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Abstract
For the opponents of the sexual reform movement, he was the father of all evil; for 
the proponents of the decriminalization of same-sex desire, he paved the way for 
objective research. With the term “Urning”, he gave homosexuals an anthropologi-
cal dignity. The Hanoverian lawyer Karl Heinrich Ulrichs (1825–1895) was notori-
ous during his lifetime and at times esteemed after his death, but it was not until 
the 1990s that he became the secret hero of sexual emancipation and sexual history/
historiography. Streets and squares were named after him, but his life’s work was 
also often instrumentalized.

Keywords Sexual history · Karl heinrich ulrichs · Sexual reform movement · 
Germany · 19th century

Karl Heinrich Ulrichs (1825–1895)

Round birthdays or jubilees of men who are considered significant enough for streets 
to be named after more than a century after their death sometimes exert an astonish-
ing attraction on historians, journalists and politicians. This is all the more evident in 
the case of figures from the past who were initially forgotten and only rediscovered 
and instrumentalized some time after their death. This was and still is the case with 
the Hanoverian lawyer Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, whose 200th birthday (and 130th death 
anniversary) will be celebrated in 2025.

Ulrichs is considered a “preceptor” of the same-sex emancipation movements of 
the 20th century and the “first gay man in world history” in sexual historiography and 
the popular tradition of queer subcultures in the West. Both terms were coined by the 
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influential sexologist Volkmar Sigusch (1940–2023), who had a style-defining effect 
(Sigusch, 2000a, b).

Karl Heinrich Ulrichs was born on August 28, 1825 in Westerfeld, which is now 
part of Aurich in East Frisia. He studied theology and law at the University of Göttin-
gen from 1844 to 1846 and experimented with homosocial life in the Alemannia and 
Hercynia fraternities. Despite the homophobic character of these male-only clubs, 
they offered a chance to come close with men of the same age, get some secrets of 
each other and maybe the opportunity for informal sex, nobody would ever speak 
about. Ulrichs moved to Berlin after the summer term of 1846 and completed his 
studies there in 1848 with a doctorate of law. He then found employment as an asses-
sor in the civil service of the Kingdom of Hanover, but he had to give up this position 
in 1854 because of causing public offense through same-sex sexual contact - homo-
sexual activity itself was not punished in Hanover, unlike in Prussia (Kennedy, 2001). 
He initially set up as a lawyer, but the rumors about his private sex life caught up 
with him in 1859 and so he lost his license and from then on had to earn his living 
as a secretary, correspondent and tutor. From 1864, he began to publish writings on 
homosexuality (which had not yet been coined as a term).

Ulrich’s influence and impact was not of his own making, but was largely due 
to the reception of his works by contemporaries and later supporters or opponents 
(Fraeckman 2024, p. 2). He achieved immortality by coining the term “Urning”. He 
wanted to give the same-sex lovers of his time an anthropological dignity. Until then, 
they had been referred to as “pederasts” or “sodomites” in a derogatory way. Ulrichs 
made use of a reference to Greek antiquity and especially to Pausanias’ speech in 
Plato’s Symposium. Here the two figures of the goddess Aphrodite were discussed: 
on the one hand Aphrodite Dionea as the daughter of Zeus and Dione, on the other 
hand Aphrodite Urania - created from the severed body parts of Uranus. An Urning 
(or Urninde) was therefore a being that did not fit into the binary gender scheme. 
According to this logic, sexual predisposition was innate and punishment was there-
fore contrary to nature and morality. Ulrichs corresponded with important scholars of 
his time about these theories, including the influential Austrian psychiatrist Richard 
von Krafft-Ebing (1840–1902). However, he drew pathologizing rather than emanci-
patory conclusions from Ulrichs’ studies, which annoyed Ulrichs for a long time. He 
had to watch as his research was re-instrumentalized by neurologists and turned into 
the opposite. He noted critically in 1880:

“Admittedly, we are not yet in complete agreement. For me, the urning system 
is a physiological, i.e. hermaphroditic phenomenon, a fact of natural law. Those, on 
the other hand, declare it to be something pathological, a pathological phenomenon, 
without, of course, denying its innate nature.” (Ulrichs, 1880/1994, p. 92).

Ulrichs used the term “Naturgesetz” (natural law) for his theory. This did not mean 
a theological approach but the idea, that same-sex-desire was part of human nature. 
He only managed to captivate his audience once, when he presented his theories and 
the associated criminal law demands at the German Jurists’ Conference in Munich in 
1867, but was shouted down within a few minutes. He later recalled:

“To my dying day I shall count it my glory that on August 29, 1867, in Munich, I 
found the courage in myself to face eye to eye a thousand-year-old, fearsome-eyed 
hydra, which has truly been spraying me and my fellow citizens with poison and 
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drool for too long, driving many to suicide, poisoning everyone’s happiness in life. 
Yes, I am proud that I found the strength to give the hydra of public contempt its first 
lance thrust.” (Ulrichs, 1868/1994, p. 1).

After this and other defeats, he left Germany in 1880 and settled first in the Ital-
ian towns of Naples and later in L’Aquila. From here, he edited the journal “Alau-
dae” with the aim of reviving Latin as the common scholarly language of the West 
(Ulrichs, 2004). He died at his home on July 11, 1895 and was also buried here.

A few years after his death, the doctor and sex researcher Magnus Hirschfeld 
(1868–1935) rediscovered him, edited his preceptor’s works - with slight abridge-
ments - and ensured that they were received within the sexual reform movement 
(Kennedy, 2001, pp. 102, 127, 131f, 136, 138, 201f, 205, 273–276). This can be seen 
in several essays in the famous “Jahrbuch für sexuelle Zwischenstufen” (Karsch-
Haack, 1900, p. 153; Friedlaender, 1905, p. 440). However, it was not only those 
in favor of reforming sexual criminal law who referred to Ulrichs, but also his 
opponents. In the German parliament, the Reichstag, Johann Thaler (1847–1920), a 
member of the catholic Center Party, declared that Ulrichs had put his private sexual 
interests “in the balance against the consciousness of all mankind” (Neunzehnter 
Bericht, 1905, p. 1008). Christian opponents of sexual reform in particular saw 
Ulrichs as the main culprit for the fact that such a topic was being discussed in public 
at all. While his Urning terminology gradually faded into the background in favor of 
the term “homosexuality”, he himself posthumously became the distorted image of 
the modern homosexual.

In the eyes of conservative catholic priests and politicians, Ulrichs was the first 
to attempt to enshrine sexual predisposition as a “natural law” (Boeser, 1929, p. 
50), making a mockery of the “divine moral law” (Capellmann & Bergmann, 1923, 
p. 221). Attempts by self-appointed guardians of morality to have Ulrichs’ works 
banned, failed, however, due to resistance from the relevant Prussian authorities, who 
recognized their scientific nature (Dobler, 2008, 499). With the demise of Hirschfeld’s 
sexual reform movement in 1933, the reception of Ulrich’s writings also ended for 
decades. It took until the 1990s for the Ulrich renaissance that is so successful today, 
to take shape. The Germanist and Historian Wolfram Setz (1941–2023) was respon-
sible for this. Setz worked full-time as managing director of the renowned “Mon-
umenta Germaniae Historica” (MHG), but in his spare time he reissued forgotten 
authors of same-sex literature and sexual reform with the “Bibliothek rosa Winkel” 
series. They were published in the gay-movement based publishing house „Verlag 
rosa Winkel“ until it went bankrupt in 2000. Then Setz moved to Männerschwarm 
(which went bust in 2021/22 as well). The four-volume new edition of Ulrich’s writ-
ings was followed by Setz’s popular historiographical crusade across Europe with the 
aim of naming streets and squares after the “first gay man in world history” (Ulrichs, 
1994). This was achieved in Munich in 1998, in Bremen and Hildesheim in 2002, in 
Hanover in 2006 and even in L’Aquila in 2007. Setz organized a series of lectures 
with renowned scholars on Ulrich’s 175th birthday (Setz, 2000), accompanied the 
new edition of a biography by the American historian Hubert Kennedy (Kennedy, 
2001) and published another volume with “new findings” on Ulrich in 2004 (Setz, 
2004). Finally, he even succeeded in publishing a notebook a from Ulrichs’ personal 
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possessions, which he bought at an auction (Ulrichs, 2017). The literary experiments 
were also published (Ulrichs, 1995).

After his death, Ulrich’s life’s work in sexology served not only as a vehicle for 
promoting sexual reform, but also - especially in the decades after 1990 - for reorga-
nizing sexual historiography and sexual history as well. Sigusch’s turn to Ulrichs was 
not accidental, but was part of his plan to steer sexual historiography in Germany in a 
certain direction. Instead of focusing on Magnus Hirschfeld, Sigusch recommended a 
broader perspective by turning to Ulrichs (Sigusch, 2008, 2009). Previously, Sigusch 
had failed in his attempt to reduce Hirschfeld’s oeuvre to eugenics. In the 21st cen-
tury and in view of the public debates surrounding the tightening of sexual criminal 
law, the interests of various Ulrichs researchers soon collided. After all, Karl Hein-
rich Ulrichs lived and wrote at a time when theories about gender relations in ancient 
Greece were still highly idealized. As a result, intergenerational relationships were 
not a problem for him and when Wolfram Setz addressed this at a lecture in 2017, 
the Munich “Forum Homosexuality and History” immediately distanced itself from 
Setz but not from Ulrichs, as the bavarian historians claimed to be able to take the 
interpretation of the great role model into their own hands. To a certain extent, the 
Ulrich renaissance also testifies to a lack of historiographical understanding on the 
part of those who see themselves as the heirs of the “Urnings”. Most of the research 
itself now takes place in the Anglo-American world. The American historian Robert 
Beachy made the start with his iconic study “Gay Berlin” (Beachy, 2014). This was 
followed by a series of other publications (Leck, 2006; Singy, 2021). The Ameri-
can private scholar Michael Lombardi-Nash made a significant contribution to this 
Ulrichs boom by translating all of the Hanoverian jurist’s works into English and 
making them accessible via e-books by the summer of 2024. The Australian histo-
rian Douglas Pretsell translated Ulrichs’ surviving letters and thus also encouraged 
further research (Pretsell, 2020, 2023, pp. 4–8, 13–16, 29–35). The anniversary will 
probably be celebrated more in the USA than in Germany, which is also due to the 
disagreement among German-speaking sexual historians. Both the organization of 
an anthology and the coordination of an exhibition failed in the run-up to the event. 
However, this does not detract from international historiographical research. In Ger-
many, Ulrichs is primarily instrumentalized politically: he may not only planned the 
founding of a “gay civil rights movement”, but also gay marriage and anti-discrim-
ination laws (for adults only, of course). Karl Heinrich Ulrichs would probably be 
astounded, to say the least, if he could see what is being read out of his writings by 
interested parties. They all seem to forget, that Ulrichs never saw himself as a revo-
lutionary or a social campaigner. He was a lawyer and a philosopher of sex/gender. 
Ulrichs wanted to change the law and he justified it by giving the same-sex-desire 
an anthropological theory and dignity. Ulrichs believed, that he could reach his goal 
within a monarchy. He only wanted to expand the sexual rights on all people and 
sexual interests beyond heterosexuality and sex during marriage. Naming him a cam-
paigner may be useful today, but it is not historically correct.
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