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ABSTRACT 

This article focuses on two related areas of concern with regard to sex education and 
implications for children and youth in Germany. The first one is the history of the currently 
dominant neo-emancipatory sexual education and its implications for today. This direction of 
sex education is highly influenced by theories of Helmut Kentler who with the help of the 
German city of Berlin youth protection services department sent homeless and troubled boys 
to known pedophiles for care. This experiment went on for 30 years, ending in 2001. Only now 
has the extend of this horrific practice been fully discovered. The authors will outline the fact 
that Kentler’s central ideas are still manifest in neo-emancipatory sex education in Germany 
today. The second area of concern is the dramatic increase in youth who question their 
biological sex and seek medical intervention to change it, even though the evidence base for 
medical intervention is controversial. The deconstruction of biological sex is also actively 
supported and fostered by neo-emancipatory sexual education. The authors will describe and 
demonstrate that both directions of neo-emancipatory sex education break down protective 
spaces for children and youth and make them more vulnerable for abuse and psychological 
and physical damage. Methodologically this is a literature review. Documents and books by 
Helmut Kentler himself are quoted and analysed. In addition, relevant, current literature about 
the topic of gender dysphoria is reviewed.  
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N GERMANY AND ELSEWHERE THE SEXUAL ABUSE occurring in church care has star-
tled the public. But not only there, also in many other areas of life men (and some 

women) take opportunities to satisfy their sexual needs on children entrusted to them 
in schools, homes and at recreational events, sometimes with, but mostly without the 
use of physical violence. The same happens in the family, in the neighborhood, or with 
other relatives and acquaintances. What is particularly perfidious about this is the 
abuse of trust. Violent sexual abuse by strangers can be quickly recognized by children 
as wrongdoing, so that they can inwardly distance themselves. This is more difficult 
in the case of coerced nonviolent abuse, especially when it appears to be consensual, 
because children often do not fight back when confidants are present. How children 

I 
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experience and process nonviolent sexualized assault by adults depends largely on 
their formative experiences in early childhood. 

What is the current state of the research and discussion in sex education in Ger-
man speaking countries on the issue of sexual abuse? Unfortunately, sex education 
plays an ambivalent role. 

In Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, the so-called sexual education (as distin-
guished from sex or sexuality education) has dominated for some time, an approach 
to sex education and sexuality education that is also referred to as neo-emancipatory. 
The term neo-emancipatory is not sufficiently defined by its proponents. It is based 
however on a proactive, sexualizing concept of sex education: interest in sexuality is 
deliberately awakened from infancy onward, and sexual desire and sexual acts in chil-
dren are also encouraged by adults without any inclination on the part of the child, 
because this is seen as advantageous for children as sexual beings. Sexual education 
teaches children about the diversity of sexual acts and identities and encourages ex-
perimentation. Example of self-stimulation: Children are encouraged by adults to self-
stimulate their sexual organs or through pictures. With regards to sex and gender, not 
only role behavior, but also the assignment to one of the two biological sexes is to be 
questioned. It is particularly this last aspect, which in combination with the adoption 
of sexual human rights is the basis for the neo in emancipatory sexual education 
(Etschenberg, 2017). 

Neo-emancipatory sex education has in practice gained great impact on sex edu-
cation curricula in schools and pre-schools, which has led to parent protests and much 
discussion in the previous years (EMMA, 2016; Schmelcher, 2014). Neo-emancipatory 
sex education is advocated as a paradigm shift by Uwe Sielert (2011) and Karlheinz 
Valtl (2008) and supported by powerful institutions such as pro familia e. V. (2009) 
and the Federal Center for Health Education (Bundeszentrale fu r gesundheitlliche 
Aufkla rung (BZgA). These institutions have great influence on sexuality education in 
Germany. Particularly the BZgA has developed standards for implementation in pre-
schools and schools in conjunction with the WHO Regionalbu ro fu r Europa (2011) 
(WHO Regional Office for Europe/M.F.) and organizes campaigns which function as 
an important guideline for educators and administrators (Etschenberg, 2019, 2021). 
There are also teacher training institutes founded by Uwe Sielert in Germany (in the 
cities of Koblenz and Dortmund) and by Karlheinz Valtl at the University of Vienna 
(Etschenberg, 2021). 

The core message concerns the physical handling of infantile sexuality, which is 
supposed to have a beneficial effect on the overall development of a child. This is ac-
companied by a sharp demarcation from more traditional sexuality education (con-
servative and affirmative), which is accused of being sexually hostile and seeking to 
control, inhibit and suppress sexual activity. Sexual education also invokes sexual hu-
man rights outlined by the International Planned Parenthood Federation/IPPF (pro 
familia, 2009) and supports the demand that children be educated unconditionally 
about all adult sexual preferences (oral-anal sex, dildo, pocket pussy, sadomasochism, 
etc.). This is supposed to promote children's rights to sexual self-determination and, 
as a sexual education of diversity, contribute to the destigmatization of people who do 
not conform to society's heteronormative expectations. 

A critical objection is that the (majority-accepted) goal of destigmatising different 
sexual orientations could be achieved in other ways without introducing children to 
all kinds of adult sexual practices. Thus, some methods described in Sexual Pedagogy 
of Diversity and the book of the same title (Tuider et al., 2012) caused much irritation 
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and debate in recent years. The teaching unit The New Brothel for All, for example, 
aims to sensitize 15-year-olds to marginalized ways of life and sexual preferences by 
planning a brothel of sexual lust for life down to the smallest detail, including adver-
tising. The goal of the enterprise: to promote the greatest possible creativity and free-
dom of thought with regard to sexual preferences, which is combined with the personal 
freedom to use or offer sexual services (Tuider et al., 2012, p. 76). Whether this is a 
responsible goal in light of the fate of primarily female (forced) prostitutes may be 
questioned. Materials of this kind appear as an attempt to break down the shame bar-
riers of children and adolescents (Schmelcher, 2014) without proving what advantage 
children and adolescents can gain from it. This type of sex education threatens to 
overwhelm children and young people given such contents and methods. 

Furthermore, critics take offense at the claim that sexual education contributes 
significantly to the prevention of sexual abuse. Theoretically convincing reasons for 
this do not exist and there is no evidence for the practice (Henningsen, 2016, p. 124 
and 138). On the contrary, there is some evidence that neo-emancipatory sex educa-
tion facilitates nonviolent intergenerational sexual assault because children are ac-
customed from an early age to (nonviolent) sexualized interactions with trusted 
adults and, at least superficially, are also aware of their sexual preferences (Etschen-
berg, 2020). 

The discussion of neo-emancipatory sex education inevitably leads back to its 
roots, to emancipatory sex education and its founder Helmut Kentler (1928 - 2008), 
who is considered Uwe Sielert's fatherly friend (Herrath, 2009). Sielert plays a para-
mount role in today’s neo-emancipatory sex education. Kentler was a psychologist 
who openly admitted his homosexuality, which was not yet a matter of course in his 
generation. He worked for the Protestant church for several years; there he further 
developed his ideas on emancipatory youth work. In 1967, Kentler published 10 the-
ses on emancipatory sexual education free of repression. This, together with his book 
Eltern lernen Sexualerziehung 1975) (Parents Learn Sex Education/translation M.F.), 
which was based on his dissertation, won him a large following. Kentler became a 
sought-after expert on youth welfare, out-of-school youth work, and sex education. 
He held influential positions: from 1966 to 1974 as department head at the Berlin 
Pedagogical Center, a government agency, and later as a full professor of social peda-
gogy at the University of Hanover. His sympathy for children as sexual beings could be 
seen in the 1974 book Zeig Mal! (Fleischhauer-Hardt & McBride, 1974) (Show 
Me!/translation M.F.), in which he had played a decisive role. It shows in close-ups 
unclothed, partly sexually stimulated children together with adults and describes in 
the preface benevolently the intimate togetherness of a child with its educator. 

Protests against the book were unsuccessful. Helmut Kentler defended numerous 
men accused of pedosexual acts as an expert opinion in courts. With this argumenta-
tion he repeatedly succeeded in invalidating the accusation of criminal sexual abuse. 
Kentler put his affirmative stance on pedophilia or pedosexuality into practice for 
years. With the help of the Berlin Senate Administration, a state institution, he placed 
male psychosocially impaired foster children with pedophilic men starting in 1970, 
quite deliberately in the expectation that they would develop particularly well there. 
It is only in recent years that the Kentler experiment has been uncovered and scien-
tifically investigated (among others, Institut fu r Demokratieforschung Universita t 
Go ttingen, 2016; Nentwig, 2019). How large the number of children affected and the 
circle of confidants, supporters or beneficiaries has not yet been conclusively clarified. 
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What is certain is that the Kentler experiment failed in a terrifying way. The boys in-
volved suffered terrible consequences with serious, lifelong psychological damage 
(Bachner, 2021). 

Although there were isolated protests even at that time, Kentler escaped prosecu-
tion in the 1970s and 1980s, probably also because he could rely on leniency as a 
highly respected expert. Pedophilia at that time, it should not be overlooked, was met 
with great tolerance in certain intellectual circles. There were calls for impunity (Alt-
wegg, 2020). Kentler himself publicly acknowledged his experiment without reserva-
tion, but only after the associated crimes had become free of prosecution due to statue 
of time limitations. In 2008, there were numerous favorable obituaries following 
Helmut Kentler’s death, including those that sought to separate his person from his 
work. It seems as if consciously or unconsciously the eyes were closed here, so that 
the dark sides of Kentler would not come to light in their full bearing. None of today's 
leading representatives of neo-emancipatory sex education or sexual education 
should be accused of approving of the Kentler experiment. Nevertheless, it is striking 
that Kentler is still accepted and respected, if not revered, as a pioneer and leading 
figure of contemporary sex education (Ahrbeck, 2020). 

KENTLER’S CORE STATEMENTS: THE FOUNDATION OF NEO-

EMANCIPATORY SEX EDUCATION 

The following core statements represent Kentler's sexual educational ideas, 
which are currently implemented and continued in sexual education or neo-emanci-
patory sexuality education. In this respect, they have lost neither theoretical nor prac-
tical significance: 

Our sexual life began long before we were sexually mature (Kentler, 1975, p. 
9). 

Kentler speaks of the child's sexual life and sexual behavior, although it is not con-
clusively clear whether and how children experience and understand certain observ-
able actions (e.g., playing with their genitals) as "sexual" (Quindeau, 2012; Schmidt, 
2012). In any case, these are interpretations of sexually experienced adults, which can 
be tendentious. In sexual education, too, there is often talk of the child's sexuality and 
sexual behavior, with reference to Freud's phase model. What is overlooked, and this 
is more than a subtle distinction, is that Sigmund Freud spoke of infantile sexuality 
and not the sexuality of the child. This distinction from adult sexuality is not really 
perceived. It seems like mere lip service when (neo)-emancipatory sexuality educa-
tion points out that the sexuality of the child is different from that of adults. 

Likewise, children must be sexually stimulated, sexual communication must 
be made possible for them, so that sexuality can arise and develop in them 
(Kentler, 1999, p. 200). 

Sexuality can only be learnt if something sexual happens. [The corollary is] 
learning by doing! (Kentler, 1975, p. 31). 

From there, the term sexual education is to be understood: The educational pro-
cess should be action oriented. Methods initiated by adults that are close to the self 
and involve the body are used with the goal that emotionalizing, eroticizing, and sex-
ualizing effects occur in the children, which are to be worked through in sexual edu-
cation. Kentler and representatives of sexual education ignore the fact that people can 
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learn sexual behavior in other ways than through sexual activity. Otherwise, what 
would be the point of all the sex education and counseling literature? How else could 
the behavioral impact of erotic literature and films be explained? 

Sexually satisfied children, are best protected against sexual seduction and 
sexual assault (Kentler, 1975, p. 103). 

Parents are encouraged to stimulate children genitally and to promote child self-
stimulation. This is said to be the best way for them to avoid sexual assault later. Thirty 
years later, Sielert (2005, p. 102) takes up this idea again:  

Children discover this pleasure in themselves as a matter of course, if they 
are also previously stroked lustfully by their parents; if they don't even know 
what pleasure is, sexual playfulness will also be absent. This is—quite con-
trary to a widespread opinion—a rather bad sign.  

The fact that children are thus accustomed to sexual assault and adult instruction in 
this regard is not reflected. 

Real sexual abuse must have harmful consequences - if ... there are no nega-
tive consequences, there should be no talk of sexual abuse (Kentler, 1999, p. 
217). 

Against this background, it is quite problematic that the term sexual abuse is offi-
cially used less and less, and that mostly sexualized violence is spoken of. There is a 
danger that those forces that want to decriminalize non-violent sexualized contact 
between adults and children will be strengthened or given renewed impetus. 

NEW PROBLEMATIC LAWS AND DEVELOPMENTS FOR CHILDREN 

AND YOUTH IN GERMANY 

At the same time, another problematic development is making its way, impacting 
children’s rights, education, and upbringing. 

In May 2021, the Selbstbestimmungsgesetz (Self-determination law) a replace-
ment of the current transsexual law was put to a vote in the German Bundestag (par-
liament). Advocates, politicians, and others claim that the current law entails ele-
ments, such as psychological evaluations and other documentation to complete a 
transition process, which are dehumanizing and stigmatizing to transgender people. 

Thus, two different laws to change this situation were proposed to improve the 
situation of transsexual people and to counteract discrimination. One proposal was 
from the Free Democratic Party/FDP (draft of a law to strengthen gender self-deter-
mination; printed matter 19/20048), the other from the Greens/Alliance 90 (draft of 
a law to repeal the Transsexual Act and introduce the Self-Determination Act 
(SelbstBestG); printed matter 19/19755). The proposal of the Greens was rejected by 
454 out of 709 members (Deutscher Bundestag, 2021a). The FDP proposal was re-
jected by 452 of the 709 members of Parliament (Deutscher Bundestag, 2021b). The 
proposals did not differ fundamentally. Both proposals specified that each person can 
officially change his or her gender entry once a year, as a mere speech act, without 
further verification (Louis, 2021). In addition, children should be able to decide for 
themselves whether to have surgical changes from the age of 14. In case of conflict, 
even without the consent of the parents, who in this case are to relinquish their right 
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to educate their children to state authorities (Ahrbeck & Felder, 2021). Also, any kind 
of counseling for children dealing with gender dysphoria should preferably be done 
by someone who has experienced the condition themselves. 

The drafts of both parties were rejected by a majority in parliament. Similar laws 
have now been adopted in some countries, including Malta, Ireland, Norway, and 
Spain. Other countries such as Sweden and the United Kingdom, rejected them (GSN, 
2018). However, it is to be expected that such laws will be proposed again in the future 
in Germany. Supporting these laws are strong societal forces calling for basic rethink-
ing of biological sex and considering child transition decisions a fundamental human 
right (Brunskell-Evans, 2021). 

Those societal forces are ideologically influenced by Judith Butler, the icon of the 
gender movement. Butler (born in 1956) is an American philosopher and is consid-
ered to be one of the founders of Queer Theory. She teaches at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley. The German journalist and feminist Alice Schwarzer who spear-
headed the women’s movement in Germany from the 1970s onwards has had open 
and heated debates with Judith Butler in German papers (Schwarzer, 2017). Butler’s 
influence on discussions about sex and gender and sex education in Germany cannot 
be underestimated. Butler claims that gender is constructed, not only in the social, but 
all the way into the physical. Accordingly, sex is nothing more than the product of an 
act of language. It can be deconstructed and rewritten according to personal prefer-
ence (Butler, 1991). There is then a large, in principle, unlimited number of genders 
to choose from. The personal spaces of possibility expand almost infinitely. One con-
sequence of this thinking is that children, even in kindergarten and later in school, are 
encouraged or even asked to think about and question their gender identity, the latter 
a concept that is highly controversial (Brunskell-Evans, 2021; Perry, 2019). This is not 
just about such harmless phenomena as gender-typical role behavior that changes 
according to time and culture. The question of whether the sexes should differ at all 
in their experience and behavior is also far less elementary than the question of 
whether someone lives in his or her right body. Interest in trans-identity or transsex-
uality has now moved to the forefront, whereas in the past it was primarily about 
equality and recognition of homosexuality. This trend is supported, among others, by 
a major German welfare association through its Self-Determination campaign (Scha-
bram, 2018). Significantly, in Germany sex education classes in schools are also taught 
by representatives of the LGBTQ+ community, who have come to embrace the social 
construction of biological sex (Felder & Ahrbeck, forthcoming 2022). 

RAPID ONSET GENDER DYSPHORIA: A NEW PHENOMENON  

Since 2011, the number of children and adolescents with gender dysphoria has 
been rising rapidly in many countries, with increasing numbers of girls describing an 
incongruence between their biological and perceived gender (SEGM, 2020). Given this 
increase, there is little to suggest that what is now emerging is merely what has always 
been present at a broad level. Often, the feeling of being in the wrong body presents 
itself during puberty without any prior evidence of it. Lisa Littman (2019) refers to 
this phenomenon as Rapid Onset Gender Dysphoria (ROGD), as opposed to another 
form of gender dysphoria that usually occurs in early childhood and primarily in boys. 
Strikingly, these adolescents have become intensely involved with trans identity 
through social media, with concomitant alienation from parents unless they receive 
full affirmation of their chosen gender identity.  
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The power of media influences should not be underestimated, especially for vul-
nerable children and adolescents who are going through the developmentally chal-
lenging process of puberty. Lisa Littmann (2019) argues that "being trans"' is seen in 
some media as something special and identity-affirming, a desirable state that solves 
most, if not all, problems. As a result, a trans identity almost takes on a role model 
character and becomes a way to gain social recognition and belonging. Trans activists 
contribute significantly to this through the forums they run or support. Likewise, this 
development is fueled by sensationalist media contributions. One need only recall the 
attention Jazz Jennings was able to garner in the US (Herthel & Jennings, 2014; Perry, 
2019), as well as the recent gender transition of the formerly female actress Ellen 
Page, now Elliott Page. Both paint a glorified picture of gender transition that does not 
do justice to the complexity of this phenomenon (Brooks, 2021). 

The call for children to decide their own gender, including taking hormone treat-
ments and surgical procedures, neglects important findings in developmental psy-
chology. Many studies show that gender dysphoria in childhood and adolescence by 
no means necessarily leads to later transition. Over time, the connection proves to be 
less stable. In most cases, gender dysphoria is a transitional phenomenon that later 
resolve on its own. According to Korte et al. (2008, p. 834), only 2.5 to 20% of initial 
manifestations are an expression of irreversible transsexual development. In most 
cases, a reconciliation with the original sex takes place. It is also quite well docu-
mented that early childhood gender irritation is often associated with homosexual 
development and not with transsexual development later in life (Cantor, 2019). It is 
undisputed that gender dysphoria leading to a sense of not being able to live in one's 
innate body can cause a great deal of suffering. Those who wish to follow this path, 
given appropriate age and sufficiently clarified motivation, should have a right to do 
so. They deserve recognition and support. However, it should not be overlooked that 
gender dysphoria is often accompanied by quite significant comorbidities such as de-
pression, anxiety disorders, bi-polar and dissociative disorders, anorexia, autism 
spectrum disorders or trauma (Kaltiala-Heino et al., 2015). Intensive diagnostic clar-
ifications are essential. Hasty affirmation of perceived gender can lead to irreversible 
errors. 

How great the responsibility is, which must not be shifted onto children, is also 
shown by the following finding, which urges caution. Children and adolescents with 
gender dysphoria who receive puberty blockers also take cross-sex hormones in the 
majority of cases and are then surgically assigned to the other sex. If treatment with 
puberty blockers is omitted, the majority continue to live in accordance with their 
biological sex after puberty. Administration of puberty blockers appears to lead di-
rectly to a transsexual path instead of giving children time to consider and explore 
different options (Biggs, 2020; Korte, Beier & Bosinski, 2016). 

However, a sex change is simply not possible and it is by no means a liberation 
from the shackles of biological sex—even if it is experienced as successful and subjec-
tively satisfying. Sterility and loss of libido are among its possible side effects. A life-
long dependency on medical treatments remains. Taking testosterone and estrogen 
leads to irreversible physical changes, and it can lead to health problems. Long-term 
studies on the consequences of puberty blockers are lacking, so caution is advised 
here as well (Korte, Beier & Bosinski, 2016). 

Little is known about the lasting psychological consequences of gender reassign-
ment, and robust long-term studies are lacking. With targeted indication and cautious 
approach, positive effects are initially reported (Fahrenkrug & Wu sthof, 2018). How-
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ever, those studies were based on an earlier and younger group of children at the on-
set of gender dysphoria. The dramatic increase of adolescents and the reasons behind 
this condition and its outcome have not been studied enough. In any case, psycholog-
ical care has to be assumed after transitioning. Psychological problems linked to tran-
sition do not automatically resolve as a result of it (Walter, 2019; SEGM, 2020; NICE, 
2021).  

Also of concern should be the ever-growing group of detransitioners who want to 
return to their innate gender after transitioning. They lament having to live with a 
damaged body for the rest of their lives (Louis, 2020; Vandenbussche, 2021). 

THE DISSOLUTION OF PROTECTIVE SPACES FOR CHILDREN 

In both sets of issues discussed, protective spaces for children are actively being 
dissolved in different ways by adults. Neo-emancipatory sex education (sexual educa-
tion), in the tradition of Helmut Kentler, advocates proactively sexualizing sex educa-
tion, free of traditional repression, from infancy onward. Parents and others involved 
in education should specifically activate children's sexuality. Possible problematic 
consequences, such as legitimizing and facilitating (non-violent) sexual abuse, are not 
reflected. For example, in the so-called Kentler Experiment, no one protected boys 
placed in care from sexual abuse. It was even tolerated by a state administration. This 
can be viewed as a foreseeable logical consequence of Kentler's theories. 

Neo-emancipatory sex education has been dedicated to further advance ideas of 
liberation. In order to prevent discrimination at an early stage and to grant children a 
maximum of sexual self-determination, it wants to acquaint boys and girls with the 
different forms and possibilities of adult sexuality, not only by accompanying them 
linguistically, but also by exercises and practical familiarization. In this way, various 
barriers are crossed between sexual pedagogical activists and learners. Intimacy bar-
riers and shame barriers, which also have protective functions, dissolve. 

In addition, the biological predetermination of two sexes is increasingly ques-
tioned. Children are promised free availability over their gender (biological and so-
cial), almost as if in an act of self-creation. It is supposed to allow them to choose be-
tween a basically unlimited number of genders. The insecurities this creates in chil-
dren and the harm they may suffer have not been researched nor are they adequately 
discussed professionally. Draft legislation gives children as young as 14-year-old wide 
latitude regarding gender reassignment. In the name of self-determination, they are 
given a responsibility for which they are not yet ready for. Often it is not at all clear to 
them that there are no real sex changes, but always only approximations to the other 
sex. This is accompanied by a withdrawal of the adults from the educational respon-
sibility. In case of conflict, parents can even be deprived of their right to educate. In 
both cases, the adult generation suspends itself from its duty of care. Parents, who are 
most responsible for their children, are left with little influence on the preservation 
of possibly indispensable protective spaces. 

This development goes far beyond the justified and basically non-controversial 
social and sexual education demand for sex-friendly sexuality education on the one 
hand and acceptance of different sexual preferences, gender definitions and ways of 
life on the other. It is obviously about much more. The aim is an ideological realign-
ment that seeks to break down and shift norms of thought and action between gener-
ations and strives for cultural hegemony in Germany, eliminating protective barriers 
for children and youth in its path. 
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CONCLUSION 

In German-speaking countries it seems that the increasingly dominant neo-eman-
cipatory sexual education based on Helmut Kentler replaces terms such as sexual 
abuse with sexual violence. At the same time children and youth are being familiar-
ized with sexual preferences of adults from an early age on, thus normalizing such 
physical contacts. As a consequence, if abuse is not openly violent it may not be rec-
ognized as such. In addition, neo-emancipatory sexual education views both sex and 
gender as socially constructed. This view also impacts curricula in sex education in 
schools and teacher training, encouraging children to think about their gender iden-
tity, again in the name of self determination. This may lead some children to identify 
as the other sex and seek out hormonal and surgical treatments even though a robust 
evidence base for such treatments is lacking. Both directions of neo-emancipatory 
sexuality education put children in a vulnerable position by eliminating protective 
spaces. Given those concerns, a reevaluation of theory and practice of sexuality edu-
cation in Germany is necessary. 
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