
Abstract

Sex research in the early-twentieth century German-speaking world was a wide-ranging and
interdisciplinary project, and by the 1920s popular interest in this booming field was facilitated by
the exciting technological possibilities of film, as sex reform activists, doctors, feminists and
advocacy organizations forged productive alliances with commercial studios. This talk argues that
interwar Aufklärungsfilme were crucial in democratizing interwar sexual science, depicting doctors
as not simply authoritative experts, but as sympathetic, accessible and even vulnerable mediators of
the latest sex research. They show doctor-scientists taking their lectures and life-lessons out of the
traditional clinics and laboratories into spaces such as nightclubs, funfairs, and domestic homes, at
times ceding some of their authority to newly recognised social actors such as female medical
students or gender-diverse subjects. Film, queer and affect theorists emphasize how the embodied
experience of cinemagoing can foster unique forms of identification and empathy, from “prosthetic
memories” (Landsberg) to “embodied affects” (Rutherford). We examine how these shifts worked to
humanize the clinical gaze and gesture towards more emancipatory futures, even as we also consider
ways in which these sources remain ethically troubling for historians of gender and sexuality today.
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