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BERLIN’S THIRD SEX

‘The great vanquisher of all prejudice is not humanity, but science.’
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AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

When Hans Ostwald, publisher of the Metropolis 
Documents 1, asked me to work on a volume that would 
address the lives of homosexuals in Berlin, I felt it was a 
challenge I could not shrug off.

While the results of my research into the 
field of homosexuality have only been published in 
specialist journals to date, particularly in the Yearbook 
For Sexual Intermediaries 2,  it has long been clear to me 
that knowledge of an area that is intertwined with the 
interests of so many families, of every class, would not 
and could not remain forever confined in the closed 
community of specialists or academic circles.

That being said, it is certainly prudent that the 
presentation of such a difficult issue in a popular science 
setting be left to those who have attained the necessary 
qualifications and skills by virtue of extensive scientific 
research and experience, and on the basis of close 
examination. 

In this work I have tried to reflect, as authentically 
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Whether, and to what degree the deeds of 
homosexuals should be considered in light of such terms 
as guilt and crime; whether, and to what degree their 
prosecution appears appropriate or necessary; the extent 
to which this is even possible – on these points I would 
prefer to let my readers make up their own minds at the 
end of my report. 

Charlottenburg, 1 December 19043

Dr Magnus Hirschfeld 

and comprehensively as possible, Berlin’s ‘third sex’ as 
the common, if not entirely appropriate designation 
refers to it. While not identifying physical locations too 
closely, I tried – without whitewashing, but also avoiding 
the darkest shades – to depict everything exactly as it is, 
largely as I have perceived it for myself, but to a lesser 
extent relying on the testimony of trustworthy sources; 
it gives me pleasure at this point to thank them for their 
trust in me.

Many readers will discover in the midst of their 
familiar world a new world opening up, the extent and 
customs of which may fill them with astonishment. 

One sometimes hears the concern that writing 
about homosexuality for a mass audience might itself 
serve as ‘propaganda’. Insofar as one strives to arrive at 
a fair judgment of the homosexual, this fear is baseless. 
The danger simply is not there. The advantages of 
normal sexual life, including the expression it finds in 
the happiness of the family – to name just one among 
many – are so pronounced, and the disadvantages arising 
from the homosexual condition so extreme, that if a shift 
in orientation were indeed possible it would surely be 
exercised by the homosexual rather than the normally 
sexed.

However, on this point scientific observation 
is in accord with the personal experience of a great 
number of people – such a transformation is impossible, 
because nothing is so aptly and inseparably tailored to 
the character and essence of a person as the orientation 
of the romantic and sexual drive so crucial to overall 
individuality.
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BERLIN’S THIRD SEX

If one wished to produce a vast portrait of 
a world-class city like Berlin, penetrating the depths 
rather than merely dwelling on the surface, one could 
scarcely ignore the impact of homosexuality, which 
has fundamentally influenced both the shading of this 
picture in detail and the character of the whole. 

While it is hardly likely that there are more 
homosexuals born in Berlin than in small towns or the 
hinterlands, it stands to reason that, whether consciously 
or unconsciously, those who deviate in undesirable 
ways from the majority gravitate to places where they 
might live less conspicuously, and less beleaguered, in 
the amplitude and mutability of the many. It is precisely 
this that makes a metropolis so attractive and distinctive, 
that individuals are not subject to their neighbours’ 
surveillance as they are in smaller localities, where the 
circles are closed, so too minds and senses. In such places 
it is easy to monitor when, where and with whom the 
neighbours eat, drink, stroll and sleep – and monitor 
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uranian – and in this text we echo Ulrichs5 in using this 
name for those with homosexual sentiments – and that 
his behaviour toward the male and female sexes derives 
from the attractions and antipathies within his nature.

But even for those who recognise many typical 
qualities of the uranian, a great deal still remains 
concealed, whether because they, and this is by no means 
rare, bear no readily identifiable signs, or because they 
play out the comedy – or more likely tragedy – of their 
life with great skill, able to adapt themselves and all their 
habits to those of normal people, prudently keeping their 
inclinations veiled. Most of them are keen that ‘no-one 
should notice anything’. I know homosexuals in Berlin, 
even a few who are not at all abstemious, who have 
managed to fool those around them for years, decades, 
their whole lives even; it is also common for them to 
transform a male character into a female when reporting 
romantic adventures to their companions, just as some 
translators of the writers of antiquity do.

they do, avidly – while in Berlin those in the front of an 
apartment building often have no idea who is living in 
the rear block of the same building4, let alone what those 
inhabitants get up to. And yet there are buildings here 
that contain a hundred households, a thousand people.

That which is hidden from the uninitiated in 
the metropolis can be all the more easily discovered by 
the initiate, because it is far less constrained.

Any well-informed person will soon notice that 
the streets and pleasure spots of Berlin boast not just 
men and women in the accepted sense, but frequently 
also those who differ not just in their behaviour, but 
often their appearance as well, such that alongside the 
masculine and feminine one can almost speak of a third 
sex.

This expression was in common currency as 
far back as ancient Rome, and while I do not find it 
particularly suitable, it is at least better than the word 
homosexual (same-sex) which is so often used today, 
because this term gives credence to the widely-held 
assumption that wherever a number of homosexuals 
gather, sexual acts are in preparation if not in progress, 
an assumption that in no way accords with the facts.

So when this study mentions homosexuals, one 
should not think of any type of sexual act. Where they 
do occur they elude observation not just because of their 
illegal status, but most especially because of the natural 
sense of shame and morality which is as pronounced 
in the homosexual as in the normally sexed; these acts 
are by no means the main focus, and are often absent 
altogether. What matters here is the essence of the 
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