewollt glitt ihre Hand in den Spalt hinein, der die linke von der rechten Hälfte 

trennte. Sie erstarrte. 

 ‘Fissura longitudinalis’, beschwor sie sich, ‘Fis-su-... lon-gitu-...’, während ihre 

Finger in Schleim und Blut versanken. Und obwohl es in ihrem Kopf immer schneller 

wirbelte, war es dort gleichzeitig ganz still und schwarz geworden.  

Die Hand voll Hirn hatte sie in Höhen getragen, in denen der menschliche Geist 

nichts mehr zu suchen hatte.39 

Nike’s digital stimulation of her victim’s brain is an abject simulation of penetrative intercourse. 

Though there are several scenes portraying both heterosexual and homosexual sex in the novel, 

this is the most explicit and uncomfortably sensual. For Nike this was a sublime experience, and 

I argue that this moment is pivotal for understanding the nuances of abject female sexuality 

which separate the femme fatale from the Lustmörderin. It has, however, been paid little 

attention in the criticism of Dorn’s novel.  

 Relatively little has been written about Die Hirnkönigin, but of the scholarship which 

examines Dorn’s engagement with the Lustmord discourse, there is a consensus: Nike is not, in 

 
39 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 60-61. 
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fact, a Lustmörderin. Feminist and popular culture scholar Julie Miess, for example, argues that 

Nike is an example of a new paradigm of female monstrosity. In conversation with Barbara 

Creed’s The Monstrous Feminine (1993) and Kristeva’s Powers of Horror,  she reads the novel 

within the framework of the horror genre, and interprets Dorn’s antagonist as an abject 

“Monsterheldin.”40 Miess offers the Monsterheldin as an intervention into traditional depictions 

of female monsters, who embody “in mehrfacher Hinsicht Differenz im abwertenden Sinne,” as 

opposed to their male counterparts occupy “einer starken Subjektposition [...], die durchaus auch 

verheißungsvoll sein kann.”41 She describes Nike as  

eine Art postmoderner weiblicher hero-villain, beängstigend und faszinierend. Sie wird 

nicht von einer bedrohlichen Mutter als ‘monströsem weiblichem Anderen' getrieben wie 

der typische Psychokiller in der Tradition von Norman Bates, sondern von bärtigen 

gebildeten weißen Männern mittleren Alters, also Vertretern privilegierter 

gesellschaftlicher Positionen, die für Nike zum ‘bedrohlichen Anderen' werden, das es zu 

vernichten gilt.42 

While I agree with Miess that Nike is fundamentally post-modern and blurs the line between fear 

and fascination, hero and villain, monster and victim, I strongly disagree with her interpretation 

of Nike’s motives for murder. As I illustrated above, Nike does not kill Robert Konrad because 

she fears him. She does not behead him to destroy him, but rather to, in her perception of reality, 

consummate their relationship. To Miess, the fact that Nike preserves the brains of her victims in 

glass jars makes her akin to a mad scientist and describes her crimes as “radikale 

 
40 Julie Miess, “Das Profil der Täterin–neue Monsterheldinnen im Horrorgenre,” Gender–

Zeitschrift für Geschlecht, Kultur, und Gesellschaft, 3, no. 2 (2011). 25-43. 
41 Miess, “Das Profil der Täterin,” 31. 
42 Miess, “Das Profil der Täterin,” 39. 
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Gewaltsphantaisen.”43 Even if Miess’ argument is convincing insofar as Dorn’s subversion of 

stereotypical female monsters, by erasing Nike’s sexual motivation and desire for her victims, 

she reaffirms the very assemblage she attempts to dismantle. Furthermore, Miess’ assessment 

that Nike feels threatened by her victims engages in what feminist scholar of psychoanalysis 

Victoria Grace deems the “entrapment of the feminine position within, or against, a victim 

frame; a frame whereby it is not only that women become victims, clearly not, but importantly 

that the victimized position is a feminized one.”44 Even in escaping her own victimhood, by 

nonetheless upholding this framework in her motive for killing, Nike’s victims also somehow 

occupy a feminized, in other words, weakened state. I will return to this issue later in the chapter 

in my discussion of rape myths, but for now, I wish to stay engaged with what I argue are the 

misguided critiques of Dorn’s novel. 

6.4 Nike: Eine Leerstelle? Intertextuality and Criticism of Die Hirnkönigin 

 

In Miess’ argument, as is the case over and over again in the Lustmord discourse, women can 

feel lust, and they can murder, but not at the same time. This is the dilemma of the femme fatale, 

an undeniably deadly figure which invokes lust, but who does not directly murder–she seduces 

(or is more accurately seductive in the male gaze), and as a result men in her association often 

die. Miess insists that “Nike verweigert, obwohl sie zweifellos bedrohlich auf Männer wirkt, 

explizit Assoziationen mit der übersexualisierten Femme fatale,” by instead existing as “eine 

ätherische, fast körperlose Erscheinung, deren Monstrosität ein Gegenentwurf zur 

konventionellen Sexualökonomie ist.”45 However, I would counter that the femme fatale has 

always been monstrous.  

 
43 Miess, “Das Profil der Täterin,” 39. 
44 Victoria Grace. Victims, Gender and Jouissance (New York, N.Y: Routledge, 2012), 4. 
45 Miess, “Das Profil der Täterin,’ 39. 
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Scholars like Maria Tatar, Mary Ann Doane, and Barbara Hales and others have closely 

read how the femme fatale was situated in the Weimar imagination and elucidate the historical 

crisis of male sexuality marked by this iconic figure.46 Hales especially has written extensively 

on what she argues were a variety of male traumas projected onto this enduring female figure 

within the German context. She describes the femme fatale as a threatening and hypnotizing 

paradigm of female sexuality which “[imperiled] mankind with insatiable desire,”47 with an 

“ability to force men to run amok and commit crimes in her name.”48 As a projection of male 

fears regarding female sexuality and the power of emancipated women, the femme fatale in the 

German context was a construct of the same criminalizing assemblages that interpellated Käthe 

Hagedorn as a Kindesmörderin rather than a Lustmörderin. In dismissing Nike’s sexuality as the 

central motivator for her crimes, Miess similarly minimizes any chance of agentic female 

sexuality, destructive or otherwise.  

Irina Gradinari, a Gender and Media Studies scholar, published Genre, Gender und 

Lustmord: mörderische Geschlechterfantasien in der deutschsprachigen Gegenwartsprosa in 

2011. She has since written broadly about female sexuality and female murderers, and hers is the 

most substantial analysis of Die Hirnkönigin, especially within the broader discourse of 

Lustmord. Gradinari is overall critical of Nike’s interpellation as a Lustmörderin, but she does 

write that  

 
46 Hales frames her argument about the hypnotic femme fatale in response to Mary Ann Doane’s 

claim that such women as “a marker for historical crisis.” Doane’s Femmes Fatales: Feminism, 

Film Theory, Psychoanalysis (1991) is foundational in scholarship about women, sex, and 

Weimar film. Barbara Hales, “Dancer in the Dark: Hypnosis, Trance-Dancing, and Weimar's 

Fear of the New Woman,” Monatshefte 102, no. 4 (Winter 2010): 545. 
47 Barbara Hales, Black Magic Woman: Gender and the Occult in Weimar Germany, (Oxford; 

New York: Peter Lang, 2021), 156.  
48 Hales, “Dancer in the Dark,” 543. 
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Der Psychothriller Die Hirnkönigin von Thea Dorn ist vielleicht der einzige Roman, der 

eine ‘richtige,‘ in vollem Bewusstsein der Traditionen des Lustmord Diskurses 

entstandene Lustmörderin präsentiert. Hier wird die Täterin über eine biographische 

Aneignung und Inversion lustmörderischer Narrative sowie durch intertextuelle 

Verdichtung konstruiert. Durch dieser Intertextualität problematisiert Dorn die 

Unmöglichkeit, als Frau in der Kultur Subjekt zu sein, und führt diese auf das tradierte 

literarische Bildrepertoire des Weiblichen zurück.49  

Whether Dorn researched the sexological and criminological history of the discourse and knew 

of the contested status of female sexual criminals or not, her strategic use and metaliterary debate 

about the word Lustmörderin roots the novel in this historical discourse in significant ways. In 

this regard I agree with Gradinari; Dorn engages with abject female sexuality in ways only made 

possible through the use of this language. That Miess never once names Nike as a Lustmörderin 

in her otherwise compelling argument is, I believe, the biggest shortcoming of her analysis. But 

despite fully confronting this history in her own examination, Gradinari nonetheless is not 

convinced that Dorn’s Lustmörderin is successful. Instead, she argues that Nike is a “Maskerade 

des Begehrens,” because 

Die Frau kann nur dann Lustmörderin oder lustmörderisches Opfer werden, und das ist 

mein Ergebnis, wenn sie sich das männliche Begehren/die männlichen Narrative über die 

‘typisch weibliche‘ Strategie der Maskerade aneignet –genau die Argumentationsfigur, 

die bereits in den kriminologischen Texten um 1900 auftaucht. Thea Dorn versieht ihre 

Protagonistin mit den tradierten biographisch-geprägten Erklärungsmustern. Ihre 

 
49 Irina Gradinari, “Maskerade des Begehrens: Lust- und Sexualmörderinnen in der deutschen 

Gegenwartsliteratur,’ in Mörderinnen: künstlerische und mediale Inszenierungen weiblicher 

Verbrechen, ed. Hyunseon Lee (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2013), 121. 
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Mörderin versucht das Geschlecht zu transgredieren, indem sie männliche Gehirne 

sammelt – sie bleibt jedoch eine leere Hülle, die gerade über die Maskerade tradierte 

Weiblichkeitsbilder inszeniert.50 

Gradinari argues that the masquerade functions on two levels: firstly, she argues that Nike’s 

crimes only mimic male desires and pathologies, echoing the few female perpetrated Lustmorde 

that sexology does recognize–these are cases of either women killing other women (a perverse 

imitation of heterosexual male desire) or cases in which women would stage their victims such 

that the crime appeared to be sexually motivated.51 Secondly, she claims that Nike’s female 

subjectivity is a masquerade insofar as she is the product of the novel’s intertextuality: “Nike 

referiert auf die antike Siegesgöttin, Begleiterin der Athene [...] Nike tanzt wie Salomé, schneidet 

die Köpfe ab wie Judith, hat eine Eule wie Athene und zitiert die Odyssee. Ähnlich wie Athene 

im Athene-Zeus-Mythos entspringt sie zudem der Fantasie ihres Vaters.”52As a masquerade, 

Gradinari therefore declares Nike a successful cultural critique of enduring patriarchal gender 

norms, even if she is critical of what she claims are misogynistic portrayals of male character. 

But in terms of crafting a Lustmörderin, she is unconvinced, concluding that “Dorn [verfremdet] 

den Diskurs über Lustmord allein durch die Umkehrung. Ausgestellt wird die Grausamkeit der 

lustmörderischen Fantasien, die im literarischen Kanon nicht auffallen, solange die Morde durch 

Männer an Frauen begangen werden.”53 As a result, Gradinari concludes that Nike, like the 

femme fatale, ultimately remains the product of male art, desire, and lust. 

 
50 Gradinari, “Maskerade des Begehrens,” 114. 
51 Gradinari, “Maskerade des Begehrens,” 117.  
52 Gradinari, “Maskerade des Begehrens,” 122. 
53 Gradinari, “Maskerade des Begehrens,” 124. 
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 This means, according to Gradinari, that female emancipation in Die Hirnkönigin fails in 

the face of patriarchal authority.54 She reads the masks Nike wears figuratively (and the wigs she 

wears literally) through the theory of feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray, interpreting Nike’s 

masquerade as “ein konstitutives Moment der Weiblichkeitskonstruktion, um weibliche Existenz 

in der patriarchalischen Ordnung zu ermöglichen.”55 Gradinari cites Irigarary’s The Sex Which Is 

Not One, who explains that  

it is necessary to become a woman, a ‘normal’ one at that, whereas a man is man from the 

outset. He only has to effect his being-a-man, whereas a woman has to become a normal 

woman, that is, has to enter into the masquerade of femininity. [...] the female Oedipus 

complex is a woman's entry into a system of values that is not hers, and in which she can 

‘appear’ and circulate only when enveloped in the needs/ desires/ fantasies of others, 

namely, men.56  

I find Gradinari’s mobilization of Irigaray here valuable for understanding why Nike is able to 

evade capture–and even detection by everyone in the novel except for Kyra. She can move freely 

throughout the novel not by repudiating male desires, but by seizing and manipulating the needs, 

desires, and fantasies of men. We see this when Nike sets her sights on her second victim, the 

retired librarian Kurt Homberg.  

She follows the elderly man to a dog park, where she stages a run-in with the man. After 

literally running into the man, she takes up the role of caring nurturer when she insists on 

walking the man home and inspecting him for injuries. Knowing that as a woman she is not 

 
54 Gradinari, Genre, Gender, und Lustmord, 213.  
55 Gradinari, Genre, Gender, und Lustmord, 211. 
56 Irigaray qtd in Gradinari, Genre, Gender, und Lustmord, 211. English translation from Luce 

Irigaray, The Sex Which Is Not One, trans. Catherine Porter with Carolyn Burke (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1985), 134. 
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perceived as a physical threat, especially to a much older and larger man, she later returns to his 

home with flowers. She is there ostensibly to check up on Homberg and make sure the man is 

okay, and once there she allows him to get close to her so that she can read from a valuable 

edition of Homer’s Ilias. But unlike Konrad, Homberg fails to meet Nike’s standards, and when 

he touches her without her consent, she stabs him “bis ihr Messer ohnehin keine Stelle mehr 

finden konnte, an der es nicht zuvor schon gewesen wäre.”57 Nike manipulated Homberg’s 

needs, desires, and fantasies to gain access to her victim. While Gradinari calls Nike “eine leere 

Hülle,” I believe Jennifer Kern phrases it more generously when she writes that “ Die 

Weiblichkeit Nikes erscheint also als charismatische Leerstelle, die von der Lustmörderin selbst 

jeweils inszeniert wird.”58 In the end, Nike does not attack the man out of fear or because she 

feels threatened, but rather disappointment: unlike Konrad, Homberg did not ‘wait’ until Nike 

could undress him in peace, nor was he sufficiently well-versed in Greek mythology, unable 

even to recognize the significance of the false name she gave him; “‘Ageleie ist kein 

Blumenname, du Dummkopf’, sagte sie leise. ‘Ageleie heißt Beutemacherin.’”59 An obscure 

epithet for Athena most likely meaning pillager, the German translation is also significant for the 

meaning of Beute, as in prey. Nike herself does not feel threatened by her victims, engages freely 

in sexually explicit acts with her victims’ brains, and even views herself as a predator. So why, 

then, do we as scholars and readers not take her at her own word. 

 

6.5 Castration or Decapitation: Female Desire, Subjectivity, and Lack 

 

 
57 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 113. 
58 Jennifer Kern, “Von Heroinen und Mörderinnen: zur Konstellierung weiblichen 

Gewalthandelns in der deutschsprachigen Drama- und Prosaliteratur ab 1800” Ph.D., Universität 

Paderborn, 2012. 352. 
59 Dorn, Die Hirnkönigin, 113. 
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In 1976, French author, playwright, and critic Hélène Cixous wrote “Castration or 

Decapitation?”, an exegesis on the cultural “repression of the feminine” and an exercise in 

writing a “woman-text.”60 Cixous is a peer of Julia Kristeva and Luce Irigaray and investigates 

what it means to be ‘woman’ in the Lacanian tradition through the analysis of language. In this 

essay, translated into English in 1981 by cultural historian and feminist scholar Annette Kuhn, 

Cixous writes that  

everything turns on the Word: everything is the Word and only the Word [...] we must 

take culture at its word, as it takes us into its Word, into its tongue. You'll understand 

why I think that no political reflection can dispense with reflection on language, with 

work on language. For as soon as we exist, we are born into language and language 

speaks (to) us, dictates its law, a law of death: it lays down its familial model, lays down 

its conjugal model, and even at the moment of uttering a sentence, admitting a notion of 

‘being,’ a question of being, an ontology, we are already seized by a certain kind of 

masculine desire, the desire that mobilizes philosophical discourse. As soon as ‘What is 

it?’ is posed, from the moment a question is put, as soon as a reply is sought, we are 

already caught up in masculine interrogation. I say “masculine interrogation”: as we say 

so-and-so was interrogated by the police.61 

Though Cixous does not define it as such, I argue that we should understand this masculine 

interrogation as a moment of interpellation–especially when we consider the conclusion to this 

passage: “And this interrogation precisely involves the work of signification [...] A work of 

 
60 Annette Kuhn, “Introduction to Hélène Cixous's "Castration or Decapitation?" Signs: Journal 

of Women in Culture and Society 7, no.1 (Autumn 1981), 38. 
61Hélène Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” trans. Annette Kuhn, Signs: Journal of Women in 

Culture and Society 7, no.1 (Autumn 1981), 44-45. Emphasis in original. 
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meaning, ‘This means that,’ the predicative distribution that always at the same time orders the 

constitution of meaning. And while meaning is being constituted, it only gets constituted in a 

movement in which one of the terms of the couple is destroyed in favor of the other.”62 Such is 

the interpellative moment for hegemonic paradigms of sexed and gendered subjectivity, at its 

most extreme and painfully transparent in the discourse of Lustmord; male subjectivity is 

predicated on the destruction of the female victim, an entrapment manifested in the history of 

sexology and the state of sex and gender in Die Hirnkönigin. 

Hence, The Word for Cixous is ‘couple,’ as in man and woman, male and female subject, 

a relation based in an opposition fundamental to Western culture. “This opposition to woman 

cuts endlessly across all the oppositions that order culture,” writes Cixous: 

It's the classic opposition, dualist and hierarchical. Man/Woman automatically means 

great/small, superior/inferior . . .means high or low, means Nature/History, means 

transformation/inertia. In fact, every theory of culture, every theory of society, the whole 

conglomeration of symbolic system–everything, that is, that's spoken, everything that's 

organized as discourse, art, religion, the family, language, everything that seizes us, 

everything that acts on us–it is all ordered around hierarchical oppositions that come back 

to the man/woman opposition, an opposition that can only be sustained by means of a 

difference posed by cultural discourse as "natural," the difference between activity and 

passivity.63 

As my analysis has yielded, sexological discourse, in particular its broad impact on Popular 

Opinion, has been one of the most powerful means of driving this hegemonic opposition 

 
62 Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” 45. Emphasis my own. 
63 Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” 44.  



 

 

 
 

296 

forward. The degree to which, as Cixous notes, beliefs about gender, sexuality, and violence 

have been reified through criminalizing assemblages so as to seem ‘natural’ is so persistent that 

readers are unwilling or unable to accept even a fictionalized Lustmörderin. The dominant 

couple of abject sexuality is Nike and Robert Konrad, but Jack the Ripper and Lulu–the 

Lustmörder and his victim, the femme fatale who culture deems culpable in her own death. This 

is why we cannot take a Lustmörderin at her word, because we must instead take culture at its 

Word, and that Word is couple. 

 Cixous, of course, as well as Kristeva, Irigaray, and their intellectual descendants such as 

Butler, Tyler, Davis, and others included in this dissertation wish to move beyond such 

interpellatory discourses. I argue that establishing a robust yet nuanced discourse of the 

Lustmörderin, aided by a close reading of Cixous’ essay, and which draws on both the historical 

discourse of Lustmord as well as contemporary issues such as near-systematic sexual violence is 

one such move forward. Scholars like Miess, Gradinari, and Kern describe Nike as a monstrous 

inversion of male violence and desire who functions within the text as “eine leere Hülle” or a 

“charasmatische Leerstelle”—or in psychoanalytic terms, a lacuna defined by a quintessential 

feminine lack. I counter such a critique and claim instead that as a Lustmörderin, Nike satiates 

this very lacuna by doing what women ostensibly cannot: she wants. 

In her essay, Cixous raises, in her words, a “rather a strange question, a typical male 

question […] the Freudian question,” which is of course: what do women want?64 As a thought 

exercise, she poses this question to the fairytale character Little Red Riding Hood, an archetypal 

female figure who she presents as a metaphor for women’s social trajectory: summed up by 

Cixous, this is a path “between two houses, between two beds,” so when Little Red “does what 
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women should never do” and “allows herself the forbidden” act of deviating from a 

predetermined path, she is consequently punished by the wolf, a disguise for the unforgiving 

maternal.65 Having framed the situation as such, Cixous asks:  

‘What does she want?’ Little Red Riding Hood knew quite well what she wanted, but 

Freud's question is not what it seems: it's a rhetorical question. To pose the question 

"What do women want?" is to pose it already as answer, as from a man who isn't 

expecting any answer, because the answer is ‘She wants nothing.’  ... ‘What does she 

want? … Nothing!’ Nothing because she is passive. The only thing man can do is offer 

the question ‘What could she want, she who wants nothing?’ Or in other words: ‘Without 

me, what could she want?’66 

The answer, as Cixous explicates within the male economy, is indeed nothing. Not only do 

hegemonic assemblages of female desire center the phallus in determining both female 

subjectivity and desire (‘she could want nothing without me, because without me there is no 

penis’), Cixous explains that women cannot speak of their desire.67 Such, Cixous claims, was 

Lacan’s answer to the question of what women want, but Cixous goes even further and writes 

that women cannot speak at all. Why? Because if men must conquer their fears of (not the act of, 

mind you) castration to become subjects, women must fear decapitation to simply exist—as 

subject, object, abject, or otherwise—within male economies of being and desire. 

Cixous argues that laughter, especially at the expense of male authority, symbolizes the 

epitome of feminine disorder. “Women have no choice other than to be decapitated,” she writes, 

“and in any case the moral is that if they don’t actually lose their heads by the sword, they only 
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keep them on condition that they lose them—lose them, that is, to complete silence, turned into 

automatons.”68 And so Cixous arrives at the title of her seminal essay, at once alluding to the fate 

of some of history’s most (in)famous women, yet also violently underscoring cultural priorities. 

As we have witnessed, men’s social value lay in their reasoning and women’s in their 

reproduction ability. Though an imperfect threat—a castrated man can no more impregnate a 

decapitated woman than she can give birth—it nonetheless serves to foreground the hierarchy of 

power between male and female subjectivities. Afterall, a man without testicles is a eunuch; a 

woman without a head is dead.  

So, incidentally, are the men who lose their heads in Nike’s pursuit of knowledge and 

pleasure. While Gradinari and others have argued that Thea Dorn’s Lustmörderin is a simple 

inversion of the male dominated Lustmord discourse, I argue that reading Nike’s crimes through 

Cixous’ question “castration or decapitation” elucidates complex assemblages of subjectivity and 

desire others have dismissed. It is not just significant that Nike commits a crime which has been 

reified through culture, history, and politics as an essentially masculine act of sexual violence; it 

is not just vital to her sexuality that Nike finds the kind of autonomous sexual pleasure which 

sexology deemed abject and even, as we saw in the case of Käthe Hagedorn, potentially 

criminal; and it is not just central to her subjectivity that Nike possesses a level of agency which 

sets her apart from the tradition of the femme fatale. 

Nike is a radically transgressive figure for her willing and total disavowal of the phallus. 

This is Nike’s defining lack—her Leerstelle—not all that unlike the heteronormative 

understanding of the concept, however hers is a marker not of envy, as Freud once wrote. 
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Decapitating her victims is instead a repudiation of the dialect of castration, because as Cixous 

makes clear, even castration—allegedly the fate feared most by men—is a privilege. 

Woman does not have the advantage of the castration complex—it’s reserved solely for 

the little boy. The phallus, in Lacanian parlance also called the "transcendental signifier," 

transcendental precisely as primary organizer of the structure of subjectivity, is what, for 

psychoanalysis, inscribes its effects, its effects of castration and resistance to castration 

and hence the very organization of language, as unconscious relations, and so it is the 

phallus that is said to constitute the a priori condition of all symbolic functioning.69  

This is the inception of the infamous female lack. This logic subordinates her to the male subject 

and leaves her vulnerable within interpellatory discourses determined by the authority of male 

interrogation. But while imperiled within this economy of male desire, she nonetheless exists 

(until she doesn’t, perhaps at the hands of a Lustmörder seeking to recuperate his own 

subjectivity). Castration therefore does not foreclose subjectivation in the same way that 

decapitation does; it subjugates.  Nike’s modus operandi is therefore not simply an inversion of 

the Lustmord discourse which places the male subject within, as Victoria Grace writes, the 

“entrapment of the feminine position within, or against, a victim frame” whereby it is not only 

that women become victims, but all victims are feminized.”70 This feminized victim position is 

the abject, especially in terms of sexual violence. It is that which is necessary to stabilize the 

undulating and ambiguous limit of hegemony with every interpellative confrontation, wherein, 

for example, the identitarian articulations of the Lustmörder, who enjoys the privilege of 
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castration, ideologically dominate the precarious intersectionality of female and other minority 

subject positions.  

Patriarchal assemblages, such as the one Nike is raised in, do not ask women what they 

want and abjects via decapitation those who attempt to speak of their own desires in any 

meaningful way so that they no longer can. Nike, therefore, does not ask. Nor does she attempt 

to occupy the masculine subject position by feminizing her male victims by castrating them. She 

simply wants, and then does what she wants. A simple yet radically transgressive act, yet one 

which necessitates extreme violence and the eradication of male voices to even be possible. 

While in the case of Käthe Hagedorn, the voices of the male experts determined her fate and 

what justice would be offered the victims, Nike instead makes it so they cannot speak at all. In 

fact, Nike seems most interested in speaking with and to herself, such as when she recites from 

ancient myth and canonical literature to create her own narrative, while Hagedorn was silenced 

in her own. The speaking in question here is of course not strictly literal. Hagedorn did testify at 

her trial, but Cixous impresses upon the reader that not being able to speak does not mean 

women are without a voice, merely that that voice is limited:  

She sings out because women do ... they do utter a little, but they don’t speak. Always 

keep in mind the distinction between speaking and talking. It is said, in philosophical 

texts, that women's weapon is the word, because they talk, talk endlessly, chatter, […] but 

they don't actually speak, they have nothing to say. They always inhabit the place of 

silence, or at most make it echo with their singing. And neither is to their benefit, for they 

remain outside knowledge.71 
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Desire in all its pluralities and the ability to speak it is the necessary first step in the pursuit of 

subjectivity, power, and above all else, knowledge. This desire is dictated by the masculine 

subject in heteronormative regimes, identified by Cixous as “the master”—first the Father, then 

the Teacher, and then Prince Charming—who guides women from bed to bed and encourages 

her to ask, “What do you want me to want, so that I might want it?”72 Scholars of Dorn’s novel 

argue that Nike’s father similarly indoctrinates her in a framework of male desire, resulting in a 

female figure defined by her lack and therefore subjugated to the patriarchal ideologies of the 

Lustmord discourse despite the depravity of her crimes. I disagree.  

6.6 The Lustmörderin: Jouissance and the Unreifiable 

 

As Herr Schröder tells Kyra in his villainous monologue, women were not his first or ideal 

candidate for the perfect being. Throughout his career, he admits that “[m]it [Mädchen] hatte ich 

mich nie beschäftigt, da sie im Allgemeinen ohne geistigen Ehrgeiz zu mir kamen.”73 Such is the 

gendered socialization Helene Cixous describes, which is why she identifies educational 

institutions as a critical location of female resistance. Before fighting for emancipation within 

male economies of subjection and desire, “first she would have to speak, start speaking, stop 

saying that she has nothing to say! Stop learning in school that women are created to listen, to 

believe, to make no discoveries.”74 Ironically, and with none of the same intent, Herr Schröder 

does just that and so Nike learns to speak, believe, discover, and desire. Uninhibited by the 

hegemony of female silence, uninterested in castration, and unafraid of decapitation, Nike gives 

agency to her desires and becomes a Lustmörderin. In doing so, she does not simply invert the 
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discourse, but she experiences something previously reserved for the abject hegemony of the 

Lustmörder, something so abject as to be considered unreifiable: jouissance.  

 In The Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva’s theory of the abject cannot exist without 

jouissance. If the corpse is the epitome of the abject for the way death infects life, then the sound 

of the abject is when “screams and laughter become indistinguishable.”75 Like Cixous, Kristeva 

draws on Lacanian notions of subjectivity and desire and writes that “jouissance alone causes the 

abject to exist as such. One does not know it, one does not desire it, one joys in it [on enjouit]. 

Violently and painfully. A passion.”76 Winfried Menninghaus elaborates that the jouissance of 

the abject is also tied to the Freudian death drive and initial the repudiation of the mother; for the 

speaking subject, he writes, “jouissance—which can never be entirely repressed by this 

repudiation—belongs [to] the pleasure in one’s own non-being.”77 Derived from the French word 

for pleasure which also means orgasm (to come),78 in psychoanalytic terms, jouissance is 

therefore an indescribable and necessarily unattainable ecstasy found only in the impossibility of 

oneself, because to become a subject necessitates its sublimation. André Patsalides and Kareen 

Ror Malone explain that “in order for life to be maintained, the pleasure principle, desire, and the 

signifier come to limit jouissance. One can see here that, in a sense, sexuality comes to function 

as that which attempts to mark and organize jouissance.”79 In sum, jouissance is the violent 

 
75 Maggie Hennefeld and Nicholas Sammond, “Not It, or, The Abject Objection,” in Abjection 
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76 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 9.  
77 Menninghaus, Disgust, 376. Emphasis in the original. 
78 Chandler, Daniel, and Rod Munday, eds. “Jouissance.” In A Dictionary of Media and 

Communication. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), np. 
79 André Patsalides and Kareen Ror Malon, “Jouissance in the Cure” in The Subject of Lacan: A 
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passion without which the abject would not exist, but which must also be suppressed for the 

subject to flourish, and which hegemonic sexuality is meant to bound up in regimes of 

heterosexuality. It is also, I argue, the defining characteristic of the Lustmörderin, that which 

distinguishes her from the femme fatale, and which has led to her repression in the Lustmord 

discourse and beyond. 

 Psychoanalyst Darian Leader describes jouissance as both the most widely used and least 

coherent of Lacan’s theories, “so in that way it seems a bit like the abject itself—impossible to 

pin point except out of the corner of one's eye.”80 So, too, is Nike, existing at the periphery first 

in her father’s enforced isolation, then later as she exists nearly undetected throughout the social 

landscape of Die Hirnkönigin, and finally escaping to Athens at the end of the novel. All the 

while, Nike moves within the assemblage between reoccurring moments of interpellation. As a 

reminder, Vila, Ford, and Avery-Natale explain that the subject is the outcome of the 

assemblage, existing not as a totality but “contingently and immanently” through the encounter 

of different identitarian articulations (Althusser’s cop and suspect).81 Subjectivity is therefore the 

product of the assemblage irrupting and evolving, a process wherein “the cop and the suspect 

deploy particular powers, abilities to act, and limitations that prescribe what they can ‘do’ in that 

particular instantiation of the law-and-order assemblage because of the various affects that 

comingle and the varied intensities that flow within the encounter.”82 Based on this framework 

and Cixous’ elaboration of female subjugation, Nike has far more limitations than she does 
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powers and abilities, yet she walks away while her victims do not. Why? Because of the intensity 

of her jouissance. 

Imperceptible and therefore indomitable, Nike is a manifestation of abject female 

sexuality compelled by a pleasure at once so violent and passionate that even she cannot 

articulate what she experiences. Leader writes that how normally, “as pleasure becomes too 

intense and the phantasy gets too close, we move from the field of pleasure to that of jouissance, 

and the sense of excitation is transformed into one of pain.”83 Nike, however, remains suspended 

in the liminal space of jouissance, inhabiting the abject, and refusing to repudiate any part of 

herself in search of subjectivity. She idles in the pleasure of her own non-being and that of her 

victim. Dorn describes how Nike holds Konrad’s skinned skull, and suddenly feels as though 

“[d]er Unterschied zwischen ‘im Kopf’ und ‘draußen’ war aufgehoben. So wie sie die Innenseite 

seiner Stirnhaut zur Außenhülle gemacht hatte, würden all ihre Bilder Wirklichkeit werden.”84 If, 

as Hennefeld and Sammond observe, “[t]he abject has always concerned the fragility of 

boundaries between pleasure and disgust,”85 Nike irrupts this boundary, and that irruption is the 

moment of her interpellation—when she becomes the Lustmörderin. 

In the seminar On Feminine Sexuality: The Limits of Knowledge and Power, Lacan 

returns to the notion of jouissance. Feminist theorist Saunak Samajdar reads Lacan’s intervention 

into his own theory as a “feminine jouissance that exceeds the oppressive logic and limit of the 

Symbolic. Jouissance is therefore the irreducible, the un-reifiable.”86 This is the simple yet 

profound reason that the existence of the Lustmörderin has historically been denied, erased, and 
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rewritten. The jouissance of Lustmörderin is un-reifiable, an impossibility in a hegemonic system 

dependent on the reification of the role human agency plays in defining the ‘natural’ order of 

things through the institutionalization of knowledge. But Samajdar emphasizes that un-refiable is 

not the same as nonexistent; she, too, calls on Irigaray, claiming that Irigaray “[insisted] that the 

female sex is not no-thing, i.e., not a conceptual and morphological void, but an already always 

plurality that spills over anatomical boundaries and is not uniquely, visibly, singularly formalized 

unlike the male sex but a matter of ‘close-by’: two lips of her sex continuously touching each 

other, as caressing doubles to each other.”87 Women neither want nor are nothing: the female 

subject speaks through her sex, her desire becoming more than just wanting, but in fact the 

feminine jouissance that threatens to destroy the long-suffering hegemony of patriarchal 

assemblages.  

Nike does more than threaten—she decapitates. She reassembles her victims into the 

objects of her own desire, joining with them “Hirn an Hirn.” She is not silenced—she recites, 

speaking her desire through the tradition of a male literary canon, rewriting narrative identities in 

her pursuit of knowledge and pleasure. She is not a victim—she victimizes without feminizing 

the men from whom she desires pleasure, eschewing the phallus in favor of her victims’ brains 

and her own intellect. In this regard, Darian Leader offers an especially enlightening analysis of 

jouissance: “language, that is, the laws of representation, signification, and identification, also 

determines jouissance as human sexuality. Our sexuality is basically intellectual. One’s sexual 

object choice is ruled by signifiers (representation, identification), and not by instincts. It is 

language that intervenes on the body to render a specifically human jouissance.”88 While I would 
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question Leader’s comment on instincts, I argue that Nike’s crimes embody the phenomenon he 

describes. This further proves that rather than a symbol of patriarchal lack, the uniquely 

intertextual expression of Nike’s sexuality is yet another marker of jouissance and her own 

subjectivity. I previously referred to Maren Hoffmeister, who also viewed Lustmord through the 

Bataillian understanding of social rituals. While I agreed with her application of his theory, I 

disagreed with her conclusion. Hoffmeister argued that the Weimar Lustmörder Peter Kürten, 

who murdered women, children, men, and animals indiscriminately, represented the greatest 

imaginable deviation of the Lustmord ritual.89 Her argument is compelling and well-crafted, but I 

argue that as a man, Kürten could have never truly transgressed the limits of society or even 

Lustmord. He and any man have something no woman ever has: the privilege of abject 

hegemony. 

To conclude and stay on the subject of language, I raise a question that bothered me upon 

first reading Thea Dorn’s Die Hirnkönigin. Does it matter that no one, not even Nike herself, 

ever hails Nike as a Lustmörderin in the Althusserian sense of the word? The debate Kyra has 

with Franz on whether a Lustmörderin is truly possible or just the product of male fantasies is 

never settled within the plot, and the reader is alone with Nike in knowing what she does with 

her victim’s brains. To answer this question, I turn once more to Hélène Cixous, who concludes 

her own essay thusly: 

Now, I think that what women will have to do and what they will do, right from the 

moment they venture to speak what they have to say, will of necessity bring about a shift 

in metalanguage. And I think we're completely crushed, especially in places like 

universities, by the highly repressive operations of metalanguage, the operations, that is, 

 
89 Hoffmeister, “Change of View,” 235. 



 

 

 
 

307 

of the commentary on the commentary, the code, the operation that sees to it that the 

moment women open their mouths—women more often than men—they are immediately 

asked in whose name and from what theoretical standpoint they are speaking, who is their 

master and where they are coming from: they have, in short, to salute ... and show their 

identity papers.90 

As I have argued throughout this project, the metalanguage of Lustmord often mattered more 

than any factual evidence or testimony. The commentary on the commentary, for example, was 

central to the Käthe Hagedorn trial in both court and the press; she was unquestionably guilty, 

and even in her own words was aroused during the murders, but she could not, as it were, show 

her identity papers. None existed which would verify the existence of a Lustmörderin, and by the 

time Thea Dorn published Die Hirnkönigin in 1999, little had changed. But whether empirical 

research can attest to the existence of sexually motivated female homicide offenders—which it 

can—is ultimately irrelevant. After all, according to contemporary criminology, the Lustmörder 

does not exist either, the term Lustmord considered outdated since the end of the 1960s.91  

 What matters is the discourse. And what matters most is the lack of epistemic authority 

women are afforded in discourses such as Lustmord where their lives are literally at stake, if not 

just their heads. And by simply uttering the word Lustmörderin, Dorn’s novel invokes a 

pervasive discourse in which female subjectivity remains inextricably linked with sexual 

violence, despite widespread social progress in terms of diversity, equity, and inclusion. When 

Dagmar Herzog wrote “Tomorrow Sex Will Be Good Again” in 2012, she also cautioned against 

unbridled optimism “on the other side of the sexual revolution.”92 She writes that “what is 
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inescapably evident in the last several years is the return, with a vengeance, of unabashedly 

forthright hostility to feminism and a surprisingly uninhibited articulation of longing for a ‘little 

woman at the stove’ (Heimchen am Herd) who will repair the ego of the husband when he comes 

home from his stressful day at work.”93 I believe that the reception of Dorn’s novel is just one 

small part of the cultural shift Herzog feared and which other scholarship has indicated to be 

true, especially in light of the rise of right-wing populism.94 But more importantly, I believe that 

embracing the jouissance of the Lustmörderin as a potentially emancipatory figure who irrupts 

patriarchal hegemony is one not-so-small way to intervene in what appears to be a continuing 

trend towards essentializing paradigms of sex and gender. On this matter I wholeheartedly agree 

with feminist theorist Jennifer Purvis, who contends that strategic utilization of abject figures and 

iterations of female sexualities such as Nike Schröder “do not collude with abjecting logics, but 

rather trouble reigning truths and constitutive binaries […] and question and explore spaces of 

liminality as they expose elements of crisis and instability.”95 We must, in other words, support 

women’s wrongs. 

Cixous tells us we must take culture at its Word. 

I argue that Word is Lustmörderin. 

 
93 Herzog, “Tomorrow Sex Will Be Good Again,” 285-286. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this dissertation, I have presented a reevaluation of the history of Lustmord in modern German 

culture for a twofold purpose. My first aim was to return to this particular cultural history of 

sexual violence and subjectivity through the lens of the abject, a concept uniquely able to 

account for all the ways that both true cases of and artistic engagements with Lustmord continue 

to fascinate and horrify diverse audiences. I set the stage for my historical analysis by first 

establishing a theoretical foundation based on Julia Kristeva’s psychoanalytical approach to 

abjection, with special attention paid to how her own writing was in conversation with that of 

Georges Bataille’s logic of inclusive exclusion. This allowed me to relate more contemporary 

feminist interpretations of social abjection, particularly by Winfried Menninghaus, Imogen 

Tyler, Deborah Caslov Covino, and Judith Butler, so that I could more fully articulate the ways 

in which abjection operates at the level of individual and society simultaneously, almost as a 

feedback loop of subjective forces. Theories of social abjection were also crucial in 

understanding that despite the apolitical and misleadingly universal nature of Kristeva’s analysis, 

the abject operates in historically, politically, and socially determined modes. With this 

scaffolding in place, I could make the first major claim of my dissertation: despite its commonly 

believed roots in Weimar Germany and the trauma of WWI, I argue that starting with the first 

case in Bochum in the infancy of the recently united German nation state, Lustmord was a 

thoroughly modern phenomenon.  

 Maria Tatar is likely the scholar most known for research into Lustmord as a historical 

and cultural phenomenon, and while I find her work invaluable, I question the emphasis she 

places on the impact of war in this discourse. Instead, through a close reading of the media 

portrayal of the Bochum Lustmorde and the rhetoric of sex murder that emerged in politics and 
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popular culture, I argue that Lustmord was only able to gain the status it did in interwar Germany 

because of its inception during the upheaval of modernization. I built my analysis on the work of 

historians of modern Germany such as David Blackbourn, Eric Dorn Brose, Eric A. Johnson, 

Geoff Eley, and Joachim Radkau, as well as Ferdinand Tönnies and Max Weber’s seminal 

sociological studies on the social transformation from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft. I argued it 

was significant that Lustmord first emerged as a crime without a criminal and in one of the most 

rapidly transforming regions of Germany, social anxieties about industrialization, urbanization. 

This meant that the anonymization of the modern subject could be seamlessly grafted onto the 

as-yet-empty specter of the Lustmörder. Existing prejudices about the figure of the vagabond 

especially provided fuel for a growing rhetoric of Lustmord that was quickly adopted by 

politicians in debates about women’s emancipation from the domestic sphere, police reform, and 

the death penalty, among other policy issues that arose in the first decades of Imperial Germany. 

I furthermore asserted that the media depiction of this crime, which emphasized the innocence of 

the female victims and abject nature of the male murderer, laid the groundwork for the Lustmord 

discourse to later feature prominently in what historians now call crises of masculinity, 

subjectivity, and nationhood after World War One. As I then argued in Chapter 3, this discourse 

privileged the crimes of men over the lives of women, as evidenced by the legacy of Josephine 

Kost, whose name we know only because she was the first victim of Lustmord.  

 I next delved more deeply into this heteronormative binary by closely considering the 

emergence of the Lustmörder as the discourse evolved from a focus on the crime to the 

pathologization of the criminal instead. Foucault’s well-known characterization of the dangerous 

individual was helpful for my analysis, allowing me to situate the Lustmörder within the growing 

fields of sexology and criminology. Additionally, the deep affinities between historian Jason 
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Crouthamel’s meticulous scholarship on masculinity and the sexual trauma of WWI and Maria 

Tatar’s exploration of Lustmord in the Weimar Republic were illuminating in my research, each 

casting light on the growing privilege of masculine subjectivities despite significant cultural 

progress for women. I demonstrated that the Lustmörder’s abject sexuality, specifically as it was 

constructed by well-known sexologists and portrayed in popular media, functioned as an agent of 

social and increasingly legal control in attempts to curb women’s social and sexual 

emancipation. The result of these coalescing factors was the ritualization of Lustmord, whose 

theories on both abjection and hegemony proved to be the common intellectual history necessary 

to comprehend the privilege this ritual afforded the figure of the Lustmörder. Feminist media 

scholar Claire Sisco-King’s theory of abject hegemony was the cornerstone of my analysis; her 

intervention in dominant theories of social abjection is profound for its sophisticated nuance and 

elucidation of hierarchies within the abject. I could now account for the logical impasse of the 

abject murderer and the abject victim. Victims of Lustmord were increasingly perceived to be 

abject in their own right, based on the assumption that only women who flouted traditional 

gender roles could fall victim to Lustmord. The revelation that hegemony exists even in the 

realm of abjection thus provided me the necessary framework to argue for the significance of 

sexual violence against women in the formation of the modern German subject. I concluded by 

arguing that the Bochum Lustmorde had provided strict parameters for the Lustmord ritual, and 

that the aftermath of WWI crystallized these in terms of sex and gender.  

 Having closely examined masculine hegemony in the previous chapters, I then focused 

on the curation of abject female sexuality and male responses to the Frauenfrage in Chapter 4 

and argued that sexological and popular media portrayals of female sadism functioned to typify 

an ultimately impotent female sexual criminal. I began by framing social responses to women’s 
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emancipation as an issue of epistemology; I demonstrated that there was a fundamental tension 

between Enlightenment ideologies of rationality and hegemonic gender, which prominent 

feminists like Helene Lange and Clara Zetkin, despite opposing political views, insisted had to 

be overcome if women were to gain full social, political, and sexual equality. I argued that in 

response, influential male sexologists utilized accepted scientific doctrine to allegedly prove the 

biological subjugation of women to men. Wartime anecdotes of predatory female nurses and war 

wives betraying their husbands, as well as statistics taken out of context which showed higher 

rates of female criminality and unmarried women, then provided fodder for a popular doctrine of 

abject female sexuality that was criminal but never deadly. I argue that such a move was critical 

for maintaining the abject hegemony of the Lustmörder, and then provided a case study of Käthe 

Hageodrn, Germany’s first almost-Lustmörderin, to reveal how and why the disavowal of such 

extreme abject female sexuality functioned to reaffirm patriarchal subjectivity.  

 In Chapter 5, I examined the strategies used in the media to create the narrative of Käthe 

Hagedorn, an 18-year-old-girl who murdered a young boy and girl, the latter of whom she also 

admitted to sexually assaulting. Yet despite Hagedorn’s own confession and recounting of her 

crimes, the expert testimony of two medical evaluators who agreed she was a Lustmörderin, and 

many members of the Weimar press calling Hagedorn Germany’s first Lustmörderin, she was 

still only found guilty of manslaughter. By introducing an intersectionality assemblage theory 

approach to interpellation, I argued that this was the inevitable outcome of the trial, because 

Hagedorn’s identitarian articulations lacked the power to make her an epistemic agent in her own 

right. Instead, Magnus Hirschfeld’s witness testimony, which denied that Hagedorn was a 

Lustmörderin and insisted instead that she had suffered a temporary psychosis while 

menstruating, carried the far greater epistemic authority of sexology and other institutions of 
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knowledge production. Any Popular Opinion that Hagedorn could be a Lustmörderin and 

therefore represent the final frontier of female sexual emancipation was thus firmly denied. I 

revealed that by focusing instead on components of Hagedorn’s identity which were already 

deeply entrenched in existing interpellative discourses about female criminality, such as her 

reading habits or tendency towards Vermännlichung, efforts by the court and expert witnesses to 

nullify the threat Hagedorn posed to reified gender were successful. Carefully assessing her case 

within the criminalizing assemblage of female sexuality in Weimar Germany enabled me to 

argue that the stakes of repudiating the Lustmörderin were higher than the first appeared, and 

therefore served to reaffirm the abject hegemony of the Lustmörder.  

 I was then finally able to return to Thea Dorn’s Lustmörderin. I argued that the figure of 

Nike Schröder is a powerfully imagined transgression of the limits of abject female sexuality. 

Dorn’s engagement with the Lustmord discourse, especially in its metaliterary debate about 

female sexual violence, peels back the multiple layers of pernicious abject hegemony which 

existed even in, as Dagmar Herzog describes it, one of the most sexually liberated cultures of the 

21st century. Furthermore, I argued that the reception of Dorn’s novel in both the press and 

literary scholarship was evidence of what Herzog feared was a conservative regression in terms 

of sexual politics and gender. I disagreed with the overwhelming consensus that Nike as a 

Lustmörderin is nothing more than a Leerstelle, arguing instead that we should adhere to Hélène 

Cixous’s call to arms in “Castration or Decapitation?”, which is less a cry for revolution than it is 

a simple revolutionary notion: we should take women at their word. Within the male economy of 

interrogation that dominates hegemonic matrices of interpellation, Nike is a figure who is 

interested only in answering her own hailing call and consummating her own desire, thus 

rewriting the ritual of Lustmord when the Hagedorn could not. Her sexuality defies reification in 
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favor of extreme–and yes, violent–jouissance and forces the reader to confront their own desire 

to repudiate Nike’s desire. As I argued, I firmly believe that in continued efforts to push back 

against essentializing paradigms of sexual violence, gender, and subjectivity, we must take 

seriously women’s wrongs as well as their rights. And the unreifiable abjection of the 

Lustmörderin, which we can only fully grasp within the long and complex history of the 

Lustmord discourse.  

 I wish to bring this project to a close with the following anecdote: On June 17, 2023, 

editor-at-large of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung Carsten Knop drew his readers’ attention to 

a survey conducted by the non-profit Plan International, which found evidence that one in three 

men under the age of 35 in Germany find violence against women acceptable. The results were 

part of a broader study titled Spannungsfeld Männlichkeit, and assessed general attitudes about 

masculinity in Germany, with only a small part dedicated to questions regarding violence against 

women and in intimate relationships.1 Nonetheless, the one-in-three statistic was quickly 

disseminated across European and several English-language news media outlets and evoked 

varied responses. Knop tells his readers the survey is “mangelhaft,” further paraphrasing 

Hanfeld’s article: 

Es seien hehre Ziele, welche die Organisation hinter der Umfrage, nämlich Plan 

International, verfolge, schreibt Hanfeld. Dem Kampf für Frauenrechte und gegen Gewalt 

 
1The survey was conducted with the help of the market research institutes transpekte and Mo-

Web, and surveyed 1,000 men and 1,000 women between the ages of 18 and 35; Plan 

International Deutschland claims the survey is representative; demographics were only broken 

down based on age, education, and region. Spannungsfeld Männlichkeit, Hamburg: Plan 

International Deutschland, 2023. https://www.plan.de/presse/umfragen-und-

berichte/spannungsfeld-maennlichkeit.html?sc=IDQ24100.  

https://www.plan.de/presse/umfragen-und-berichte/spannungsfeld-maennlichkeit.html?sc=IDQ24100
https://www.plan.de/presse/umfragen-und-berichte/spannungsfeld-maennlichkeit.html?sc=IDQ24100
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gegen Frauen helfe eine solche Umfrage aber nicht. Sie sei Wasser auf die Mühlen 

derjenigen, die meinen, das Problem gebe es nicht.2 

He bases this conclusion on the writing of FAZ reporter Michael Hanfeld, and the Rat der 

Deutschen Markt- und Sozialforschung, a self-regulatory watchdog group for private market and 

social research institutes, which claims online surveys are not representative.3 He advises his 

subscribers to read Hanfeld’s article and links to said article with an embedded URL in the 

following sentence: “Gibt es [Gewalt gegen Frauen] aber, die Kriminalitätsstatistik weist es 

aus.”4 Curious, I clicked the link.  

 As it turns out, Hanfeld’s roughly 2,500-word article, titled “Wie gefährlich sind junge 

Männer,” is almost entirely a criticism about the public reception and methodology of the survey, 

and not, as the hotlink or article title imply, a report on crime statistics about violence against 

women. This Hanfeld mentions only in the final three sentences of his article: “143.016 Fälle 

von Gewalt in Partnerschaften mit 143.604 Opfern sind im Jahr 2021 erfasst worden. Die Opfer 

sind zu 80,3 Prozent Frauen. Das sind Zahlen, die schockieren können. Und sie sind belastbar.”5 

I find this case, which on the surface seems to have nothing to do with the Lustmörderin, a 

valuable example for why my research continues to be unfortunately relevant. Aside from the 

 
2 Carsten Knop, “Mangelhafte Umfragen und kritische Sicherheitslücken.” Frankfurter 

Allgemeine Zeitung, June 17, 2023. https://www.faz.net/aktuell/das-beste-von-fplus/neue-

umfrage-zu-gewalt-gegen-frauen-mangelhaft-18965249.html. 
3 According to the ADM, a business association representing the “interests of private market and 

social research institutes in Germany,” the Rat der Deutschen Markt- und Sozialforschung is 

intended to be a self-regulatory body for private industry, and “ersetzt jedoch ausdrücklich nicht 

die zuständigen Rechtsorgane der Bundesrepublik Deutschland.” “Rat Der Markt- Und 

Sozialforschung (Beschwerdestelle),” ADM, accessed August 16, 2023. https://www.adm-

ev.de/die-branche/rat/ 
4 Knop, “Mangelhafte Umfragen und kritische Sicherheitslücken.” 
5 Michael Hanfeld, “Wie gefährlich sind junge Männer?” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, June 

13, 2023. https://www.faz.net/aktuell/das-beste-von-fplus/umfrage-von-plan-international-ueber-

junge-maenner-voller-maengel-18961014.html#void 
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irony that an article critiquing a survey’s methodology presented raw data without 

contextualization or actual statistical analysis–as I did when I cited information from this same 

report in my introduction–both Hanfeld and Knop seem more interested above all else in proving 

that this statistic is unreliable. If, as they both express, their primary concern is for whatever 

harm this survey may cause to the fight for gender equality, then they could have shared any 

number of the accepted studies which demonstrate one in three women actually do experience 

sexual or physical violence in their lifetimes. Instead, these two well-respected journalists seem 

primarily concerned with proving that this survey is not representative (a critique I do, 

incidentally, agree with) rather than confronting the undeniable prevalence of such attitudes. 

Afterall, the survey from Plan International was transparent in their goals: simply to bring 

awareness to persistent patriarchal ideals of masculinity which harm not just women but men as 

well. Instead, there were many, like Hanfeld and Knop, not to mention countless online 

anonymous commenters, who chose instead to focus the discourse on denying what men think 

about women, rather than affirming the sex- and gender-based violence women and men 

experience every day.  
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Figure 22. "Otto Weininger the original Incel thinker," example from the manosphere. 

 And if this is not troubling enough, then I will conclude my dissertation with this: Otto 

Weininger, a philosopher whose work I presented in my own analysis as an example of the 

misappropriation of scientific discourse, and whose contemporaries even believed was a bit 

extreme in his sexist attitudes, is now considered “the original Incel thinker” (figure 22).6 Incel 

stands for involuntary celibate and is common parlance in a disturbing part of the internet called 

the Manosphere. This movement is the manifestation of Dagmar Herzog’s prediction. The 

manosphere is an online domain populated by men who are driven by anger at the perceived 

transgressions of women who they believe unfairly deny them sex,7 many of whom radically 

adhere to the “red pill” philosophy, “which ‘purports to awaken men to feminism’s misandry and 

 
6 https://incels.is/threads/otto-weininger-the-original-incel-thinker.155421/ 
7 Angus Lindsay, “Swallowing the Black Pill: Involuntary Celibates’ (Incels) Anti-Feminism 

Within Digital Society,” International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy 11, no. 

1 (2022): 210–24. 218. 

https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcjsd.2138
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brainwashing.’”8 A key component of this ideology is what Italian researchers call a widely 

acknowledged “folklore appropriation and misuse [...] of evolutionary psychology and economic 

theories, employed both to explain gender, and especially sexual, relations among men and 

women [to build] “misogynistic aggro-truth.”9 According to this truth, “A man’s primary 

dimension is reason, a woman’s is emotion,” because “[n]eurologically, the famale [sic] brain 

hasn’t changed much since the caveman era. They still desire whatever what [sic] was the best 

genetic fit for them back in the day.”10 Sound familiar? 

And unfortunately, incels do not exist as a benign online threat. On May 23, 2014, 22-

year-old man Elliot Rodger murdered six people and injured 14 others. He then posted a video to 

YouTube in which he declared a war on women, and soon after major news outlets including the 

New York Times published his 140-page “incel” manifesto in its entirety. According to the Anti-

Defamation League, there have been 100 victims either killed or injured in high profile crimes 

since Rodger’s killing spree, inspired by the extremist ideology of the manosphere.11 The Texas 

Department of Public Safety declared incels an “emerging domestic terrorism threat.”12 And they 

justify their actions based on the ideology of the Lustmord discourse.  

 
8  Lindsay, “Swallowing the Black Pill,” 212. 
9 Maddalena Cannito and Raffaella Ferrero Camoletto, “The Rules of Attraction: An Empirical 

Critique of Pseudoscientific Theories About Sex in the Manosphere.” Sexes, vol. 3, no. 4, 2022, 

pp. 593–607, here 594, https://doi.org/10.3390/sexes3040043. 
10 Michael Vallerga and Eileen L. Zurbriggen, “Hegemonic Masculinities in the ‘Manosphere’: 

A Thematic Analysis of Beliefs About Men and Women on The Red Pill and Incel,” in Analyses 

of Social Issues and Public Policy. 22, no. 2 (2022), 608-09. 
11 Rachael Fugardi, “Nine Years After Deadly ‘incel’ Attack, Threat of Male Supremacism Is 

Growing,” Southern Poverty Law Center, Accessed June 16, 2023. May 23, 2023. 

https://www.splcenter.org/news/2023/05/23/after-incel-attack-male-supremacism-growing.  
12 Michael Vallerga and Eileen L. Zurbriggen, “Hegemonic Masculinities in the ‘Manosphere’: 

A Thematic Analysis of Beliefs About Men and Women on The Red Pill and Incel,” in Analyses 

of Social Issues and Public Policy, vol. 22, no. 2, 2022, 602–25, here 603-4, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/asap.12308. 

 

https://doi.org/10.3390/sexes3040043
https://doi.org/10.3390/sexes3040043
https://www.splcenter.org/news/2023/05/23/after-incel-attack-male-supremacism-growing
https://doi.org/10.1111/asap.12308
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A Leerstelle?  

Not with a body count this high. 
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Ünlüdağ, Tânia. “Bourgeois Mentality and Socialist Ideology as Exemplified by Clara Zetkin’s 

Constructs of Femininity.” International Review of Social History 47, no. 1 (2002): 33–

58.  

Valentiner, Dana-Sophia. “The Human Right to Sexual Autonomy.” German Law Journal 22, 

no. 5 (August 2021): 703–17.  

Vogt, Jochen. "Regionalism and Modernism in Recent German Crime Fiction (1990–2015),” in 

Contemporary German Crime Fiction: A Companion, ed. Thomas W. Kniesche, 81 - 

104. Berlin: De Gryuter, 2019. 

von Massow, Benno. “Der Kampf gegen die Wanderbettelei in Deutschland und seine 

gegenwärtige Lage,” in Jahrbücher für Kriminalpolitik und innere Mission, 297 - 309. 

Halle a.S: Max Niemeyer, 1895. 

Waters, Tony, and Dagmar Waters. Weber’s Rationalism and Modern Society: New 

Translations on Politics, Bureaucracy, and Social Stratification. New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2015.  

Weber, Max. Max Weber: Schriften 1894-1922, ed. Dirk Käsler (Stuttgart: Kröner, 2002), 694. 

Weigland, Karl. Deutsches Wörterbuch. Giessen: J. Richer’sche Buchhandlung, 1878. 

Weininger, Otto. Sex and Character: An Investigation of Fundamental Principles, trans. 

Ladislaus Lœb; eds. Daniel Steuer and Laura Marcus (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2005). 

Wetzell, Richard F. Inventing the Criminal: A History of German Criminology, 1880-1945. 

Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000.  

Wilhelm Stekel, Onanie und Homosexualität; die homosexuelle Neurose. Berlin: Urban & 

Schwarzenberg, 1921. 

Wiltenburg, Joy. “True Crime: The Origins of Modern Sensationalism.” The American 

Historical Review 109, no. 5 (2004): 1377–1404. 



 

 

 
 

333 

------, Joy. Crime and Culture in Early Modern Germany. Charlottesville: University of 

Virginia Press, 2012. 

Wolf, Anne-Katrin, and Maja Werner. “Victims’ Rights Looking Good on Paper — How 

Criminal Prosecution in Germany Fails Victims of Sexual Violence.” German Law 

Journal 22, no. 5 (2021): 800–816. 

Wulffen, Eric, Das Weib als Sexualverbrecherin: ein Handbuch für Juristen, 
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