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Editorial Special Issue April 2022 
 

Breaking Free: Addressing Gender and Sexual Diversity in 
Communities Through Transdisciplinary Education 
 
Mathabo Khau 
Nelson Mandela University 
Mathabo.khau@mandela.ac.za  
 
Gender and sexuality issues remain taboo in many communities across the globe. This notion of taboo 
creates misunderstandings that eventually lead to stigma, discrimination, and violence against that 
which we do not understand or view as “abnormal.” Communities globally, have experienced the 
deadly consequences of ignoring the ways in which pandemics like HIV and Covid-19 thrive on 
inequality, discrimination, and social and economic marginalisation. Our local struggles for health and 
rights are globally linked and we must work together in all spheres of life towards our well-being and 
human rights. In line with this, we have to acknowledge the many struggles against the shackles of 
patriarchy and heteronormativity. In South Africa, these struggles for freedom include fights against 
homophobia, transphobia, gender-based violence, xenophobia, corrective rape, and violence against 
sexually nonconforming people. Stigma, discrimination, and violence against LGBTQI+ communities 
create dangerous barriers to healthcare and social services including HIV prevention, testing, and 
treatment. As the world faces another surge in human rights violations, it is imperative that 
communities provide vital health and legal support while advocating for inclusive communities. There 
is a need to build extensive peer networks that allow us to reach and support the community members 
who are most vulnerable to the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic, and to ensure that all infected 
people have the support they need to adhere to HIV treatment during this global crisis.  

This special issue comes at an opportune time—after South Africa celebrates two very important days 
in her calendar: Human Rights Day on 21 March and Freedom Day on 27 April. Despite these 
momentous celebratory days, there have been several instances in which people’s human rights and 
freedoms have been sabotaged by those who believe that their rights supersede those of others. In 
many South African townships, there have been cases of unrest and xenophobia-related attacks on 
Black foreign nationals by members of the Operation Dudula movement. Members of this movement 
argue that they want to rid South Africa of foreign nationals who are allegedly the ringleaders of crime 
syndicates and lawlessness in their communities. Although illegal immigrants to South Africa or any 
other country may cause problems, vigilante movements such as Operation Dudula target only Black 
foreign nationals in their “sweepings” of the country. This is a clear example of economic exclusion 
because the Black foreign nationals who are targeted are on the periphery of society and many of them 
have nothing to their names. They live in the townships because these are the only places in which 
they can find refuge; those who have the means, live in South African suburbs out of reach of Operation 
Dudula. To make matters worse, the province of KwaZulu-Natal has recently endured unprecedented 
storms that have caused major infrastructure and environmental devastation with hundreds of lives 
lost. 

mailto:Mathabo.khau@mandela.ac.za
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Notwithstanding the challenges in South Africa, Black people were also discriminated against in the 
services offered to people fleeing the war between Russia and Ukraine. Thus, I ask, “What does 
breaking free mean in the context of Black-on-Black hatred and violence, racial discrimination and 
xenophobia, and Operation Dudula in South Africa?” “Are African refugees as human as Ukrainian 
refugees?” “Who is human, and whose rights should be celebrated?” “Are there some people whose 
humanity surpasses others?” “Are there people who are less human—whose rights do not matter?” 
“What do we mean by celebrating human rights amidst all the abuses of women, children, and those 
on the periphery of society, those who do not look like us, those who have different beliefs to our 
own?” “How long will we keep using ‘them’ and ‘us’ to divide humanity?” “When will the sexual health 
and reproductive rights of marginalised people be celebrated as human rights?” “When will the rights 
of the poor become human rights?” “Are human rights greater than environmental rights and 
ecological rights?” “Can humanity survive without the ecosystem?” “Can we celebrate humanity 
without celebrating all life forms and their support systems?” “Do human rights exist in unethical 
business and development?” I know I have asked too many questions, and the truth is that I have no 
answers to them yet. 

However, as you ponder your responses to my questions, this special issue of Educational Research for 
Social Change engages in timely and compelling conversations about the role of global solidarity in 
championing health and human rights for all. It brings together diverse perspectives from academics, 
activists, community members, and students on how we can promote a sex-positive and norm-critical 
world beyond 2030. Driving change in educational institutions and communities requires new 
paradigms and novel approaches for transformative change. In these uncertain times, this demands 
new ways of being and doing, a nonlinear theory of change, and paradigms related to complexity and 
intersectionality. Working in these new paradigms and approaches unlocks shared rethinking and 
envisioning of the future we want—a breaking free from the shackles of patriarchy and 
heteronormativity. It is therefore imperative for academics, academic leaders, academic development 
professionals, and students to constantly engage in creative and innovative ways to transform learning 
and teaching organically and systematically towards inclusive and equal communities.  

The issue’s first article, by Jace Pillay, “A Scoping Review of Learners’ Perceptions on What Influences 
Teachers’ Approaches to Teaching Comprehensive Sexuality Education in South African Schools,” 
presents an overview of studies conducted in comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) classrooms in 
South Africa—focussing on the voices of learners regarding their experience of CSE as a subject and 
how it is taught compared to what they want to learn. Pillay conducted a scoping review of learners’ 
perceptions of what influences their teachers’ approach to teaching CSE in South Africa. He used 
qualitative study articles (published from January 2010 till May 2021) with an explicit focus on learner 
feedback on their perceptions of influences to teachers teaching CSE. He identified three major 
themes: an inherent bias towards heterosexuality as normal and natural, the belief that learners need 
to be taught to uphold culturally dictated normative gender roles, and avoidance of subject matter 
relating to the LGBTQI+ community influenced by beliefs that limited interactions would lead to limited 
gender and sexual fluidity. He thus concluded that transformative communication needed to take 
place to update the curriculum to create a space for all learners to learn about healthier life choices. 

Ashnie Mahadew and Dipane Hlalele’s article, “Challenging Gender Certainties in Early Childhood Care 
and Education: A Participatory Action Learning and Action Research Study,” places the reader in the 
early childhood classroom to explore how dominant ideologies about gender can be challenged within 
communities, beginning with the youngest community members. They report on a virtual participatory 
action learning and action research study with six teachers and two teacher trainers using a baseline 
questionnaire, photovoice, reflective journals, and purposeful conversations. Their findings revealed 
that teachers were not clear on gender binary, heterosexuality as a dominant ideology, and gender 
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stereotyping. However, through their participation in the study, the teachers’ perceptions were 
challenged towards transformed views regarding gender certainties. These authors, therefore, argue 
that starting with early childhood education could promote positive societal impact and 
transformation against stereotypic gender roles and identities. 

In the third article, “Teaching for Comfort or Diversity in Comprehensive Sexuality Education 
Classrooms? Third-Year Student Teachers’ Perspectives,” ̀ Mathabo Khau discusses sexual rights within 
disability as a neglected and underdeveloped terrain in the human rights discourse worldwide, 
especially when addressing adolescent sexuality. She argues that constructing adolescents as sexually 
innocent, asexual, or lacking sexual agency denies them their sexual autonomy, thus placing them at 
risk of sexual exploitation and harm. She employed theatre-in-education processes to explore student 
teachers’ understandings and perceptions of teaching sexuality education to learners with visual 
impairment. Her findings indicate that the student teachers resorted to their comfort zones in 
designing their lessons in line with their socialisation. However, their understandings and perceptions 
of using teaching aids to teach sexuality education were challenged and deconstructed through their 
theatre-in-education processes, thus highlighting the importance of engaged scholarship in 
deconstructing harmful norms towards transformative pedagogies. 

Continuing the discussion on CSE in classrooms, Rauna Haitembu and Rouaan Maarman discuss the 
“Treatment of Gender-Nonconforming Learners in Namibian Schools.” Their aim was to explore the 
context of Namibia and how gender-nonconforming learners were treated within the schooling spaces 
and education system. They employed a case study design as a transformative research method 
informed by the social identity perspective. They found that societal, religious, and cultural beliefs in 
schools were determinants of how gender-nonconforming learners were treated in some schools. 
Thus, gender-nonconforming learners were mistreated in some schools while in others, these learners 
were accepted into friendship groups and class activities by teachers and other learners. Based on their 
findings, they argue for the open discussion of sex education topics during life skills lessons, the 
creation of supportive learning environments, the establishment of anti-bullying policies with specific 
measures on curbing homophobic bullying, and the strengthening of psychological support to learners. 

Taking a more upbeat stance, Azra Rajah’s article, “I’m a ‘Savage’: Exploring Megan Thee Stallion’s Use 
of the Politics of Articulation to Subvert the Androcentric Discourses of Women in Hip Hop Culture,” 
discusses the use of hip hop music as a tool for promoting equality amongst those previously 
marginalised and discriminated against. Her aim was to discuss how research on women in hip hop 
culture has focused on misogyny and hypersexualising of women. Using Fairclough’s model of critical 
discourse analysis as a lens and tool to introduce alternative perspectives on these discourses and 
ideologies, she interrogates how Megan Thee Stallion applies the politics of articulation in her rap lyrics 
to subvert the androcentric discourses of hip hop culture that objectify and sexually exploit Black 
women who have historically been positioned as inferior to White women.  

The last article takes the reader back in time to the history of Lesotho and Chief Mohlomi. In their 
article, “Rethinking Constructions of Difference: Lessons From Lesotho’s Chief Mohlomi’s Activism 
Against the Gendering of Witchcraft,” Khali Mofuoa and `Mathabo Khau present arguments regarding 
how witchcraft has historically been negatively skewed against women, with women’s gender and 
sexual diversity being used against them in accusations of witchcraft. Their aim was to centre issues of 
gender and sexual diversity within witchcraft discourses to explain how these have been used in 
communities to discriminate against deviant individuals. Employing life-history narratives with 10 
elderly Basotho people, they brought forth historical lessons regarding constructions of difference as 
witchcraft and Chief Mohlomi’s activism against the discrimination of those labelled as witches. Their 
findings reveal that divergent gender and sexual characteristics and identities were used in labelling 
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certain individuals as witches and unexplainable phenomena as witchcraft. They also show how Chief 
Mohlomi initiated activism against the persecution of divergent people through his teachings, which 
led to transformed views on gender and sexual diversity among the Basotho. Thus, this article shows 
the importance of learning from the past to shape a better and inclusive future and sustainable 
communities. 

The book reviewed in this issue is Women and Fairness: Navigating an Unfair World, edited by Eva 
Lambertsson Björk, Jutta Eschenbach, and Johanna Wagner. According to `Mathabo Khau, the book 
comes at an opportune time when the world needed to rethink its stance towards gender equality and 
the equitable treatment of all who inhabit it. Presenting stories of a gender-unequal world, this book 
highlights how women from different spheres of life have navigated their being and becoming while 
challenging heteropatriarchal norms and standards. If you have not read this book, get yourself a copy. 
You may find resonances with your own lived experiences and appreciate the fact that your story is 
also worth telling. Khau argues that the book highlights the fact that it is in the telling and retelling of 
our stories that we can learn what worked and what has not served us in our journey of life. Although 
life experiences may not be the same, people are motivated by learning about other people’s struggles 
and achievements and use them as tools for their own lives. This book would be a useful resource for 
students, academics, researchers, and advocacy and activist groups interested in gender equality and 
women’s studies. It provides a refreshing insight into how women navigate their life paths in an unfair 
world.  

This special issue ends with a report on an online Southern African-Nordic Centre (SANORD) 
conference hosted by the Western Norway University of Applied Sciences and the University of Bergen 
on 7–10 September 2021, with the theme, Vitalizing Partnerships: Moving Forward to a Sustainable 
Future. `Mathabo Khau reports that 130 abstracts were accepted for presentation, and more than 400 
participants engaged in the conference proceedings. The conference delegates were reminded that 
they have the power to make a difference by engaging the diversity of stakeholders in their spaces. 
The conference theme allowed participants the flexibility to challenge traditional thinking around 
sustainable development and education’s role in promoting sustainable economies by exploring new 
paradigms and approaches necessary for transforming our world into a sustainable space. The 
uncertainties of the Covid-19 pandemic demand new perspectives, ways of being and doing, and 
theorisation towards preserving our livelihoods. Thus, by focussing on new ways of being and doing, 
the conference presentations provided insights into how academics, researchers, community 
members, and policy makers can reimagine sustainable futures for all. Participants engaged in robust 
and scholarly discussions and presentations that challenged and disrupted their thinking around how 
the South–North partnerships could be revitalised towards sustainability in all spheres of life. By 
engaging in dissemination of ideas and research on trans-geographic and transdisciplinary innovations 
and responses to global challenges, the SANORD 2021 conference highlighted the critical role of 
collaboration in creating a revitalised world. 

I know that reading this special issue will not address our human rights challenges and infringements 
on people’s freedoms, but it will provide the reader with some interesting insights on how the world 
could work together and learn from each other to advocate for inclusive communities that celebrate 
diversity. It may even help some readers find answers to the questions I have asked herein.
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A Scoping Review of Learners’ Perceptions on What Influences 
Teachers’ Approaches to Teaching Comprehensive Sexuality 
Education in South African Schools 
 
Jace Pillay  

ORCID No: 0000-0002-9432-6014  
SARCHI Chair: Education & Care in Childhood, University of Johannesburg, Faculty of Education 
jacep@uj.ac.za 
 
Abstract 

Recent arguments regarding the South African comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) 
curriculum indicate that the existing programme neglects to incorporate factors that 
influence the behaviour of school learners in South Africa such as learners’ and teachers’ 
perceptions of cultural, social, and gender norms. Based on a literature search, it is evident 
that there is a paucity of research that reflects the voices of learners regarding their 
experience of how the CSE subject is taught as compared to what they want to learn. 
Therefore, this article aimed to conduct a scoping review to map learners’ perceptions of 
what influences their teachers’ approach to teaching CSE subject matter in South Africa. The 
Cochrane, EBSCOhost, Scopus, ProQuest, JSTOR, and Google Scholar databases were 
searched for studies (a) published from January 2010 till May 2021, (b) with an explicit focus 
on learner feedback on their perceptions of influences to teachers teaching CSE, (c) that were 
qualitative studies, and (d) were published in English in peer-reviewed journals. Four studies 
were identified that reported on data collected from learners aged 14–18 years using in-
depth interviews (N = 1), focus group discussions (N = 2), and an ethnographic study (N = 1). 
A qualitative analysis of the findings identified three major themes: (1) an inherent bias 
towards heterosexuality as normal and natural, (2) the belief that learners need to be taught 
to uphold culturally dictated normative gender roles, and (3) an avoidance of subject matter 
relating to the LGBTQI+ community, influenced by beliefs that limited interactions would lead 
to limited gender and sexual fluidity. Findings conclude that transformative communication 
needs to take place to update the curriculum to create a space for all learners to learn about 
healthy life choices. 

Keywords: curriculum, curriculum changes, scoping review, sexuality education curriculum, learner 
 feedback, South Africa 

Copyright: © 2022 Jace Pillay 
This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-
Commercial License, which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction 
in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.   
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Introduction 

South Africa is considered a high-risk country for the HIV and AIDS epidemic given that it was reported 
that in 2018, approximately 7.7 million people were living with HIV, which severely affected 38,000 
secondary school learners between the ages of 14 and 18 in that year (Be in the Know, 2020). To 
combat the HIV epidemic, comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) was introduced as part of the life 
orientation (LO) subject by the Department of Basic Education (DBE) in 2000 to reduce chances of 
learners receiving misleading messages on topics relating to safe sex, understanding sexuality and 
gender, and healthy relationships (DBE, 2019a). Consequently, sexuality education in South Africa has 
become synonymous with HIV prevention and the need to provide accurate information around topics 
of values, sexuality, sexual behaviour, and leading safe and healthy lives (DBE, 2019b). However, 
despite the introduction of CSE in the LO class in 2000, according to a study by De Wet et al. in 2019, 
only 11% of young participants responded with a 100% accurate knowledge of HIV, and only 25% of 
the young participants responded with 75% accuracy. Investigations through questioning teachers at 
secondary schools in South Africa regarding barriers to providing comprehensive sexual education 
confirmed that one of the barriers is a lack in teacher training (Francis, 2011, 2012). A second barrier, 
according to teachers, is linked to resistance in teaching CSE at schools because of the teachers’ 
perceptions of the subject matter as sensitive in nature (Francis, 2019; Francis & DePalma, 2015). In 
addition to the barriers of teacher training and resistance, the literature indicates that the focus of the 
CSE programme in South Africa is on teaching sex and sexuality to reduce chances of HIV and AIDS, 
with little focus on topics relating to sexual and gender fluidity (DBE, 2019a, 2019b; Francis, 2010, 
2011, 2012, 2019; Francis & DePalma, 2015).  

The reason for their diminished focus on fluid sexuality and genders, according to a study by Francis 
(2011), was that many teachers believed the new curriculum deviated from their religious or cultural 
views of heterosexual identity and that teaching it threatened their individual and collective cultural 
identities. Thus far, various pieces of literature have reported only on the teachers’ perspectives on 
the teaching of the CSE curriculum (Francis, 2010, 2011, 2012; Francis & DePalma, 2015), and these 
have identified that many teachers teach CSE using a hidden curriculum to teach their perspectives of 
desired culturally normative values and use the method of null curriculum to avoid in-depth teaching 
relating to the LGBTQI+ community. Based on a literature search, it is evident that there is a paucity 
of research that reflects the voices of learners regarding their perceptions of how the CSE subject is 
taught as compared to what they want to learn. Therefore, this article aimed to conduct a scoping 
review to map learner perceptions of what influences their teachers’ approach to teaching CSE subject 
matter in terms of social, cultural, and gender norms in South Africa. The findings are likely to shed 
light on whether learners perceive that they are adequately educated on healthy life choices in terms 
of sexuality and sex based on their sexual and gender fluidity, or if teachers’ biases are limiting their 
opportunity to make informed and safe decisions in life. 

Teaching Comprehensive Sexuality Education in South Africa 

The CSE subject matter in the LO curriculum is intended to equip learners with factual information to 
assist them in making informed choices about their health and sexuality, and to create a basic 
understanding of power relations, sexuality, and gender (Ngabaza et al., 2016). As a formal definition, 
CSE incorporates a “rights-based and gender-focused approach to sexuality education” (Venketsamy 
& Kinear, 2020, p. 2) hence, embracing a holistic approach to sexuality and personal development. In 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i1a1
http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i1a1
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South Africa, the CSE subject matter is integrated into the LO curriculum under “personal well-being,” 
which forms part of less than a third of the LO curriculum (Adams Tucker et al., 2016; Francis, 2019; 
Ngabaza et al., 2016). The DBE introduced the personal well-being subject from Grade 4 in schools to 
reduce the spread of inaccurate information learners receive from the media and peers on topics 
focusing on sexuality and sexual health (Francis, 2010). The LO subject is allocated a total of 70 hours 
of teaching and contact for all learners, of which 10 to 20 hours are allocated for the CSE subject 
matter (DBE, 2011). The CSE, which is introduced in Grades 4 and 5, only covers topics relating to 
respect, including respect for one’s body and the bodies of others, lessons on morals and cultural 
norms, and facts on HIV and AIDS over a period of 10 to 12 hours in the year. From Grade 6 onwards, 
the CSE subject matter also introduces safe sex, sexuality, and gender, which are given almost 12 to 
20 hours of contact time (DBE, 2011). Teachers, who specialise in other different subjects, are 
provided basic guideline scripts to follow for teaching the subject matter, and most have reported 
receiving no training beyond the scripts provided (Francis, 2012). Therefore, no teachers are employed 
primarily to teach LO because it is seen as a minor subject that can be taught by any teacher (Francis, 
2012).  

In addition to the strict focus on HIV infection reduction and the little to no teacher training, we find 
ample arguments from studies conducted on teachers’ feedback regarding the curriculum’s teaching 
experiences, which are biased by their beliefs and culture. In a study focusing on teachers’ 
perspectives, Francis (2012) noted that teachers found that the subject content of the LO course, 
although necessary for comprehensive education on sexuality, was excessive. Various misconceptions 
and beliefs biased teachers’ concerns on the appropriateness of sexuality education. For example, 
many teachers felt that sexuality education was only necessary for township schools, or that sexuality 
education was the responsibility of parents (Francis, 2010). According to Venketsamy and Kinear 
(2020), teachers felt that the core purpose of the CSE was to teach learners morals and values on 
sexuality and personal development. Therefore, many teachers believed that the new curriculum 
deviated from their religious or cultural identity, and beliefs of normative identities, and that teaching 
it felt as if it threatened their individual and collective cultural identities. Feedback from teachers in 
South Africa confirmed that they teach the CSE subject matter using hidden and null curricula, 
concepts introduced by Eisner (1994).  

The hidden curriculum is constructed as lessons taught by teachers, which emerge from the culture 
surrounding the local school district, the culture surrounding schools, and the beliefs, attitudes, and 
behaviours that have been defined by the local district. In this case, the hidden curriculum taught by 
South African teachers is embedded in cultural and religious discourses that perpetuate the 
heteronormative culture. Comparatively, Eisner (1985) defined the null curriculum as “the options 
students are not afforded, the perspectives they may never know about, much less be able to use, the 
concepts and skills that are not part of their intellectual repertoire" (pp. 106–107). According to 
findings from Francis (2019), this translates into the teachers avoiding all subjects relating to sexual 
and gender fluidity and the practice of safe healthy choices when exploring their sexuality and gender 
identity beyond what is considered normal. Therefore studies focusing on teacher feedback can 
conclude that, despite teaching a CSE curriculum that is considered factual and accurate, the teachers’ 
teaching styles neglect the intricacy of local cultural, social, and gender norms that have an influence 
on the behaviours of learners and their teachers in South Africa (de la Sablonnière, 2017; Wood & 
Rolleri, 2014). The insights from this feedback also indicate that teaching the new fluid sexuality 
education curriculum may lead to intrinsic threats to the teacher’s social and cultural identities, 
influencing their teaching attitudes and styles. This social threat to identity is further strengthened by 
the discourses of the African continent that construct fluid sexual and gender identities as unnatural 
or as other (Francis, 2011).  
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From here on, the article makes reference to the “other” as non-normative. Thus, the teachers' 
individual and cultural identities, which tie to their belief systems, influence their pedagogic and moral 
approach to teaching CSE content (Francis, 2011). Consequently, Francis (2010) argued that if teachers 
are empowered and feel comfortable in their beliefs and social identity to teach the fluid sexuality 
content, they will be able to teach the content without avoidance or bias of the subject. Through the 
use of the scoping review, we are provided with the opportunity to listen to the learner’s 
perspectives—and to possibly find avenues to transform the teacher–learner experience of the CSE 
subject matter. 

Theoretical Standpoint 

The data analysis is focused on identity threat theory (ITT; Tajfel & Turner, 1986), which argues that 
particular situational cues—often communicated by well-meaning teachers—send a signal to the 
minority or stigmatised groups (i.e., those who are not heteronormative or gender normative) on 
whether their identity is devalued or respected. In ITT, a threat to an identity occurs due to social 
change (de la Sablonnière, 2017). According to Steele (1997) and Steele and Aronson (1995), people 
can experience stereotype threat, which is a fear of being judged on the basis of a situation or 
confirmation that they fall into those negative stereotypes. This stereotype threat is a result of the 
perception of negative self-relevant group stereotypes. Therefore an individual whose identity is 
threatened by social change stabilises the structure of their identity through steps of restoration and 
modification. To achieve stability of their identity, the individuals integrate the new elements of social 
change into their identity and assign a positive or negative bias to it (Steele et al., 2002). According to 
ITT, when the moral behaviour of people within a certain group is called into question, members of 
that group can experience different varieties of identity threat (Steele et al., 2002).  

Previous studies have reflected on the concerns of teachers regarding effectively teaching CSE based 
on belief systems and moral limitations. This study reflects on its findings of learners’ experiences of 
being taught the CSE and whether they threaten aspects of their group identities. The theory of 
identity threat theory is used because open conversations for transformation in the classroom can 
only begin by exploring the concerns and threats to identity that both learners and teachers face when 
interacting with the CSE subject matter. 

Purpose of This Review 

A scoping review is ideal for characterising the evidence from a new body of literature on a given topic 
to suggest directions for study (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Levac et al., 2010). Essentially, a scoping 
review is conducted to explore trends and patterns of information on an emerging body of literature 
where a few studies have been published to identify the direction of the findings, but not enough 
publications to justify a systematic review. A scoping review is considered an appropriate research 
method for identifying and summarising the emerging evidence (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005) of learners’ 
concerns or biases on the teachers’ beliefs that influence how they are taught the CSE subject matter. 
Our aim was to use the scoping review methodology (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005) to identify trends from 
qualitative studies that focus on learners’ feedback on their perceptions of what influences the 
teachers’ approach to teaching the CSE subject matter in South Africa. The findings from this scoping 
review would be used to inform various stakeholders on the information and education that learners 
are hoping to be introduced to in a safe space, as opposed to the apparent hidden curriculum they are 
taught by teachers.  

Such findings can be used to open discussions on new steps for transforming how teachers interact 
with the subject matter in the classrooms. In addition, findings of this exploratory scoping review 
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would be important in guiding future workshops and training of teachers to assist them in successfully 
carrying out the CSE goals with a reduced sense of identity threat. This scoping review can be 
considered important to bring about social change because the findings will bring to light the 
discussions and values learners feel they need to be educated on in their classes without bias, stigma, 
or avoidance. Given that the goal of the CSE subject matter is to reduce infection of HIV and AIDS and 
other sexually transmitted diseases, and to make healthy life choices, then it can be argued that the 
DBE will only achieve its goals by addressing all relevant topics learners request to be educated on in 
a safe environment. And such transformation of the school teaching approach can only take place 
after this scoping review has informed readers of the trends in learner feedback regarding how they 
are taught the CSE subject matter.  

Methodology 

A comprehensive literature search was conducted by the author and a research consultancy to identify 
studies reporting on qualitative feedback of learners on the teaching approach of their teachers for 
the CSE subject matter in secondary schools in South Africa. To justify the scoping review, we first 
searched for systematic reviews on the Cochrane database that focused on the qualitative feedback 
of secondary school learners on their perceptions of what influenced the teachers’ approach to 
teaching the CSE in South Africa. No systematic reviews were found for the specific study focus, which 
justified this scoping review given that a null result indicates that the study scope forms part of an 
emerging body of literature (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). We then searched five international databases 
(EBSCOhost, Scopus, ProQuest, JSTOR, and Google Scholar) for peer-reviewed qualitative studies 
published from January 2010 till May 2021 to cover a full 10-year period. We further browsed the 
reference lists of every article with a title that met the inclusion criteria to identify primary authors in 
the field who may have published other articles that could be relevant or considered for the scoping 
review. Each database was searched using the following Boolean search terms: comprehensive 
sexuality education OR sexuality education OR life orientation AND curriculum AND student feedback 
OR student reviews OR student experiences AND South Africa. We saved all search result articles to 
Zotero (referencing software), then thoroughly reviewed articles for inclusion in our review. 

Eligibility Criteria 

The review included qualitative methodological studies that (a) were published in English, (b) had an 
explicit focus on learner feedback (aged 14–18 years) on their perceptions of what influences teachers 
when they teach the sexual education curriculum in their secondary school, (c) reported on qualitative 
studies and not on quantitative studies or the testing of interventions, and (d) were published from 
January 2010 till May 2021. See Table 1 for the study inclusion and exclusion criteria.  
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Table 1  
Study Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
 

Variable Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Study design Exploratory studies using qualitative 
methodologies. 

Literature reviews, editorial notes, letters, 
commentaries, debates, and empirical 
studies. 

Publication dates January 2010 till May 2021. Published prior to January 2010 or after 
May 2021. 

Participants Learners aged 14 to 18 years. Parents or teachers responding on their 
views of the learner experiences. 

Focus To map the qualitative feedback from 
learners in secondary schools on their 
perceptions of what influences their 
teachers’ approach to teaching the 
comprehensive sexuality education 
curriculum in South Africa. 

To review literature or report on a desktop 
review assuming learner perceptions of 
their teacher’s approach to teaching the 
comprehensive sexuality education 
curriculum. The study is also excluded if 
the focus is met but outside the 
boundaries of South Africa. 

 
Search Tree Procedure and Outcomes 
A total of 364 articles were retrieved for screening (see Figure 1) from the initial result of 1,786 search 
results. Further screening of titles and abstracts resulted in the exclusion of 348 at this stage. The 
selection process based on title and abstracts resulted in a preliminary list of 24 articles, which were 
further scrutinised against the inclusion criteria. Thereafter, 17 articles were excluded for not meeting 
the inclusion criteria. We then analysed the full text of the remaining seven articles to confirm they 
met the predetermined eligibility criteria. Three articles were excluded after the full-text analysis 
because they did not meet the study focus or had missing information on the sample, finalising four 
articles for the review. To add rigour to the search process, the reference lists of each of the four 
articles were searched for any repeating authors or additional articles of relevance. Our manual search 
resulted in no additional study, finalising our four articles for this review. Final study inclusion was by 
consensus between the author and research consultancy. 

Data Analysis, Extraction, and Management 

We adopted the six steps recommended by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and advanced by Levac et al. 
(2010) as the data extraction tool to capture the data and organise the research results relevant to 
the study’s aim. This tool organised the results in the following categories: authors and publication 
date, location, study design and sample, research focus, results of participant perceptions (see Table 
2). We analysed data using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six steps for systematic thematic analysis (TA). 
We started with familiarising ourselves with the data, then generated initial codes; thereafter, we 
searched and reviewed the themes before defining and naming them; lastly, we reported the results 
(in the section below). We used TA because it allowed us to search across the final articles’ results to 
find repeated patterns of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which are reported as the underlying 
themes in the variations of our focus area. To analyse the data, we first explored the learner feedback 
on their perceptions of how the CSE subject matter is taught in their schools and how it is based on 
their teachers’ beliefs. We then mapped the proposed recommendations to transform the teaching 
of the subject matter to make it more comprehensive and inclusive of all learners—regardless of their 
sexuality or gender identification. 
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Figure 1 

Scoping Review Search Procedure Flowchart 
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Table 2  

Selected Article Extracts 

 

Authors & 

publication date 

Location Research design & sample Research focus Results of participant perceptions 

(Adams Tucker 
et al., 2016) 

South Africa Ethnographic study of 25 
sexually active learners 
from 16 schools. 
 

This study explored how 
learners engaged with 
sexuality and HIV- and 
AIDS-related education 
taught in LO in South 
Africa, and what they 
understand of the 
dynamics that support or 
hinder engagement. 

Learners perceived a reduced effort from teachers to 
comprehensively educate them on CSE. This perception 
tarnished the status of LO as a subject and the learners’ 
motivation to participate. Learner engagement was 
reported to be influenced by their internalised 
discourse on HIV and AIDS, gender and sexuality, the 
quality of relationship between learners and teachers, 
teaching competencies, peer pressures, and broader 
cultural dynamics. 

(Francis, 2019) South Africa In-depth interviews with 33 
participants. 

This article focused on 
how the CSE subject 
discursively constructed 
fluid sexualities, and with 
what effects. 

Results found that although many teachers positively 
argued for the inclusion of fluid sexualities, however, in 
their teaching styles they privileged heterosexuality as 
legitimate and natural and LGBTQI+ as deviant. 
Secondly, results confirmed that teachers’ discourses 
constructed LGBTQI+ youth as innocent, childlike, and 
hypersexual and rebellious, and taught that LGBTQI+ 
youth require discipline and intervention. 

(Kruger et al., 
2015) 

South Africa Focus group discussions 
with 12 Coloured girls aged 
16–18 years. 

The article focused on a 
group of Coloured female 
South African learners’ 
perceptions of their 
sexual agency and 
explored how it is shaped 
(explicitly and implicitly) 

Results found that the Coloured South African female 
learners constructed their agency as both enabled and 
constrained simultaneously. For example, on the one 
hand, they perceived that their teachers explicitly 
communicated that they have agency and should take 
responsibility for themselves sexually, whereas the 
teachers’ implicitly conveyed that what the female 
learners really thought and felt about sex and sexuality 
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by the LO CSE subject 
material. 

was not important. In addition, teachers were 
perceived to further complicate young women's 
constructions of their sexual agency because they 
actively taught heteronormative gender roles in which 
men are assumed to take the lead in sexual matters. 

(Ngabaza et al., 
2016) 

South Africa Focus group discussions. The article focused on 
exploring the ways in 
which the teaching 
of CSE engaged with 
larger goals of gender 
justice. 

Learners perceived that teachers teach CSE in a manner 
that upholds normative gender roles and emphasises 
male-dominant power rather than challenging it. 
Teachers are perceived as messengers of cautionary 
messages that place more responsibility for 
reproductive health on female learners, and used 
didactic, authoritative pedagogical techniques that did 
not acknowledge the learners’ experiences or facilitate 
their sexual agency. 
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Results 
From our scoping review and critique, we identified four studies published in South Africa that met the 
inclusion criteria (Adams Tucker et al., 2016; Francis, 2019; Kruger et al., 2015; Ngabaza et al., 2016). 
Data for the studies were collected from secondary school learners aged 14–18 years using in-depth 
interviews (N = 1), focus group discussions (N = 2), and an ethnographic study (N = 1). Findings from 
the articles were analysed qualitatively to draw on major themes and findings, discussed in detail 
below. The following themes below speak to the perceptions of learners on what influences teachers’ 
approach to teaching the CSE subject matter. The three major themes speak to (1) an inherent bias 
towards heterosexuality as normal and natural, (2) the belief that learners need to be taught to uphold 
the normative gender roles because that is what culture dictates, and (3) avoidance of subject matter 
relating to the LGBTQI+ community due to their beliefs that limited interactions would lead to limited 
gender and sexual fluidity. 

Educator Bias Towards Heterosexuality as Natural 

The first theme spoke to teachers’ personal beliefs, which biased their teaching approaches. Learners 
perceived that the teachers’ personal and religious values strongly influenced their approach to 
educating learners on subject materials relating the sexual and gender fluidity. Consequently, teachers’ 
personal values and positions, which are perceived to be closely intertwined with their approach to 
teaching, influence whether they teach or avoid (i.e., hide) content of the curriculum that they consider 
to be threatening their belief system (Adams Tucker et al., 2016). The findings of this review revealed 
that according to learners’ perceptions, teachers teach heterosexuality as the normal and natural 
identity that learners should follow; counter normative sexualities are taught to learners to be 
perceived as the result of hypersexuality or ignorance of the normative roles of gender (Adams Tucker 
et al., 2016; Francis, 2019). These constructions are mainly imposed on LGBTQI+ community members 
through teaching discourses of blame, judgment, some tolerance, and pity. According to learner 
feedback, teachers teach about gender and sexuality fluidity by representing LGBTQI+ youth as 
children who need adult protection and supervision to make the “correct” choices in life (Adams 
Tucker et al., 2016; Francis, 2019).  

This positioning of LGBTQI+ youth as innocent and ignorant suggests that teachers believe they are 
without adequate sexual knowledge and agency. Learners perceived their teachers’ communication as 
a hidden curriculum that favours heterosexuality as natural and legitimate sexual behaviour, and 
LGBTQI+ youth as deviants whose actions are contrary to normal sexual behaviour (Adams Tucker et 
al., 2016; Francis, 2019). Feedback from learners indicated they believed this bias of teachers in how 
they taught the subject was mainly due to the teachers’ lack of knowledge or understanding of the 
values and worldviews of the LGBTQI+ community. Consequently, learners felt that it is due to various 
religious and cultural opinions that teachers are usually reluctant to deal with the topic of gender and 
sexual fluidity in the classroom (Adams Tucker et al., 2016). In addition, the teachers’ dominant beliefs 
of heteronormative culture as the correct pedagogy was perceived as the driving factor positioning 
LGBTQI+ youth as immoral and deviant, comparing their identities as other from heterosexuals. 
Therefore, learners felt that during an age where they are exploring and building their own identities, 
teachers accommodate heterosexual learners with support and privilege in the classroom. Learners 
reported that the teachers’ mindset of normal and other makes the LGBTQI+ youth feel invisible and 
ignored in what is supposed to be a safe space for education on health and sexuality (Adams Tucker et 
al., 2016). The impact of this invisibility, as reported by the LGBTQI+ youth, results in them feeling 
further marginalised, isolated, and prejudiced by classmates and teachers (Francis, 2019).  
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Upholding Normative Gender Roles 

The second theme, predominantly present in the study by Kruger et al. (2015), reflects the learners’ 
perceptions of their educational environment upholding normative gender roles; they reported feeling 
they are to assume and expect men to take the lead in sexual matters, which females should learn how 
to navigate. Findings from learner feedback revealed that young women have started to challenge 
male dominance in sexual and social contexts in their LO classrooms (Kruger et al., 2015). According to 
the learners’ in from Kruger et al. (2015), the CSE subject matter is not well adjusted to the current 
social climate where it is acceptable to challenge toxic heterosexual practices and gender roles; nor 
does the manner in which teachers teach the CSE subject support the positive sexual agency of young 
women. Learners perceived that the cultural upbringing of teachers in a patriarchal society was 
influencing their teaching the repetitive message of heteronormative gender roles in which the 
emphasis is on men taking the lead in sexual matters and ignoring the notion of women having any 
agency in relationships and their sexual choices (Kruger et al., 2015). Learners also perceived a lack of 
gender consciousness through teachers’ responses to questions in gender stereotypic manners—for 
instance, valuing the young men's contributions more in class, and actively reinforcing unequal and 
normative gender practices (Kruger et al., 2015).  

Learners reported that teachers do not teach a curriculum that focuses on countering masculine 
dominant gender roles, and suggested that the CSE needs to transform into a subject that also focuses 
on the struggles faced by young women and provides supportive and constructive spaces for them to 
speak about sex and sexuality. Secondly, learners felt that young women should be allowed to talk 
about their thoughts and feelings and that the CSE should teach healthy communication of feelings, 
consent, and sexuality for both males and females. Furthermore, learners suggested that LO teachers 
need to acknowledge that women's sexuality construction should not only be shaped by the CSE 
material, but can also be influenced by various communities, family values, and authority figures as 
role models, teachers, and peers. Thus, learners’ feedback indicates that teachers need to be taught 
that despite their working environment pushing for heteronormativity, they should be accepting of 
the change so that the agency of female students to express opinions contradictory to cultural norms 
is enabled, and males are taught approaches to avoid toxic masculinity that can harm those around 
them (Kruger et al., 2015; Wood & Rolleri, 2014). 

Limitations for Interactive Learning and Sexual and Gender Fluidity Invisibility 

The third theme spoke to learners’ perceptions of the limitations in the curriculum for interactive 
learning; they reported that teachers make an active effort to limit learner interaction with topics 
relating to sexual and gender fluidity (Francis, 2019; Ngabaza et al., 2016). As per learner feedback, 
teachers inform learners requesting a safe space for LGBTQI+ discussions that currently no educational 
policies exist that require schools to create a safe space where matters of the well-being of the 
LGBTQI+ community are addressed in the curriculum or by their teachers (Francis, 2019). 
Consequently, learners felt that the lack of policy and the LGBTQI+ invisibility exacerbated by teacher 
bias and curriculum avoidance contradicts the goals of equal and inclusive education (Francis, 2019). 
Learners felt that the reason teachers ignore the subject matter of sexual and gender fluidity is that 
these issues are not clearly outlined in the LO curriculum policy, and teachers are provided with little 
guidance on these issues. LO teachers lack training for case management and counselling.  

The findings revealed that most of the learners favoured discussion open to educating on health and 
sexual risks and protective measures important for the LGBTQI+ community; however, learners felt 
that their teachers were unwilling to encourage discussions linked to gender and sexual fluidity. This 
was because most of the teachers came from diverse fields and lacked the skills to effectively and 
confidently deliver sexuality education. As a result, learners reported that little attention is paid by 
teachers to sexual and gender diversity education and health risks linked to various sexual health 
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choices. Additionally, learners indicated that good interpersonal relationships usually encourage young 
individuals to communicate with LO teachers about their issues, improving their participation in the 
classroom (Ngabaza et al., 2016). However, due to the avoidance of LGBTQI+ related matters, barriers 
have developed in learners regarding participation in class, resulting in them turning towards self-
reliance in problem-solving personal concerns regarding gender identity and sexuality. Such barriers 
that limit class participation include fear of facing prejudice from their peers for expressing their 
personal views on gendered norms or gender identity, sex-related issues, and cultural norms. Other 
barriers to participation are related to the LO teachers’ judgment, confidentiality and trustworthiness, 
and discomfort associated with painful realities such as experiencing sexual abuse, teenage pregnancy, 
and testing positive for HIV and AIDS (Francis, 2019). 

Discussion 
From the findings, three overarching themes of learner perceptions of the influences of how teachers 
teach CSE in South Africa can be observed, and which confirm that teachers are teaching a hidden 
curriculum. The three major themes speak to (1) an inherent bias of teachers towards heterosexuality 
as normal and natural as the correct curriculum to be taught, (2) the belief that learners need to be 
taught to uphold the normative gender roles because that is what culture dictates, and (3) avoidance 
of subject matter relating to the LGBTQI+ community due to teachers’ beliefs that limited interactions 
will lead to limited gender and sexual fluidity. In line with the findings by Francis (2011), the teachers’ 
belief system of heteronormative and gender-normative as “natural” have influenced their 
pedagogical and didactic approach to teaching CSE content. Consequently, the learners face various 
areas of identity threat as individuals and as a group. Firstly, they are being encouraged to follow the 
natural heteronormative gender and sexuality roles. From Themes 1 and 2, we note that the female 
learners experience gender normative roles as a threat to their identity as strong, independent women 
responsible for their positive sexual agency. Thus, learners who may believe in independence, agency, 
and challenging toxic masculinity or male dominance feel as if they are being persuaded to lose their 
sense of agency and become complicit in the normative patriarchal society’s roles. This persuasion by 
teachers of what is considered gender normative is also perceived through teachers teaching that 
young women are less enabled by society to use their power and independence than their male 
partners and friends. Additionally, this bias adds pressure to the male learners to reflect a particular 
image of masculinity, which may even be contrary to their beliefs. However, despite the pressures 
placed on young heteronormative learners to follow cultural norms, results indicate that the identity 
of LGBTQI+ learners is entirely disregarded when teaching with a bias towards gender normative roles, 
creating the perception that any learners identifying as LGBTQI+ are not welcome to express their 
views and feelings.  

Secondly, biasing towards heteronormativity as normal and gender or sexual fluidity as other creates 
a class binary divide based on gender and sexual identity (Adams Tucker et al., 2016; Francis, 2019). 
With educators assuming that majority of the class are heteronormative, they create a divide in which 
the lifestyle and choices of the minority group are threatened. We also saw that some teachers take 
extra care to avoid answering any questions related to sexual and gender fluidity due to a lack of 
certainty on the curriculum’s outline (Francis 2011, 2019). However, the reluctance to answer, or the 
assumed lack of knowledge displayed to learners, may reflect as the teachers rejecting the identity of 
the minority group and marking it as irrelevant for education purposes, as theorised by (Steele et al., 
2002). 

Lastly, the CSE subject was designed to equip learners with factual information to assist in making 
informed choices about their sexuality and health and create a basic understanding of interpersonal 
power relations and gender (Ngabaza et al., 2016). However, our learners are not provided with the 
opportunities for interactive learning of comprehensive sexuality (Ngabaza et al., 2016) or sexual 
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diversity. Such avoidance of questions and interactive discussions, steered by teachers, may create an 
implicit feeling in learners that sexual diversity is unAfrican (Francis, 2010) or a subject to be steered 
clear of. The avoidance of such subjects is not only against children’s rights to be educated in sexuality 
but also threatens the freedom of learners who may want to explore their sexual identity in a safe 
space. 

 
Findings of this review revealed that learner experiences of the subject are based on their teachers' 
perceptions of diverse gender expressions and sexual orientation, framed by social misconceptions, 
cultural beliefs, and religion. These findings have highlighted that silencing LGBTQI+ expression is the 
most common approach teachers use in schools (Adams Tucker et al., 2016; Francis, 2019). Despite 
the various research publications on gender diversity, little transformation has been seen in teachers' 
perceptions of sexual diversity in South Africa, which affects their learners’ experiences of the subject. 
In terms of identity threat theory, the silencing of LGBTQI+ expressions threatens the learners’ 
developing identities to explore their true selves. For example, teachers who deliberately ignore the 
topic or extend the focus on the heteronormative identity as normal threaten the identity of learners 
who identify as LGBTQI+ given that teachers’ actions and lack of comfort with the topic are indirectly 
labelling non-heteronormative identities as taboo. Additionally, if teachers express to learners that the 
lack of explicit instructions in the LO curriculum is the main cause of why they avoid discussions on 
sexual diversity in the class, then their unwillingness indirectly threatens non-heteronormative 
identities as less equal or as unimportant for the effort to try. Therefore, we can see that the current 
teaching style of the CSE subjects is preventing the creation of a safe space where learners can safely 
be guided while exploring their non-heteronormative identities—the availability of a space that 
enables a sense of security to explore one’s identity is paramount according to ITT. The consequences 
of such teachings may lead to learners hiding their true identity from everyone for fear of prejudice, 
which would have been started in the classroom by their teachers. 

Consequently, analysis of this scoping review’s findings necessitate the need for South African LO 
teachers to reflect on their ideologies and prejudices towards fluid sexual and gender identities and 
reflect on its consequences on the effect of learners’ sense of self and sense of safety in their identity 
as postulated by ITT. Literature has demonstrated that teachers who understand the legal, medical, 
and social issues related to the LGBTQI+ community are willing to encourage discussion in the 
classroom on the subject of learners exploring their gender and sexuality (Francis, 2019). Therefore, to 
effectively deal with comprehensive sexuality education that is inclusive of all sexual and gender 
identities, teachers need to examine their prejudices, beliefs, and ideas. To this end, time must be 
spent updating and reflecting on their understanding of good practice of CSE through workshops and 
training. Individuals at policy level are encouraged to introduce a clearer CSE curriculum framework 
that assigns clearer guidelines for teachers to increase their confidence in teaching the subject without 
breaching the trust of parents. Lastly, the review also demonstrated learners’ concerns regarding LO 
teacher's trustworthiness, judgment, and ability to keep the confidentiality of learners—and the 
discomfort experienced when lessons delve into painful realities such as sexual abuse, teenage 
pregnancy, and HIV and AIDS. Considering this, it is important to establish a psychologically safe 
environment in class for LGBTQI+ youth through the primary interventions and counselling strategies 
that support the basic psychological needs of learners. 

Limitations 

A major limitation of this scoping review is the low number of studies published in South Africa focusing 
on the experiences of learners of the teaching approach of the CSE syllabus. An additional limitation is 
that the predominant sample group in the publications focusing on learner perceptions of how 
teachers’ beliefs influence their approach to teach gender fluidity and LGBT-related topics was 
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feedback from female learners. The articles included in this scoping review include original articles to 
map the scope of publications to better understand the learner’s experiences of learning the CSE 
curriculum and identify gaps in educator training that need to be adjusted. Another limitation, as 
argued by Bailey and Graves (2016), is that reviews such as this are political and partial; even they 
provide an understanding of the scholarly trend in both creating and reflecting the field. In addition, 
the studies included in this review were not assessed for bias, and bias may likely present across 
included studies. To avoid selection bias, all available published studies on this topic were identified 
and reviewed. These limitations aside, a scoping review of how learners experience the sexuality 
education curriculum in South Africa is an essential contribution to education research in South Africa 
because it has demonstrated a scholarly trend found in sexuality and gender education in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Secondly, this scoping review is of great significance as a novel topic reviewed with recent 
literature. This review provides teachers and the government an opportunity to develop and 
implement effective workshops and educator training to address the issue of sexual and gender 
diversity. 

Conclusion 
Given that the goal of the CSE subject matter is to reduce the infection rates of HIV and AIDS and other 
sexually transmitted diseases, and to make healthy life choices, then it can be argued that the goal is 
only being met when learners of all sexuality and gender identities have been considered when 
teaching the subject matter. In conclusion, the teaching styles of teachers in South Africa, influenced 
by their beliefs and biases, are not inclusive of all gender and sexuality identities. The teaching styles 
used by teachers ignore non-heteronormative and gender non-normative identities and push for 
classic gender roles. Consequently, this threatens the identities of all learners who do not identify with 
the taught gender and sexuality roles because it creates feelings of rejection and prejudice, 
marginalising their identities as other. Based on these findings, we recommend that a conversation 
about the transformation of the CSE subject matter be opened, which reflects and addresses the views 
and concerns of both learners and teachers. Considerations of learners’ need for safe and healthy life 
choices, which is in line with the current social environment that is inclusive of the LGBTQI+ 
community, may require changes to take place both in the curriculum material and the teachers’ 
teaching approach.  

In terms of the teachers, workshops should consider allowing space for teachers to voice their beliefs 
and concerns of identity in teaching the subject, and create solutions on how to teach new content on 
fluid sexualities and gender roles without communicating implicit biases. Such workshops are aptly 
aligned to the main tenets of ITT. In terms of the curriculum, we argue that more structured activity 
plans should be built in to allow for interactions and a platform for conversations. It is only through 
open conversations with learners in a safe space that we can begin to view culturally sensitive topics 
in a new light and make adjustments that create a social change. Finally, the curriculum should not be 
limited by a bias towards patriarchal dominant heteronormative pedagogy. It should be inclusive of 
information that allows learners’ questions on gender, sexuality, and power roles in relationships to 
be answered in the more updated context of the world. 
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Abstract  

For deep-rooted gender equity and social transformation, we need to challenge so-called 
certainties or dominant ideologies about gender. Many dominant ideologies centred on 
gender abound in society, and these need to be addressed at the earliest opportunity. Early 
childhood care and education (ECCE) refers to the care and education of children from birth 
to 4 years old, and this is an opportune period for teachers to examine and challenge 
certainties regarding gender. This article reports on a segment of a larger study on inclusion 
involving a virtual learning participatory workshop with six ECCE teachers and two ECCE 
teacher trainers that aimed to address a knowledge gap; ECCE research into gender is scarce 
in developing countries like South Africa. Due to the social distancing necessitated by the 
coronavirus pandemic, all interactions were facilitated through the WhatsApp platform. The 
study employed a participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) design that 
focused on collaborative and contextually relevant learning and research. Data were 
generated in two iterative cycles using a baseline questionnaire, photovoice, reflective 
journals, and purposeful conversations. Data generated in Cycle 1 revealed that participants 
required greater awareness regarding their current views on gender and sexuality. Data 
revealed that members of the action learning set (ALS) required clarity on gender binary, 
heterosexuality as a dominant ideology, and on gender stereotyping. The ALS transformed 
their learning environments by addressing those concerns in Cycle 2. The findings in Cycle 2 
pinpoint how the respective learning environments were transformed by challenging gender 
binary, heterosexuality, and gender stereotyping. This research serves to challenge certainties 
regarding gender. Knowledge presented here could lead to more equitable gender practice 
at the participants’ respective centres, which may impact positively on wider societal 
transformation.  
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Background 

The early years are a critical period for learning in all domains, including the acquisition of gender 
norms and gender expectations. When children are born, they are usually assigned a biological sex 
(Morgenroth et al., 2020). However, gender is primarily socially constructed when children begin to 
observe the gendered roles enacted around them (Devarakonda, 2014). It is the interplay of biological 
disposition and, to a greater extent socialisation, that build ideas regarding gender expectations and 
roles where nurture amplifies nature (Hofstede et al., 2015). These societal roles are culturally defined 
and therefore easily moulded. Indeed, from a very young age, children become gender detectives 
(Martin & Ruble, 2004), and these authors have explained that by the age of 5 years, children have 
already acquired a vast array of gender stereotypes using gender cues provided by societal 
interactions. In support of this, Freeman (2007) revealed that by 5 years, children show more evidence 
of conforming to gender stereotypes than their 3-year-old counterparts due to the attitudes of the 
adults they are in contact with. Hence, working with children before the age of 5, early childhood care 
and education (ECCE) teachers may play a pivotal role in forming children’s ideas regarding how boys 
and girls should behave. Gender certainties (Govender, 2018) influence the thoughts and actions of 
teachers in the early learning environment. According to Freire and Macedo (1987), “a pedagogy will 
be that more critical and radical, the more investigative and less sure of ‘certainties’ it is” (p. 36).  

Certainties identified in this study include firstly, the gender binary concept where gender is regarded 
as either male or female. Individuals may have elements of each gender category or they may not fit 
into a single gender category (Morgenroth et al., 2020). According to Msibi (2011), an individual’s 
gender identification may also be fluid and dynamic. This is not something new given that many African 
cultures recognised gender as non-binary prior to colonisation. For instance, in the Dagaaba tribe in 
Ghana, gender was not determined by physical anatomy but by vibrational energy, and the Mbuti tribe 
in Central Africa only assigned gender at puberty (Collins, 2017). Closer to home, among the Zulus, the 
traditional healers or izangoma often show non-binary characteristics and are accepted to be the 
carriers of androgynous spirits (Mnyadi, 2020). Globally, official state policies in countries like Germany 
have recognised a third sex for individuals born with ambiguous sexual traits or those who do not fit 
neatly into a gender or sex category (Eddy & Bennet, 2017). Recent laws in Scotland also allow children 
as young as 4 years to change their names, pronouns, and gender identity without parental consent 
(Sanderson, 2021). Evidently, challenging binary thinking is imperative for social justice and inclusion 
given that these certainties silence children who do not fit neatly into a gender identity.  

Secondly, certainties regarding heterosexuality as a dominant ideology foreground opposite-sex 
partnerships in the learning environment. Historically, same sex marriage has been accepted since 
2006 when the Civil Union Act came into power in South Africa (de Vos & Barnard, 2007). Constitutional 
law, however, does not always guarantee social acceptance or visibility. In a report by The Other 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i1a2
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Foundation (2016), it was found that 72 per cent of South Africans felt that same sex activity is morally 
wrong. Arising from the same report, data generated from the narratives of LGBTQI+ South Africans, 
revealed that 44 per cent of these people had experienced verbal, physical, and/or sexual 
discrimination due to their sexual orientation (The Other Foundation, 2016). A failure to represent the 
lived experiences of these families in early childhood learning environments denies their 
representation and inclusion (Liang & Cohrssen, 2020). It is also important to realise that early 
childhood settings are not devoid of sexuality. Robinson and Jones Diaz (2005) pointed out that 
children’s play is often characterised by mock weddings, reenacting spousal roles, and kissing games. 
A study by Sotevik et al. (2019) suggested that teachers need to observe how children engage with 
heteronormativity during play and suggest options that challenge this heteronormativity during 
pretend play. Unfortunately, children’s knowledge of dominant heterosexual ideologies is seldom 
challenged—perhaps, like other forms of social justice, due to the homophobic and heterosexual value 
systems or misconceptions about sexual age appropriateness among teachers and parents (Robinson 
& Jones-Diaz, 2005). Teachers may also fear dismissal when school policies and school governance 
discourage them to engage in taboo topics (for example, Fernández, 2020). In this way, certainties 
regarding heterosexuality can silence certain minorities in early childhood settings.  

Thirdly, these certainties could also depict gender stereotyping in terms of prescribed traits for each 
gender or gender role. Researchers (Chick et al., 2002; Jennet, 2013) have pinpointed that teachers 
are often unaware of the gender stereotypes that they reinforce through the hidden curriculum. Here, 
a hidden curriculum refers to the implicit values, behaviour, and norms transferred without conscious 
intention and awareness by children and teachers in the learning environment (Sedigheh et al., 2019). 
An increased awareness would assist teachers in examining their implicit attitudes. For example, in a 
project in the United Kingdom by the National Union of Teachers (Jennet, 2013), which involved five 
nursery and primary schools, it was found that certain items, for example colours, toys, games, 
activities, and books, were associated with a single gender. Jennet (2013) stated that most of these 
distinctions had no importance in society but worked towards enforcing and exaggerating certain 
gender stereotypes. For instance, in the study, boys would refuse to play with bicycles or other toys 
that were pink and would be teased for wearing pink clothes or choosing items that were pink (Jennet, 
2013). The study also revealed that this arose because teachers treated boys and girls differently by 
using gender groupings, allocating certain colours as gendered symbols, stipulating gendered play 
areas, and assigning gendered tasks. Also significant, in a study by Chick et al. (2002) using infants, 
toddlers, and children younger than 4 years, it was revealed that boys, even though in the minority in 
a playgroup, were given greater attention by teachers. The study also disclosed that teachers and 
caregivers were unaware of their language and sent unconscious messages that expected boys to be 
rough and play boisterously, compared to girls (Chick et al., 2002). Evidently, teachers project their 
personal beliefs onto children, and teachers’ voices have a profound impact on children’s beliefs 
regarding gender. 

Activities in the daily ECCE programme create opportune moments for gender roles to be unlearned 
and relearned. One such activity is pretend play, which serves as a powerful means for children to 
make sense of their life worlds (Rao & Gibson, 2021). Play-based activities enable children to 
understand complex forms of knowledge in the social and cognitive developmental domains (Excell & 
Linington, 2015). The latter-mentioned authors suggested that teachers should adopt a pedagogy of 
play, where important values are purposefully taught using play as a medium. In studies, for example 
by Breneselovic and Krnjaja (2016), teachers found no need to intervene when children played out 
stereotypical roles—but would take notice if their play mimicked unconventional gender roles. 
Therefore, using this pedagogy of play, the teacher could mediate play and use opportune moments 
during play to correct misconceptions and stereotypes that arise. Besides play, teachers need to select 
stories, nursery rhymes, and poems carefully to challenge harmful gender stereotyping. According to 
Burton (2020, p. 36) “story time shapes children’s developing views of themselves, their peers, and the 



13 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 1 April 2022 

adults in their lives.” Indeed, all activities and resources in the early learning environment are value 
laden and may challenge or support dominant ideologies regarding gender.  

It is important for ECCE teachers to contest harmful stereotypes and gender exclusion. The effects of 
early gender stereotyping and exclusion may have far-reaching effects on the child’s interests and 
career choices. For instance, Dickins (2014) reported that in the construction area, girls may be 
discouraged from participating in activities with mechanical and wheeled toys. This author explained 
that these toys develop foundational skills for later interest and understanding of the STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, and maths) learning subjects (Dickins, 2014). Also, studies have revealed that 
society may have stereotyped beliefs regarding females’ capacities to cope with STEM subjects (Leslie 
et al., 2015). Perhaps teachers in the early years could shape stereotypes about children’s intellectual 
ability. Such stereotyped beliefs emerge early and may have far-reaching influences on children’s 
career choices (Bian et al., 2017). Markedly, a report by Makunga (2020) claimed that males still 
dominate in the STEM fields despite programmes to encourage the participation of girls and women. 
Drawing from the above, we can deduce that increasing teacher awareness of gendered play may 
encourage female interest in the STEM fields. Boys who prefer to nurture and care may also be 
disadvantaged when teachers encourage such stereotypical types of play. By encouraging rough play 
among boys, this imposition of hegemonic masculine traits (Yang, 2020) may subordinate little boys 
who prefer more quiet and subdued activities. Moosa and Bhana (2020, p. 56) stated that all males 
may not possess the qualities of a “hegemonic heterosexual masculinity.” In their study for example, 
such gender stereotyping impeded men’s participation in care professions like foundation phase 
teaching (Moosa & Bhana, 2020). Teachers in ECCE therefore need to go beyond hegemonic 
understandings to pave the way for a more gender equitable schooling experience for both boys and 
girls in the early learning environment. For teachers, this would mean moving away from certainties 
regarding gender or sexual normativity (Govender, 2018). In this study, research participants actively 
identified and challenged these certainties in their respective learning environments. 

Theoretical Framework 
Freire’s (2000) concept of critical pedagogy was used to underpin this study because it foregrounds  
how the learning environment can be used as a space for social transformation. According to Freire, 
education is a political act that seeks to liberate or silence marginalised groups of people (as cited by 
Chalaune, 2021) including those who deviate from gender and sexual norms. Critical pedagogy 
highlights the interplay of power, domination, oppression, and ideology in the learning environment 
(Villanueva & O’Sullivan, 2019). Teachers need to question why certain groups are considered more 
powerful and how existing ideologies perpetuate the dominance of these groups in the learning 
environment (Gelot, 2019). Consequently, teachers using a critical pedagogy should develop an 
awareness that certain groups are silenced—and alleviate this inequity. Spaces for these difficult 
conversations need to be created to allow teachers to move beyond preconceived certainties 
(Govender, 2018). The central principles of critical pedagogy aim to reveal these certainties 
perpetuated in the learning environment and the need to act against them.  

Central to critical pedagogy is the concept of conscientisation, which enables teachers to develop a 
critical awareness of power dynamics in the learning environment and to act against these (Gelot, 
2019). This serves as a point of departure for teachers to examine how dominant beliefs about gender 
are enmeshed in the hidden curriculum. Jansen (2009, p. 278) declared that a teacher is not one who 
has,  

figured out the problems of an unequal world and stands to dispense this wisdom to 
receiving students . . . the teachers are themselves carriers of troubled knowledge, and 
this has serious implications for critical education. 
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Dialogue can be seen as a catalyst for reflection and action that results in the awareness of this 
troubled knowledge. Through the process of dialogue, the role of the teacher is redefined (Abraham, 
2014). This encourages teachers to invent and reinvent themselves continually; a loss of this fluidity 
results in a loss of a critical stance (McLaren & Kincheloe, 2007). Teachers should be prepared for a 
role-reversal and a rejection of the banking model of education, in which a knowledgeable adult 
deposits content into the passive minds of children (Bohórquez, 2020).  

This banking model is aligned to the theory of anti-dialogical action, which serves to oppress (Pouwels, 
2019). It is through dialogue and mutual collaboration that the learning space is democratised 
(Villanueva & O’Sullivan, 2019). Here, the marginalised are able to emancipate themselves by making 
valuable contributions and by developing their agency (Ebrahim et al., 2011). Dialogical action also 
aims to challenge dominant ideologies regarding sexual and gender-based norms. In this study, we 
refer to ideology as the “normalized and naturalized production of meaning by which people make 
sense of the world” (Brown & Sekimoto, 2017, p. 21). In the context of the study, we seek to challenge 
the dominant ideologies or certainties that silence those who deviate from gender and sexual 
normativity. Therefore, we question hegemony, which can be regarded as an organising force that 
seeks to maintain the status quo within unequal societies (Jaques et al., 2019). The practice of gender 
inclusion contests hegemony in the early learning space when teachers start to question and challenge 
why certain groups (for example, those conforming to heteronormativity or those labelled as 
cisgender) are considered more powerful or notable.  

 Research Methodology 

Freire’s (2020) critical pedagogy emphasised that knowledge must be deconstructed and 
reconstructed through dialogue. Historically, Freire provided a pathway to do this dialogically by the 
formation of culture circles (Reingold et al., 2020). Culture circles consist of groups of people who come 
together to solve a common relevant problem within their own contexts. The formation of these 
culture circles aims not only to conscientise people regarding their current reality but to transform this 
reality for the better (Souto-Manning, 2010). The outcomes of these culture circles are unpredictable, 
and learning is dynamic and collaboratively constructed. Each participant’s contribution introduces a 
unique set of experiences to the circle, in which individual contributions are valued and solutions 
contextually relevant (Chaib, 2010). 

Aligned with Freire’s (2020) culture circles, participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) 
design goes further than just researching a phenomenon but, rather, aims to benefit a group by 
ensuring sustainable and meaningful learning. Hence, our study took the form of a virtual learning 
participatory workshop adopting the guiding principles of a PALAR design comprising the three Rs and 
the seven Cs of PALAR (Kearney et al. 2013; Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). The three Rs (relationships, 
reflection, and recognition) are intertwined with the seven Cs (compromise, coaching, communication, 
commitment, collaboration, critical reflection, competence) and are dependent on each other 
(Schoonen et al., 2021). The PALAR design involved two phases: a relationship-building phase, and a 
research phase. The first R, building relationships, was the most challenging because we were working 
in an online environment. Due to the restrictions of the coronavirus pandemic, extra time was required 
to build trust and to establish mutual goals. Following suggestions by Wood (2020), focused activities 
were planned before the research proper began in order to establish sound relationships. Using a 
WhatsApp group, participants shared photographs, motivational images, and personal stories that 
developed a team spirit and mutual goals. Zuber-Skerritt and Teare (2013) stated that this is essential 
for the ongoing success and sustainability of a PALAR project. Principles of compromise, coaching, 
communication, commitment, and collaboration strengthened relationships within the action learning 
set (ALS). The second R consists of reflection, which involves a critical examination of the knowledge 
created and of the research process itself. This allows one to view present behaviour and plan for 
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future behaviour (Heidegger, 2010). Zuber-Skerritt (2018, p. 519) claimed that reflection is necessary 
in “designing, implementing, learning through, and evaluating a PALAR research project.” This assisted 
in the shaping of future cycles of learning. The third R, recognition, applauds the efforts of the research 
group or ALS. Recognition of successful contributions and competencies is a key element of PALAR 
(Wood et al., 2017). Affirmation of the group’s achievements needed to be rewarded and celebrated  
by a publication about the research phenomenon (Zuber-Skerritt, 2018). Therefore, by including 
photographs, captions, and drawings in an inclusive handbook to be distributed to other ECCE centres, 
the efforts of the ALS in this study will be recognised.  

The research objectives were: 

1. To establish the current situation regarding gender certainties in the ECCE learning 
environment.  

2. To challenge gender certainties in the ECCE learning environment. 

The first research cycle aimed to identify gender stereotyping in the early learning environment, and 
the second cycle aimed to challenge these stereotypes. 
PALAR research employs a critical emancipatory research paradigm (Chidarikire, 2017; Dube & Hlalele, 
2017) that seeks to enable the voice and agency of practitioners in the field. This study thus called for 
a collective meaning-making (Lochmiller & Lester, 2015) resulting in greater epistemic justice 
throughout the two research cycles. The eight participants were purposefully selected according to 
whom could best inform the research objectives and enhance an understanding of the phenomenon 
under study (Maree, 2016). The participants, consisting of six ECCE teachers and two ECCE teacher 
trainers, needed to be willing to interact online, be familiar with the WhatsApp platform, and have 
access to a smart phone. Only female teachers were available for the study because a male teacher 
working in the birth to 4 years sector is rare to find. Given that PALAR research aims to gain a deep 
understanding of the research problem and foster close relationships among the participants, a small 
research sample was appropriate (Wood, 2020).  

PALAR, similar to other types of action research, uses four main steps consisting of planning, acting, 
observing, and reflecting within each research cycle. First, in the planning step, participants completed 
a baseline questionnaire. Ojageer (2019) claimed that the baseline questionnaire is an analysis of the 
situation prior to intervention at a site in order to identify possible areas of concern or gaps in 
knowledge among the research participants. This step revealed gender and sexuality exclusion as one 
of the focus areas of our study. Second, during the acting step, participants were prompted to use 
photovoice. According to Luthuli (2019), this is a participatory visual method in which participants use 
their cameras to capture images that convey their feelings, beliefs, and experiences, and narrate their 
everyday experiences in their own words. We gave the participants the prompt: “Present an image of 
a drawing or object that is relevant to gender or sexuality in the early years.” Third, the observation 
step involved the viewing of the photos and captions by the participants, and the discussion of 
meanings. The collaborative observations of the group were guided by the “SHOWED” method 
(Liebenberg, 2018; Luthuli, 2019; Ronzi et al., 2016). The following questions were used to guide the 
observation and analysis of the photographs and captions. 

1. What do you See here? 
2. What is really Happening here? 
3. How does this relate to Our lives? 
4. Why does this problem or strength exist? 
5. How could this image Educate the community or policy makers? 
6. What can we Do about it? 
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In the fourth step, reflecting involved thinking back critically about the cycle and journaling a way 
forward to inform Cycle 2 of the study. The generated data were interpreted and analysed using critical 
thematic analysis (Lawless & Chen, 2019). Similar to thematic analysis, critical thematic analysis 
identifies themes by noting incidences of recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness, which are then 
related to wider ideologies. The principal researcher categorised the data into three themes that were 
presented to the group for verification at the end of the cycle. The next cycle was informed by the 
second research objective and attempted to address the challenges revealed in Cycle 1, using the same 
four steps. Participants planned how to create a more gender inclusive learning environment and 
decided on their further action by creating resources to correct the deficits identified in Cycle 1. These 
were photographed and presented to the group for collaborative observation, evaluation, and 
analysis, which later concluded with their reflective journal entries. Cycle 2 allowed for praxis—a 
product of iterative, collaborative reflection and action with the participants in an attempt to effect 
change in their certainties regarding gender. 

In keeping with university requirements, ethical clearance was received from the university before 
data generation began. In addition to the university’s ethical requirements, PALAR requires 
researchers to ensure that the ethical considerations are accepted and negotiated by all participants. 
Additionally, PALAR belongs to a genre of research that needs to benefit the research participants and 
society in general (Wood, 2020). PALAR calls for epistemic democracy, in which the voices of 
participants are heard with no power hierarchies evident. This required the principal researcher to 
balance facilitation with retaining the autonomy of the research participants. Although this study 
reports on just two research cycles, the ALS will continue with future cycles of learning to develop and 
finalise a handbook on inclusion in ECCE. 

Findings  

The aim of the first research cycle was to identify gender certainties (if any) in the ECCE learning 
environment. Therefore, in Cycle 1, participants used photovoice as a participatory method to share 
instances of gender stereotyping in their respective learning environments. Captions and photographs 
shared the lived experiences of the participants and stimulated dialogue resulting in deeper insights 
and the ability of the group to collectively challenge gender certainties in the early learning 
environment. These conversations revealed their emerging awareness of gender stereotyping and 
exclusion in their respective ECCE learning environments. Cycle 2 then attempted to transform the 
learning environments by addressing these areas of concern. The results reported here incorporate 
participant messages from Cycle 1 and Cycle 2. We begin our findings by presenting the three themes 
in the form of photographs and captions or discussions from the research participants (RP). During the 
observation, participants built upon each other’s interpretations and these reflections were captured 
from conversations in the group or their reflective journals. Table 1 presents the visual images, 
captions, and reflections.  
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Table 1 

Participant Photographs and Narratives for Cycles 1 and 2 

Broad themes Cycle 1: Identifying gender 
certainties 

Cycle 2: Challenging gender 
certainties 

Gender binary: 
Photovoice and  
captions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

Image 1 
Identifying Gender Binary 

 
Boys and girls in the class [display 
chart] which reinforces gender 
binary. (RP4)  

Image 2 
Challenging Gender Binary 

 
This [display chart] does not group 
children according to gender, and 
remedies the issue. (RP4) 
 

 

Participant Cycle 2 
reflections 

Similar to the crayons in a box all children are different and unique so we 
avoid [gender] groupings. (RP1) 
At the centres, we firstly need to be gender-neutral and avoid grouping 
children according to their physical sex. Instead, we should let them play 
with whomever they want. Even our class lists and posters should not be 
divided into boys and girls. (RP4) 

Heterosexuality: 
Photovoice and  
captions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image 3 
Identifying Heterosexuality as a 
Norm 

 
 
The chart shows a traditional family 
structure. (RP5) 

Image 4 
Challenging Heterosexuality as a 
Norm 

 
A family with two mums. (RP3) 
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Participant Cycle 2 
reflections 

 I do believe children learn about these things [sexuality] gradually as they 
grow older. (RP1) 
It's also nice to get consent from parents when talking about sensitive issues 
as parents may feel uncomfortable. (RP1) 
LGBTQI+ is something that can be relatable to children in their home 
settings. (RP2) 
We need to have a family wall with all the different family structures in our 
group. If we have a child from a family with two mums or dads, this must be 
discussed. (RP3) 

Gendered play: 
Photovoice and  
captions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image 5  
Identifying Gender Stereotyping  

 
 
A storytelling resource about a 
helpless princess waiting to be 
rescued. (RP8) 

Image 6 
Challenging Gender Stereotyping 
 

 
 
Making toilet roll puppets—an 
activity done in class based on the 
theme of community helpers. (RP8) 

Participant Cycle 2 
reflections 

Posters, books, puzzles, toys and movies should show male and female 
performing roles that go against the grain. Our dress-up props need to 
encourage any gender to be firefighters and engineers. In the same way, 
anyone can be a nurse or a cleaner. (RP6) 
 
So they liked playing according to the stereotypes. The girls were playing 
with the dolls and dressing up. The boys had the cars. I just decided to swop 
them around. Girls go play with the cars. Boys go and cook. (RP8) 
 
Boys choose pink and girls can choose blue . . . whatever colour you choose 
you are still welcome here. (RP3) 

 

Discussion of Findings 

Challenging Certainties Regarding Gender Binary  

Image 1 represented an instance of gender binary where boys and girls were grouped into either male 
or female categories on a classroom poster. The boys in the picture had blue bow ties, while the girls 
had pink bows on their hair. Similar gender groupings and colour coding were reported to be on 
participants’ class registers, class lists, and bathroom facilities. Gender groupings were also used to 
divide children for outdoor activities. This aligned with a study by Jennet (2013), in which teachers 
treated boys and girls differently and used gender groupings. In the early years, children’s authentic 
gender identification may be silenced by ideologies of gender binary in the learning environment. As 
mentioned previously, individuals may have elements of each gender category or they may not fit into 
a single gender category (Morgenroth et al., 2020). Therefore, the manner in which the ECCE teacher 
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plans the programme and selects stories, resources, and display board items may perpetuate these 
certainties of gender binary. Children who experience this exclusion are expected to fit in and 
assimilate into a predominantly binary world (Govender, 2018). The ALS found that many children may 
identify and fit into a neat category of male or female, however some were not able to—and these 
minorities should not feel excluded in the early learning environment. Therefore, to challenge this, in 
Cycle 2 a research participant designed a second poster (Image 2). In this poster, she attempted to 
demonstrate a more inclusive outlook by representing children as different colour crayons. Similar to 
the crayons in this illustration, all children are different and unique and children should not be grouped 
according to a teacher’s perceived certainty regarding their sex. Hence, teachers adopting a critical 
pedagogy need to transform their learning spaces so that certainties regarding gender binary are 
challenged. A critical orientation to pedagogy requires conscientisation and action against these 
certainties. 

Challenging Heterosexuality as a Dominant Ideology 

Although the research participants emphasised a need to address all diversities, their narratives 
regarded sexuality and gender as sensitive and taboo topics. The ALS seemed to gravitate towards 
teaching about family structure as a non-risky means to address sexuality. Cycle 1, Image 3, for 
instance, presents a photograph of a display chart with a regular family structure. Participants in this 
study felt that sexuality needed to be discussed only if there were irregular relationships present 
among the parents of the children. The group expressed concern that these sensitive topics required 
parental consent. The research participants were hesitant to suggest non-heteronormative play 
possibilities to the children due to fear of disapproval from parents and managers. This was in 
opposition to suggestions by Sotevik et al. (2019) that exposure and knowledge would assist in 
normalising non-heteronormative play possibilities.  

Participants also felt that sexuality and sexual orientation were irrelevant to this age group, but 
something that becomes important during puberty or adolescence. This was in contrast to Robinson 
and Jones Diaz (2005) who claimed that children, even from a young age, are sexually aware when 
they play kissing games or adopt spousal roles. When asked how to include children from irregular 
family structures, the group narratives suggested the use of stories, posters, and books that could 
contest heteronormative family structures. For example in Cycle 2, Image 4 represents a non-
conventional family structure. This aligned with Liang and Cohrssen (2020) who warned that groups of 
children and their families who are not represented in the learning environment could be silenced and 
excluded. Focusing on family structure alone, group discussions in these sessions did not explore 
children’s sexuality during play. This could be due to a number of reasons, for example, a fear of school 
managers and parents who might rigidly adhere to heterosexuality as a norm due to religious beliefs 
or societal pressure. A school code preventing teachers from discussing controversial subjects may also 
have contributed to the silencing of teacher voice and agency. Incidences of teacher dismissal, for 
instance a case reported by Fernández (2020), may have also contributed to teacher reluctance in this 
study. Teacher attitudes to heterosexuality as a dominant ideology require further exploration in 
future studies. 

Challenging Gender Stereotyping 

In Cycle 1, participants were reluctant to intervene when children played according to their gender 
expectations. For example, in instances where boys played catch and girls were playing house, the 
participants did not feel the need to challenge the play patterns. This aligned with a study by 
Breneselovic and Krnjaja (2016). Similar to that study, teacher intervention only occurred if children 
were seen to play in a less stereotypical manner. Thus in Cycle 2, participants found the need to 
intervene and challenge these expected norms. Also in Cycle 1, participants presented photographs of 
gender-specific toys. For instance, participants provided images of a male engineer and female nurse 
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on the packaging of items in the dress-up area. These items reinforced gender stereotypical roles. 
Contesting these stereotypes in Cycle 2, the group presented images of girls playing with cars and boys 
nurturing dolls. The boy in the role as a nurturer contests a “hegemonic heterosexual masculinity” 
(Moosa & Bhana, 2020, p. 56). A participant also pinpointed the tendency to colour stereotype boys’ 
and girls’ toys and how this needed to be challenged. Image 6 presented in Cycle 2, depicts toilet roll 
puppet crafts based on the theme of community helpers that represent female and male firefighters, 
police, and engineers. Activities like these challenge current beliefs of gender roles and occupations 
and serve to transform children’s beliefs regarding gender roles. Young children may not be able to 
express their interpretation of gender roles verbally but they are able to demonstrate their 
understandings during pretend play (Robinson & Jones-Diaz, 2005). 

Besides the perpetuation of gender roles in toys and play, storytelling in ECCE is also a useful medium 
through which to challenge gender ideologies. According to Burton (2020), stories shape children’s 
views about themselves. Therefore, we need to pay careful attention to the selection of stories that 
could perpetuate harmful gender ideologies. Image 5 depicts a story-telling resource made by a 
participant using a cardboard cylinder. The story resource was used to tell the story of a beautiful 
helpless princess who waits in a high tower to be rescued by her Prince Charming. The story also 
involves an evil witch (conveniently lacking in conventional physical beauty) who has captured the 
beautiful princess. Thereafter, the prince rescued the princess and fell deeply in love instantly, based 
on the princess’ superficial beauty (without the benefit of even a conversation). Such stories were still 
reported to be present in children’s literature at the centres in this study, and these send dangerous 
messages to little children regarding the value of superficial beauty over mental capacity or physical 
prowess. In fact, women are depicted inaccurately to be needy and helpless without men in many such 
stories. Children’s literature has evolved beyond these stereotypes (Burton, 2020) and teachers need 
to critically evaluate the traditional stories that they select and make necessary adjustments with 
gender equity in mind. 

Challenging Gender Certainties for Social Change 

Before attempting to effect social change, we needed to examine our own “troubled knowledge” 
(Jansen, 2009, p. 278), which shapes our actions in the learning environment. We need to become 
conscientised (Freire, 2000) regarding our personal gender certainties. To develop greater 
conscientisation, we engaged in dialogue on targeted gender concerns. The collaborative dialogue also 
enabled our group to reflect on our inner selves and the gender inequity we have personally 
experienced. For instance, one participant mentioned: 

Due to the fact that I am a woman, it is taken for granted that all forms of housework and 
chores fall on my lap. I feel that I get treated very differently in that regard, also the fact 
that I’m a woman and in my relationship it is taken for granted that I should not speak my 
mind and just listen to what the man says, men seem to get intimidated by a self-reliant 
and independent women. (RB5) 

Arising from the activities, we were also able to reflect on how gender expectations impacted on the 
personal lives of the participants. Participant 2 mentioned:  

In aspects of my family life, power dynamics are often experienced through gender roles. 
I am limited in terms of going out and socialising but my brother on the other hand is much 
more free. 

Emanating from the discussion and reflections on classroom practice, we reported an increased 
awareness that impacted on our professional roles. For instance, Research Participant 1 noted that: 
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By doing critical reflection, a teacher is able to better herself. It allows teachers to move 
from experience into understanding. When a teacher is aware, she can make the necessary 
changes to ensure the learning is appropriate and includes all children. 

Thus, in this ECCE study, our new awareness of gender stereotyping and exclusion was significant. 
Evidently, it is inner awareness and transformation that is a catalyst for outward changes in the early 
learning environment. Confirming this, a research participant mentioned:  

I feel that before bringing about changes in the world or even expecting change from 
others, you need to bring about change within yourself and your own thinking. (RB2) 

Therefore, to effect positive change in society, this study argues for a change in individual awareness 
first. We needed to challenge our own troubled knowledge by questioning our current ways of thinking 
regarding gender certainties in the early learning environment. This conscientisation is a rudimentary 
building block for change because it is only through inner transformation that we can effect outer 
change. Dominant ideologies are implicitly carried down from experiences that shape our thoughts 
and actions (Brown & Sekimoto, 2017).  

Guided by critical pedagogy and the principles of PALAR, participants shared their photographs and 
captions that served as a visual representation of their lived experiences (Wood, 2020). Through 
collaborative dialogical reflection and action (Pouwels, 2019), the ALS aimed to transform the learning 
environment by attempting to create a less stereotyped and more gender inclusive space for the 
children. Certainties regarding gender binary, heterosexuality, and stereotyped gender roles were 
challenged. Underpinned by a critical pedagogy, PALAR aims not just to create a more equitable 
learning space but also aims to improve the lives of children with positive effects on society as a whole. 
Thus, in keeping with the goals of PALAR design, this research aims for praxis—a process of 
collaborative dialogical reflection and action that transcends the learning environment—resulting in 
transformation of the lives of the participants, the children, the principal researcher, and a possible 
wider transformation of society.  

Cycle 1 of the study revealed that the ALS perpetuated certainties regarding gender binary in their 
learning environments. The expectation for children to fit into a gender category would exclude and 
silence children who saw themselves as non-binary (Morgenroth et al., 2020). Following the action and 
reflection, ALS members were conscientised to understand that not all learners need fit into a 
particular gender category. In Cycle 2, the ALS decided to design classroom posters that would 
challenge gender as a binary.  

Cycle 1 also revealed heterosexuality as a dominant ideology in the learning environment. The ALS 
members were reluctant to address sexuality because it was seen as an inappropriate topic for 
discussion at this age, whereas discussions on family structure were seen as a safe means of addressing 
heterosexuality. Participants suggested the use of a family wall to include all children, even those with 
an irregular family structure. Further research needs to be done in this area given that children in this 
age group are not devoid of sexuality. They do play games involving kissing and very often enact 
spousal roles implying that their sexuality should not be silenced (Liang & Cohrssen, 2020).  

The first cycle aligned with an earlier study by Dickins (2014), which indicated that play areas and toys 
were gendered. This limited the range of opportunities available to children. Boys would shy away 
from the dolls and girls were reluctant to play with the cars and blocks. This could have a lasting impact 
on the lives of both girls and boys given that it could impact on their choice of subjects to study and 
the work they do in adulthood. Should these stereotypes continue, it would also have a lasting negative 
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impact for future generations. The use of traditional stories was also found to reinforce certain gender 
traits—similar to statements by Burton (2020). For example, helpless females who were valued for 
their superficial beauty and male heroes who were strong with physical prowess maintained a 
normative view of masculinity and femininity. This research suggests some interventions for teachers 
to challenge gender stereotyping actively and to create more gender inclusive learning spaces. The 
collaborative dialogical action of the ALS enabled a deeper and more meaningful learning with far-
reaching effects (Pouwels, 2019). This sustainable learning ensured that the ALS and the children would 
benefit from a more gender equitable and less restrictive learning environment.  

Concluding Remarks 

Our study aimed to challenge gender certainties in the early learning environment. The first research 
objective aimed to ascertain the current situation regarding gender exclusion and gender stereotyping. 
This informed Cycle 1, which revealed that participants’ dominant ideologies about gender needed to  
challenged. Data revealed that participants required clarity on gender binary heterosexuality as a 
dominant ideology and gender stereotyping. The second research objective aimed to transform the 
learning environment by addressing these concerns. The study reports on the learnings of a single ALS 
who developed their agency and voice to address problems relevant to their unique contexts. Using a 
PALAR design, this study therefore represents the unique collaborative learnings of a particular group 
who were mobilised to foster positive change in their learning environment. Should this study be 
repeated, similar results are not be likely to be produced because it was based on the contextual needs 
of this group only. Nonetheless, the study does make a valuable contribution given that similar centres 
could use this research design to mobilise teachers to create more socially just ECCE environments. 
Society has, to date, been negatively impacted by gender inequality, stereotyping, patriarchy, gender-
based violence, and homophobia. If these stereotypes are challenged in the early years, society stands 
to gain much.  
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Abstract 

Discussion of sexual rights in the context of disability is an often neglected and 
underdeveloped terrain within the human rights discourse, worldwide. More so, it becomes 
taboo to discuss the sexual health and reproductive rights of adolescents living with 
disabilities. This group of adolescents are often constructed as being sexually innocent, 
asexual, or lacking sexual agency thus denying their sexual autonomy. In other contexts, 
adolescents living with disabilities are constructed as hypersexual, thus putting them at risk 
of sexual exploitation and harm. While the human rights terrain has begun to acknowledge 
adolescents living with disabilities as ordinary citizens with rights equal to those of other 
citizens, they have not fully been recognised as sexual beings in their own right as human 
beings, especially in the Global South. Thus, in this article I aim at rethinking an inclusive 
sexuality education in South African schools that caters for the special needs of adolescents 
living with visual impairment. I employ theatre-in-education processes to explore student 
teachers’ understandings and perceptions of teaching sexuality education to learners with 
visual impairment. Thirty-five student teachers participated in the study and engaged in 
theatre-in-education presentations and discussions. Data for this paper consist of students’ 
discussions of their experiences of the theatre-in-education processes, which were 
thematically analysed. The findings indicate that the student teachers resorted to their 
comfort zones when designing their lesson portrayals—in line with their socialisation. 
However, their understandings and perceptions of using assistive devices to teach sexuality 
education were challenged and deconstructed through their engagement in theatre-in-
education processes, thus highlighting the importance of engaged scholarship in 
deconstructing harmful norms towards transformative pedagogies. 
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Introduction 

The dawn of democratic rule in South Africa in 1994 heralded changes in its constitution, legislation, 
and sociopolitical sphere to redress the injustices of the past. At the forefront of these changes was 
the advancement of basic human rights for all. This led to the recognition of youth living with 
disabilities as important role-players in the reconstruction of a new and inclusive South Africa 
(Chappell, 2016). In line with this, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities acknowledged accessibility of resources as a fundamental aspect in realising disability rights 
to enable full and equal participation of people with disabilities in all aspects of life (United Nations, 
2006). Within the modern ableist world, accessibility has been used by disability activists as a yardstick 
in exploring experiences of people living with disabilities (Human Rights Watch, 2015), especially 
access to inclusive education and ending discrimination of adolescents with disabilities (Howell et al., 
2006). While there has been much improvement on access to HIV and AIDS services (Hanass-Hancock, 
2009) and legal services for adolescents with disabilities (Dickman et al., 2006), less attention has been 
given to their education on relationships and sexuality, despite the provision of accessible and 
comprehensive sexuality education being essential to a rights-based framework. Notwithstanding 
increasing recognition of equal rights and opportunities for adolescents living with disabilities, they 
have not yet gained the recognition they deserve as autonomous sexual beings. 

There have been several inconclusive debates regarding the definition of adolescence worldwide. 
Sawyer et al. (2018) have argued that adolescence needs to be defined more inclusively as 
encompassing biological growth and social role transitioning. This would allow the framing of 
developmentally suitable laws, policies, and systems for young people. They point out that a definition 
of adolescence as the lifetime spanning the ages 10–24 years is more appropriate for this phase of life; 
these authors base this definition on the changes in the transitioning period between childhood and 
adulthood over the last century (Sawyer et al., 2018). Adolescence is characterised as a period of self-
identification and experimentation.  

Adolescents are at a stage in which they are figuring out who they are becoming and what capabilities 
they possess (UNESCO, 2018). According to Pettifor et al. (2009), this stage of life is accompanied by 
high levels of sexual risk-taking with subsequent sexually transmitted infections (STIs), unwanted 
pregnancies, and HIV infections. In agreement, UNICEF (2015) reported that more than 70 per cent of 
sub-Saharan African adolescents aged between 12 and 19 years lack comprehensive knowledge of 
their sexual and reproductive rights. In the context of South Africa, the Children’s Act ( 2005), while 
not addressing sexuality specifically, referred to adolescents over the age of 12 years as having the 
ability to access condoms and different contraceptives and the right to consent to HIV testing without 
parental or caregiver consent. To address the risky sexual behaviours of adolescents, technical 
guidelines were produced by UNESCO (2009) to guide in the implementation of comprehensive 
sexuality education (CSE) in schools. However, the provision of CSE in South Africa does not 
accommodate learners and adolescents with disabilities or visual impairment (Hanass-Hancock, 2009; 
Rohleder et al., 2009).  

As a curriculum, CSE is aimed at engendering attitudes, beliefs, and values regarding safer sexual 
practices, desire and pleasure, gender power relations, and sexual diversity (UNESCO, 2018). For 
adolescents with visual impairment, this curriculum policy does not translate into practice because 
they cannot access real-world understandings of the anatomy and physiology of human genitalia 
through audio means only (Krupa & Esmail, 2010). While children may generally understand the 
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differences between boys and girls, those with visual impairment have difficulty identifying such 
features. This becomes more problematic during adolescence when their bodies mature physically and 
become ready for sexual debut and the challenging aspects of psychosexual development such as 
desire and sexual pleasure. Thus, the lack of preparation of adolescents with visual impairment 
transitioning into these psychosexual developmental stages could lead to increased risk for early sexual 
debut, unwanted pregnancy, and STIs—as well as vulnerability to sexual abuse (Hanass-Hancock, 
2009).  

The provision of quality and meaningful CSE to adolescents with visual impairment can be achieved 
with the use of assistive sexuality devices and technologies (Krupa & Esmail, 2010). According to 
Ramaahlo (2020, p. 60), assistive device refers to an “assistive, adaptive and rehabilitative device” that 
can be used as an aid in teaching and learning of learners living with disabilities in any subject including 
CSE. In this regard, Kapperman and Kelly (2013) argued that various assistive devices and technologies 
exist for any type of disability, functional limitation, or educational purpose. Such devices can be 
introduced to children at age-appropriate levels of psychosexual development and consideration of 
their disability (Kapperman & Kelly, 2013; Kapperman et al., 1993; Krupa & Esmail, 2010). Despite the 
availability and recommendation of using assistive sexual devices for demonstration and teaching 
during CSE, there has not been much research conducted to investigate their use in classrooms and 
teachers’ experiences and perceptions regarding the use of such devices. Based on this argument, I 
explored student teachers’ perceptions and understandings of teaching CSE to adolescent learners 
with visual impairment in order to understand when and how they use assistive devices. 

Comprehensive Sexuality Education in the Classroom 

Despite research evidence of the effectiveness of CSE in preventing early sexual debut (White & 
Warner, 2015), challenges exist regarding its implementation in schools. Much research has been 
conducted globally regarding teachers’ experiences of teaching CSE and the challenges they face in 
teaching such a taboo subject (Baxen, 2010; Epstein et al., 2003; Khau, 2012; Mitchell et al., 2004; 
Paechter, 2004). UNESCO (2009) argued that the purpose of CSE is to equip learners with relationship 
skills and assist in their holistic development, and Janssen (2009) pointed out that effective CSE should 
take a positive stance in addressing sexual diversity and be critical of norms. On the other hand, Kirby 
(2008) warned that the rights-based framework used in CSE has proven controversial in communities 
regarding the teaching and content of the subject. CSE is a subject aimed at teaching learners factual 
sexuality information that allows them to make informed relationship decisions. However, CSE is not 
generally perceived in this positive light by all stakeholders, especially government and religious 
leaders who believe that it encourages promiscuity and a laissez-faire attitude to sexuality (Lesko, 
2010; Jakobsen & Pellegrini, 2008). 

Scholars studying the situation of CSE in South Africa have argued that the construction of children as 
innocent and needing protection from sexuality information and education denies them the right to 
lifesaving information that could help them act towards protecting themselves against sexual violence, 
STIs and HIV, and unwanted pregnancies (Mitchell et al., 2004). As argued by Parikh (2005), moralistic 
community responses to CSE in schools create challenges for its effective implementation. Parents and 
teachers in such communities believe that teaching CSE corrupts children and leads them towards 
sexual experimentation and promiscuity (Khau, 2012). Baxen (2010) also found out that teacher 
identities impact teachers’ comfort and confidence levels in teaching CSE in schools.  

Exacerbating the challenges to effective implementation of CSE in schools are the religious and cultural 
beliefs in communities that construct sexuality as a taboo subject (Bhana et al., 2019), thus making CSE 
for adolescents with disabilities extra sensitive for teachers. Mainstream CSE teachers employ a 
pedagogy of discomfort, in which they are culturally and religiously conflicted and feel embarrassed to 
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teach CSE (Bhana et al., 2019; Francis & DePalma, 2015; Mayeza & Vincent, 2019). According to Epstein 
et al. (2003), CSE is the only subject that requires parental consent in schools due to its sensitive nature 
and the belief that it corrupts children’s innocence. Believing in childhood sexual innocence makes it 
difficult for teachers to effectively implement CSE in schools and makes it doubly challenging when 
teaching learners with disabilities who are constructed as asexual (see Paechter, 2004). 

Research Methodology 

This qualitative research study employed participatory visual and arts-based methodologies. Finley 
(2005, p. 686) asserted that arts-based research “provides a formula for a radical, ethical and 
revolutionary qualitative inquiry.” For this study, drama was used to enable student teachers to 
communicate and express themselves in the classroom (Finley, 2005). Fels (2004) noted that in 
performative inquiry, drama is used to understand critical societal issues. This paper draws from a 
larger study that received ethical clearance from the university’s Human Research Ethics Committee 
to ensure that all research activities would follow ethical protocols. The third-year life orientation 
student teachers were informed of the study and the request for their participation and freedom to 
opt out. All student teachers agreed to take part in the study, and they all signed informed consent 
forms. The student teachers were also informed that the activities for the research would not form 
part of assessment activities for the module. The student teachers were then allocated numbers to be 
used in lieu of their names in presentation of the data and findings. 

The study took place in the context of a life orientation lecture for third-year student teachers. All 35 
registered students for the course participated in the study. The class was divided into five groups that 
created and performed theatrical presentations of their experiences, understandings, and perceptions 
of teaching CSE to learners with visual impairments. All the student teachers agreed to be audio-
recorded when discussing their reflections on the performances of teaching CSE. The student teachers 
were provided with a box of material to use as props for their performances and were free to select 
whatever they deemed useful for their production.  

During a lecture discussion on CSE for high school learners, the student teachers talked about their 
experiences of being taught CSE in schools and how they thought they would teach in their own 
classrooms. The plan for them to stage performances of how they would teach learners with visual 
impairment came about due to discussions on ensuring that their teaching was inclusive of the 
diversity of learners in schools. The student teachers’ performances were based on the prompt: “How 
can you best teach CSE to adolescent learners with visual impairments in your classrooms?” They were 
provided with storyboards to plan their performances and to decide on who would act in which part. 
The storyboards were important tools in getting the student teachers to think through their content 
and scenes. Once all groups had completed their planning sessions and rehearsed their performances, 
they were given time to perform in class.  

The audience groups were asked to note issues of inclusivity and accommodation of learners with 
visual impairment during the performances, and to note what aspects needed to be improved. The 
discussions between performing groups and audience groups were audio-recorded. The student 
teachers’ insights and experiences were analysed thematically.  

Drama Pedagogy 

Drama pedagogy is aimed at developing critical consciousness and societal change. It challenges 
societal injustices and contributes towards transformed societies (Davies, 2014). Dalrymple (1997, p. 
84) argued that drama pedagogy is holistic, experiential, and participatory, thus providing “a broad 
framework in which to explore ideas from a range of different perspectives.” Drama pedagogy’s 



31 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 1 April 2022 

purpose is positive social change (Neelands, 2007), and Giambrone (2016, p. 18) pointed out that it 
uses “identity recognition and personal transformation as a means to social change.” These arguments 
are in line with Boal’s (1979) theory that dramatic performance can assist people in changing their 
reality and transforming marginalised lives. 

Theatre-in-education as a branch of drama pedagogy uses drama and theatrical performances as 
pedagogical tools for interactive learning (Lu, 2002). The process of theatre-in-education begins with 
a social issue of concern, which gets used as an overarching theme for theatrical creations and 
performance (Athiemoolam, 2021; Tarlington & Michaels, 1995). Students collaborate to select an 
aspect of the theme to develop a theatrical performance that depicts their understandings and 
perceptions of the theme for an audience. Once the performance is complete, the actors and audience 
reflect on the scripted issues to “actively engage the audience in the learning process” (Jackson, 2001, 
p. 1).  

In this research, third-year student teacher groups created their own theatrical productions based on 
their perceptions and understandings of teaching CSE to adolescent learners with visual impairments, 
which they performed for other groups and the lecturer within the context of the life orientation 
lecture room.  

Theoretical Framework 

I employed Bourdieu’s theory of practice to make meaning of student teachers’ engagement with the 
theatre-in-education performances. According to Krais (1991, p. vii), Bourdieu argued that one cannot 
understand “social activity outside the action of the subjects” because subjects act as agents in 
constructing and transforming their society. Thus, Bourdieu’s theory of practice aims at people’s 
understandings and explanations of the interactions within contexts and the societal actions practiced 
within such contextual settings (Webb et al., 2002). 

Bourdieu (1990a, p. 65) argued that people do not only act in “obedience to rules,” but also follow 
their own interests in each practice. His argument was that “whether actors conform to norms or 
follow prescribed rituals is dependent on their interests” (as cited in Swartz, 1997, p. 99). This is 
because, according to Bourdieu (1990b), people are constituted within and by their practices. This 
implies that people strategically improvise in their responses to opportunities or constraints depending 
on their dispositions. The three main concepts of Bourdieu’s theory, field, capital, and habitus, are 
discussed below. 

Field, Capital, and Habitus 

According to Cheal (2005, p. 155), Bourdieu’s field can be described as “a structure of relationships 
between positions.” Bourdieu’s concept of field differentiates legitimate players from those without 
the capital required for participation. Bourdieu argued that people’s engagement in the game of life 
depends on the amount of capital they possess. Those who have lots of capital become powerful 
agents in determining what constitutes capital in specific fields. According to Bourdieu (1984), capital 
structures society by affording those who possess it the power to play in a field and to validate worthy 
practices in such a field. Cheal (2005, p. 156) additionally argued that capital is “a possession that gives 
individuals that ability to do certain things, such as exercising domination over others.” Thus, having 
capital means one has the power to control other people’s futures as well as one’s own (Postone et 
al., 1993). 

Economic capital can be defined as having access to financial resources that can translate into money. 
Economic capital is the unit for class differentiation in society, thus those who possess it are positioned 
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higher in the societal hierarchy (Bourdieu, 1984). According to Cheal (2005) and Swartz (1997), the 
more resources one possesses means one’s social capital is more viable. Social capital is acquired 
through networking with those who have social, cultural, and economic capital. More networks with 
those who possess economic or cultural capital increase one’s own social capital (Bourdieu, 1984). 
Therefore, social capital is influenced by the types of social networks and group memberships one has. 
To increase one’s social capital requires active participation and exchange of benefits with other 
members of the network. 

Cheal (2005, p. 159) defined symbolic capital as the “capacity to construct beliefs about the world and 
make them seem real.” Thus, it can be argued that symbolic capital embodies the other three capitals. 
It can manifest as fame, prestige, or reputation and, at times, it can be portrayed through respect and 
trust associated with any of the three symbols. One’s social standing is determined by the amount of 
capital they accumulate over their lifetime. Thus, Bourdieu (1991) argued that people compete in 
various fields to gain different types of capital. This makes competition an inherent part of participating 
in each field. Bourdieu also argued that symbolic capital regulates the distribution and redistribution 
of capital in each field because those who possess different forms of capital are given the power to 
determine the rules of the game. Thus, according to Bourdieu (1991, p. 192), symbolic power exists 
“because the person who submits to it believes that it exists.” Bourdieu (1990b) argued that symbolic 
power reveals itself through symbolic violence. He argued that misrecognition is a principal component 
of symbolic violence in that symbolic power is enforced in unjustifiable ways through an agent’s 
complicity. The agents, according to Bourdieu (1990b), actively engage in their own subordination and 
violation because they construct such actions as normal. Thus, the inequitable distribution of 
resources, spaces, and positions in society is taken as normal by the marginalised, who have 
normalised their subordination. 

Habitus, according to Swartz (1997), is a result of one’s experiences and socialisation. One’s habitus 
shapes one’s actions so that the limitations and opportunities they got socialised into get maintained. 
Therefore, Bourdieu (1991) argued that people’s habitus allows them to accept economic and social 
inequality as normal due to internalising their socialisation. Nietzsche (1966) agreed with Bourdieu 
that in every field, people always act out of their self-interest. He posited that each individual action is 
driven by people’s vested interests in the game because they have a will to power. Based on Bourdieu 
and Nietzche’s arguments, it can be deduced that self-interest governs and regulates each individual 
action or lack of, the rules of the game, and the specific field in which the activity is performed, and 
each person’s place within the field’s hierarchy. 

Findings  

The student teachers’ reflective discussions of their engagement with the theatre-in-education 
performances for teaching CSE to visually impaired learners produced two major themes: sticking with 
what we know, and reimagining accommodative pedagogies. These themes reflect student teachers’ 
experiences and understandings of CSE in high school classrooms and their engagement in reimagining 
an inclusive CSE classroom for adolescent learners with visual impairments. The two themes are 
discussed below, using verbatim excerpts from the student teachers. 

Sticking With What We Know 

During the performances of teaching CSE to adolescent learners with visual impairment, the student 
teacher groups chose and enacted specific themes for their play. The five groups presented theatre-
in-education performances that aligned with what they knew in terms of how they had been taught 
CSE as adolescent learners and their personal comfort in dealing with CSE. These groups presented 
lessons on contraception, HIV and AIDS prevention, safe use of condoms, sexual consent, and sexual 
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desire and pleasure. The first group of seven women presented a lesson where a teacher taught about 
the use of contraceptive pills. The presentation made use of samples of different contraceptive pills 
and charts depicting the menstrual cycle and the learners discussed the pills and charts. When asked 
by the audience about their choice of props, G1S1 (Group 1, Student 1) said, 

This is how we were taught . . . we were given the samples to see and count the number 
of pills per pack . . . it is safer this way. 

Agreeing with the aspect of safety, G1S2 who acted as the teacher said, 

I felt comfortable teaching this way because there was nothing vulgar about my lesson 
and the props . . . it was pills and charts. 

Bringing a different angle of safety was G1S3 who pointed out that being a Muslim woman, there were 
certain things she could not comfortably engage students in regarding CSE. She highlighted the 
restrictions of her faith on women and what was permissible for women to do, 

 I am Muslim . . . it is against my religion for women to talk about certain aspects of 
sexuality. 

Another member of the group, G1S4, said that she could not talk to unmarried learners about 
contraception because they are expected to abstain until marriage. Her argument was that 
contraception should be used only within marriage to space families. This argument was supported by 
G1S5 and G1S6. The group focussed on their comfort levels in selecting a topic to teach and the props 
to use—without much emphasis on the lesson being inclusive of adolescent learners with visual 
impairment.  

The second group presented a lesson on the prevention of HIV and AIDS. This group had a mix of male 
and female student teachers. Their presentation focussed on the ABCs of preventing HIV infections 
using sample male and female condoms, information pamphlets, and audio clips of people living with 
HIV. The teacher in this presentation gave the learners the different types of condoms to touch and 
feel the packages. The third group was also mixed and presented a play on the safe use of condoms. 
The teacher used samples of male condoms and told the students how to open the condom pack and 
unroll it. The learners opened their condoms and unrolled them during the presentation. These two 
groups were asked by the audience why they chose the strategies they employed in their 
performances. G2S1 said, 

I think the audio clips were good to get students to understand that HIV is real and can 
affect anyone . . . also, those with visual impairment can hear the voices in the clip. 

G2S2 agreed with the use of audio, saying that it was inclusive of those with visual impairment, but 
also safe for the teacher because someone else was doing the talking. It seemed to be the general 
consensus among Group 2 members that getting someone else to teach about sensitive issues was 
safer for teachers who feel uncomfortable with certain CSE topics. When Group 3 members were asked 
why they did not include assistive devices to unroll the condoms onto, there was agreement among 
them that it would have been shameful to do so in class. Some of the male student teachers in Group 
3 argued that their culture was very strict on how men who have been to the traditional initiation 
school should behave. Some said, 
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I am a man and I am not comfortable talking to learners about male organs . . . they will 
not respect us if we do that. (G3S3) 

They should just know how to safely open the packet and unroll it . . . I do not think I can 
use a penis-like device for them to unroll it on . . . sjuuu. (G3S5) 

The general unease among the male student teachers regarding the idea of using a penis model to 
enable learners to unroll a condom properly portrayed their discomfort in talking about male sexuality 
to younger people, especially those who had not been to the traditional initiation school. Because of 
going through this cultural rite of passage into adulthood, the male student teachers felt they had 
limits to what they could comfortably say in their classrooms as part of respecting their newly acquired 
position of indoda [real man]. 

On the other hand, Group 4 presented a play in which two learners walk home together and the male 
tells the female that he loves her. Their next scene presented the male learner asking the female to 
show him that she truly loved him. This led to a scene in which the female told the male that even 
though she loved him, she was not ready for sex. The male learner told the female that it was over 
between them and left. Group 4 members argued that they had chosen this theme because adolescent 
learners are experimenting with sex and sexual consent. They argued that they wanted to highlight 
that when a girl agrees to be in a relationship with a boy, it does not count as consenting to having sex. 
When asked about their storyline, G4S2 said, 

We agreed in the group that we have seen this happening to us when growing up . . . we 
know it is still happening in schools. So, it would be good to use this drama to show boys 
and girls that agreeing to a relationship is not agreeing to have sex. 

Continuing the discussion, G4S3 said, 

We assumed that our learners would be having partial visual impairment, so they would 
see the dramatisation and hear the conversation between the boy and girl.  

The other Group 4 members agreed that they had chosen a theme they would be comfortable with 
portraying in a classroom setting. However, in their reflections, some of the group members said that 
they had never seen visually impaired learners pursuing boy-girl relationships. This argument was also 
taken up by the audience members who argued that they did not think visually impaired learners 
thought about their sexuality at all. Contradictory to this sentiment, other Group 4 members said, 

As far as I know, people with visual impairment . . . some of them are highly sexual . . . I 
mean, they just are hyper when it comes to sex . . . it is like they are compensating for lack 
of sight with it [giggles]. (G4S6) 

Yah . . . I think so too. People with any type of disability seem to compensate for that by 
being very active sexually [roaring laughter]. (G2S7) 

The student teachers’ discussions in this regard highlighted their beliefs regarding people with 
disabilities or visual impairments. Such constructions highlighted their socialisation and lived 
experiences in their communities in relation to the sexual lives of people with disabilities. 

The last group of student teachers, Group 5, performed a lesson on sexual desire and pleasure. Their 
performance aimed at portraying the importance of incorporating sexual desire and pleasure into safer 
sex practices. They presented a teacher in a classroom asking learners about the use of condoms during 
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sex, or lack thereof. The learners argued that condoms were disruptive to the rhythm of sex and thus 
were usually not used. The teacher then talked about including condoms during foreplay and making 
them part of the game of sex. While the teacher tried to remain composed during the presentation, 
the learners and the audience seemed uncomfortable, with lots of giggling and hushed remarks about 
the lesson. When asked about their choice of theme, Group 5 members argued thus: 

We decided to teach about this topic because we think it is important in safer sex . . . if sex 
is safe then it can be enjoyable [giggling]. (G5S2) 

We know that the teenagers in schools are having sex, and it is not protected. . . but . . . 
uhm . . . we want them to . . . if they cannot abstain, they should use condoms. They should 
know that condoms do not disrupt sex, but make it safer and fun [uncomfortable laughter]. 
(G5S1) 

I think it is better to teach them . . . I think associating the use of condoms with sexual 
pleasure can help the learners to be safe from pregnancy and STIs . . . but . . . yah . . . it is 
not easy to talk to amakhwenkwe [boys, uncircumcised] about the fun of sex. (G5S4)  

Our group thinks this is an important theme and the teacher in our play catered for all 
learners by talking to the class about how to include condoms in foreplay . . . so . . . yah. 
(G5S3) 

The presentation by Group 5 elicited uproarious laughter from the audience and the group members 
who were acting as learners. It was visible that the teacher was trying her best to remain composed 
during the presentation and not give in to laughter. The discomfort portrayed by all the student 
teachers during this presentation was testament to the taboo nature of sex talk, especially talking 
about sexual desire and pleasure across generations.  

When all groups had presented their plays, I asked the whole class whether any of the groups had 
portrayed a situation that was inclusive of visually impaired adolescents. Some student teachers 
argued that using a lecture method was suitable for the learners because they could hear the teacher’s 
voice. However, some of the student teachers commented that all presentations had depicted what 
they were comfortable with, not what was suitable for visually impaired adolescents. This became a 
teachable moment during the lecture where the student teachers were able to acknowledge their 
discomfort with teaching CSE in classrooms in general and to visually impaired learners in particular. 
Our discussions are presented in the next theme. 

Reimagining Accommodative Pedagogies 

The student teachers were asked why they had not used the penis model that was available in the 
prop box for the lessons on male condom use. They argued that the model was too explicit, and they 
did not think they would be able to use it in their own classrooms. Despite this, the student teachers 
acknowledged that their lessons could have been more inclusive and informative with the use of 
models as teaching aids:  

I think our group decided not to use the models because we felt shy . . . I mean . . . just 
imagine the learners in class holding those things and . . . yah. (G1S7) 

It would be like teaching porn in class . . . sjoo . . . that would be too much for us . . . we 
were not taught like that when we were in high school. (G5S6) 
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But I am sure that using the models would have assisted the other learners to understand 
what a penis . . . I mean an erect penis feels like [uncomfortable laughter] . . . but sjoo. 
(G2S7) 

Yes mam! The learners would understand better, especially the ones with impairment . . . 
you know . . . with touching the models and putting the condoms on them. (G3S5) 

The student teachers were then asked to reflect on the theatre-in-education prompt and whether their 
portrayals had responded to it. All the groups agreed that they had focussed much attention on their 
discomfort of teaching CSE and had forgotten about their target audience. The student teachers 
acknowledged that what had happened during their theatre-in-education performances was likely to 
happen in regular classrooms because of teachers’ discomfort with CSE and resorting to what came 
easy to them:  

We completely forgot that we were to present a CSE lesson accommodative of learners 
with visual impairment. (G2S6) 

Imagine! This probably happens in regular classrooms and such learners are forgotten. 
The teachers just focus on presenting comfortable lessons without thinking about the 
diversity of learners in their classrooms. (G3S7) 

I would feel really bad if I had been a visually impaired learner in such classrooms . . . 
imagine how learners feel daily when they are not included! (G2S1) 

Sometimes we take things for granted . . . we were not aware that we had literally 
forgotten about the target group for the lessons . . . this really got me thinking. (G1S6) 

Wow! This has been an eye-opener for me . . . I mean! We sometimes forget that there are 
people with special needs that need us to consider their well-being and inclusion. These 
plays have shown me that there is more to teaching than just delivering the content. 
(G4S5)  

When Mam does the demonstrations and asks us to use the models during her lectures, it 
makes the lesson real! I think we need more practice in using teaching aids that help 
accommodate all learners. (G5S7) 

For me . . . I think this drama is also good for teaching such sensitive subjects . . . you see, 
the learners . . . they experience the reality of what could happen . . . it becomes real, like 
. . . they touch these models, they talk and express their views. (G1S7) 

These discussions highlight the student teachers’ reflections on how they had resorted to their comfort 
zones, despite the clarity of the prompt for their presentations. They also highlight the student 
teachers’ rethinking of their approach to teaching CSE in their classrooms towards more inclusive 
pedagogies.  

Discussion 

The findings of the study show that the student teachers are uncomfortable with teaching CSE. They 
highlighted several issues that impacted their vulnerability, including their religion and culture. This is 
in line with what has been argued by Bhana et al. (2019) that religious and cultural beliefs in 
communities construct sexuality as a taboo subject thus making it difficult for the effective 
implementation of CSE in schools by teachers. The male student teachers’ socialisation through the 
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traditional initiation school meant that they were considered adults and could not talk about sex across 
generations (see also Baxen, 2010; Khau, 2012). It has been argued by scholars across the globe that 
teachers face challenges regarding the teaching of CSE due to the constructions of sexuality within 
their communities (Baxen, 2010; Epstein et al., 2003; Khau, 2012; Mitchell et al., 2004; Paechter, 2004).  

The prompt for the theatre-in-education performances was general enough to allow the student 
teacher groups to decide on a theme of their choice. The necessary assistive devices for use in a CSE 
classroom for adolescents with visual impairments were provided, but the student teachers did not 
use them due to their discomfort in using such teaching aids. While this happened in an enacted 
classroom performance, it portrayed the possibilities of what could happen in reality in CSE classrooms. 
The fact that the student teachers focussed on how they had been taught and what they were 
comfortable with, instead of on their audience, aligns with Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, which 
shapes people’s future actions. The student teachers were socialised into heteropatriarchal 
communities that construct human sexuality as a shameful and taboo subject (Parikh, 2005). Although 
creating challenges for the effective delivery of CSE in the classroom, this socialisation is maintained 
because the student teachers have vested interest in it. They stand to gain respect by upholding the 
respectful and good adulthood norms in their communities by not leading learners astray through sex-
talk (Epstein et al., 2003; Francis & De Palma, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2004).  

Teachers have a vested interest in playing in the field of good manhood and womanhood in their 
communities and thus do not use the different types of capital they have to teach CSE effectively in 
their classrooms (Khau, 2012). The student teachers in this study exemplified this by privileging the 
scripts of good womanhood and manhood at the expense of good teacher-hood (Baxen, 2010; Khau, 
2012). Although they could have employed any of the available props to teach CSE to adolescents with 
visual impairments, they privileged their socialisation that constructs young people as sexually 
innocent and in need of protection (Mitchell et al., 2004) from sexually explicit sex talk and teaching 
aids. 

Even though CSE is grounded in a human rights-based approach (Kirby, 2008), its delivery in many 
schools globally does not cater to the rights of learners with disabilities in general, and learners with 
visual impairment, in particular. Teachers in schools, and the student teachers in this study, were 
socialised in an ableist world that constructs people with disabilities as abnormal (Human Rights 
Watch, 2015), thus positioning them as the other in society and classrooms. The othering of those 
living with disabilities leads to their neglect and discrimination—as attested to by the student teachers’ 
unintentional sidelining of learners with visual impairments in their theatre-in-education 
performances. The discrimination meted against people with disabilities is exacerbated in CSE 
classrooms where adolescents with disabilities are constructed as children needing protection, or as 
people with asexual or hyper-sexed bodies who do not need CSE (Howell et al., 2006). Due to the 
construction of disabled bodies as abnormal, they are placed on the periphery of society in many 
avenues, despite the ratification of laws against the discrimination of people with disabilities (Human 
Rights Watch, 2015). 

Conclusion  

In this article I explored student teachers’ understandings and perceptions of teaching CSE to 
adolescents with visual impairments, using drama pedagogy. The purpose of using drama pedagogy 
was to enable the student teachers to unleash their agency in selecting a theme, deciding on how to 
perform, and transforming their own thinking regarding the teaching of CSE to learners with visual 
impairments. The student teachers chose, created, and performed different thematic plays on 
sexuality education. Their performances showed the student teachers’ understandings of the content 
of CSE and their perceptions of how to deliver such content in their classrooms in general, and to 
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learners with visual impairment, in particular. While the prompt for the theatre-in-education 
performances was open, the student teachers chose themes and portrayals with which they were 
comfortable. Their cultural and religious socialisations overpowered their training as inclusive 
teachers. 

Despite CSE’s effectiveness in curbing early sexual debut, unwanted pregnancies, and STIs, it is not 
generally perceived in a positive light by all stakeholders, especially government and religious leaders 
who believe that it encourages promiscuity and a laissez-faire attitude to sexuality (Lesko, 2010; 
Jakobsen & Pellegrini, 2008). Teachers socialised in communities that pathologise sex and sexuality 
privilege their own comfort when teaching CSE. This makes the offering of CSE by such teachers 
problematic in schools for all learners—but more so for learners with disabilities. When teachers are 
afraid of teaching CSE under normal conditions, it becomes even more challenging for them to offer 
the subject in an inclusive classroom setting. This creates a multiplicity of disadvantages for learners 
with disabilities, who are constructed as asexual or hyper-sexual, if they are not accommodated in the 
teaching CSE. They become vulnerable to STIs including HIV and AIDS, sexual abuse, and unwanted 
pregnancies. Adolescents with disabilities cannot remain the forgotten group. Their right to 
comprehensive sexuality education is necessary now, so that they can contribute to the sustainable 
development of their countries. 

This study has highlighted the need for concerted efforts in teacher education institutions to 
emphasise inclusive and creative pedagogies in teaching all subjects, and more so in teaching CSE. Such 
a rethinking of pedagogies would enable all learners and students to enjoy healthy and pleasurable 
sexual lives and reduced incidences of sexual violence within relationships. Effectively implemented 
CSE can assist nations in achieving gender equality as a cornerstone in achieving the different 
Sustainable Development Goals. 
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Abstract 

This paper aimed at establishing the treatment of gender-nonconforming learners in 
Namibian schools. The provision of education in Namibia is based on the principles of non-
discrimination and equal access to quality education for all as stipulated in the Namibian 
constitution. Even though there is growing evidence on the mistreatment of gender-
nonconforming learners in schools world wide, there is a paucity of literature on the 
treatment of gender-nonconforming learners in the Namibian education context. This paper 
employed a case study design as a transformative research method informed by the social 
identity perspective. One hundred and eighty-two teachers were randomly sampled into the 
study, and one deputy Director of Special Programs and Schools, one deputy Director of 
Diagnostic, Assessment and Training Services, one regional school counsellor and one 
inclusive education officer at the National Institute for Educational Development were 
purposively sampled. The findings revealed that societal, religious, and cultural beliefs in 
schools were determinants of how gender-nonconforming learners were treated in some 
schools. A supplementary framework for the implementation of inclusive education policy 
(SFIIEP) was developed from the findings of this study. It is recommended that the Ministry 
of Education, Arts and Culture align the SFIIEP to the inclusive education policy 
implementation to enable open discussion of sex education topics during life skills lessons, 
creation of supportive learning environments, and establishment of anti-bullying policies with 
specific measures on curbing homophobic bullying as well as strengthening the psychological 
support to learners.  
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Introduction and Background to the Problem of the Study  

This paper reports on a section of a doctoral study undertaken within the department of educational 
studies, at University of the Western Cape (Haitembu, 2021), which explored the Namibian inclusive 
education (IE) policy's responses to gender-nonconforming learners. IE is a worldwide ideology that 
advocated for education systems to respond positively to the educational needs of all learners. IE also 
focuses on the realisation of human rights in school settings. It recognises that all children, whether 
living with or without disabilities, face challenges in schools. Therefore, these challenges should be 
addressed if children are to learn in schools (United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation [UNESCO], 2009). IE in the Namibian context assumes the social model and rights 
discourse of inclusion (Ministry of Education [MoE], 2014) hence, the policy statement of the Namibian 
IE policy calls for the provision of support to all learners. 

Education is seen as an important tool to foster principles of equality and socialism (Booth & Ainscow, 
1998). Moreover, education is believed to empower children with necessary life skills that will enable 
them to function in a changing world (UNESCO, 1960). Thus, learning is believed to help the youth to 
acquire values, attitudes, and behaviours they will need to live together in a world of diversity and 
pluralism (UNESCO, 1960). Educators should not underestimate the role of education on individuals' 
mental liberation and functionality in an industrialised society. Moreover, the need for the provision 
of educational opportunities for all learners should not be overlooked.   

Schoolchildren face different challenges in their school journeys When these challenges are not 
addressed, they could prevent the children from reaching their full potential in terms of the academic, 
emotional, and social (UNESCO, 2009). In that regard, IE serves as a guide for responding to diversity 
within educational settings at all levels (MoE, 2014; UNESCO, 2009). Consequently, it follows that 
inclusion and recognition of diversity should be the basis for all educational practices in schools. 
However, research (e.g., Collier et al., 2013; Evans & Chapman, 2014; Msibi, 2012) has shown that 
globally, gender-nonconforming learners face challenges such as discrimination, and experience 
homophobic bullying in schools. Similarly, the few studies that could be located on gender-
nonconformity in Namibian schools (i.e., Brown, 2016, 2017; Francis et al., 2017) revealed that gender 
nonconforming learners face homonegative victimisation.  

Due to the conspicuous lack of studies on the treatment of gender-nonconforming learners in 
Namibian schools, these learners are invisible in research. Hence, this study was aimed at answering 
the research question: “How do teachers and other learners treat gender-nonconforming learners in 
Namibian schools?”  

Treatment of Gender-Nonconforming Learners in Schools and the Effects 
Thereof 

Schools are places where children discover their potential. Further, the introduction of inclusion in 
education aims for learners to be valued, respected, and accorded chances to be who they are (MoE, 
2014; UNESCO, 2009). Therefore, the schools are expected to function as units of social acceptance for 
all, to be inclusive in all areas, and to accommodate diversity. Thus, it follows that educational policies 
should aim to protect learners from feeling threatened in schools in order to benefit from the 
education being provided. Even though schools are expected to promote inclusion for all, research 
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(e.g., Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Brown, 2016; Naidoo & Mabaso, 2014) has documented evidence of 
mistreatment of gender-nonconforming learners in schools.  

Several issues could cause bullying and homophobic treatment of learners in schools. Some authors 
(e.g., Bilodeau & Renn, 2005) have documented that cultural and religious beliefs toward gender 
nonconformity led to gender-nonconforming learners being discriminated against and mistreated in 
schools. Similarly, Naidoo and Mabaso (2014) discovered that many South African young people 
repressed their sexual orientation due to sociocultural issues and religious principles. Research (e.g., 
Butler & Astbury 2004; Taylor et al., 2012) further maintained that the fear of rejection by parents and 
teachers had caused gender-nonconforming learners to suffer homophobic attacks in silence.  

Literature (e.g., Ntlama, 2014; Oloka-Onyango, 2015) has indicated that sexual orientation in African 
culture is regarded and accepted to be a romantic attraction between a man and a woman. Other 
forms of sexual orientation are regarded as a deviation from the norm hence, they are frowned upon 
and are not accepted. Lorway (2006) claimed that some Africans have deemed gender-nonconformity 
unAfrican and an unwelcome Western practice. Thus, society labels individuals who do not conform 
to the heteronormative binary of gender as socially unfit and treat them as outcasts.  Research has 
also indicated that the media provides evidence of political influence on homophobia (Arndt & de 
Bruin, 2006). For instance, the media (e.g., Karimi and Thompson, 2014; Muraranganda, 2016) has 
borne several incidents of gender-nonconformity bashing by some influential African leaders (i.e., Sam 
Nujoma, Namibia and late Robert Mugambe, Zimbabwe). In Namibia, the Roman-Dutch laws left 
behind by the apartheid era (Haskins, 2014), and which criminalise sodomy are functioning as the basis 
for law responses to gender-nonconformity. However, even though sodomy is criminalised under the 
said law, this law is not enforced in the country. The government refused to amend the law on grounds 
that the Namibian constitution does not allow any person to be prosecuted on basis of sexual 
orientation (United Nations Human Rights Council, 2011). The influence of these laws, coupled with 
culture, Christianity, and a strong political influence has led to gender-nonconformity not being openly 
discussed in the Namibian community.  

Literature shows that regardless of in which country gender-nonconforming learners are, they face 
similar social consequences for transgressing gender norms (Downie, 2014; Taylor et al., 2012). 
Bronfenbrenner (1994) maintained that a child's interactions and engagements with a given 
environment over a period of time determine their learning and emotional development. These 
interactions also determine children’s exploration of their world, their ability to understand it, as well 
as their ability to identify their place in the world. Schools are miniature versions of the society in which 
they live; hence, they can reflect the large society’s sentiments and values toward gender non-
conformity regardless of broader educational values and policy statements on diversity and inclusion. 
Consequently, teachers and other learners could mistreat learners who are not conforming to the 
gender norms expected by society.  

Msibi (2012) discovered that malicious forms of violence and bullying, as well as an unresponsive 
education system, made some South African schools unsafe places for gender-nonconforming 
learners. A study by Brikkels (2014) affirmed Msibi’s (2012) findings by discovering that gender non-
conforming learners in South African schools were ignored and excluded from group discussions by 
heterosexual learners. Further, Hillard et al. (2014) indicated that teachers and other learners often 
made jokes and expressions with undertones of homophobia without recognising that these jokes are 
a form of bullying. Msibi (2012) further asserted that gender nonconforming learners continually 
experience verbal abuse such as derogatory name-calling. This includes demeaning language used in 
everyday situations in schools such as "that is gay" for "that is stupid" (Taylor et al., 2012). Given the 
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above sentiments, it follows that gender-nonconforming learners do face mistreatment in schools, 
which could affect them in different ways including their psychological well-being. 

Homophobic bullying is a form of violence that affects all people involved—just like any other kind of 
bullying. For instance, Butler and Astbury (2004) and Taylor et al. (2012) maintained that heterosexual 
learners who had gender-nonconforming friends and family members, and those considered to exhibit 
gay characteristics, were teased in schools. Individuals who experience homophobia are discovered to 
suffer from long-term implications that include failure to adjust to family, school, and other social 
settings (Bowers et al., 2005). Research (e.g., Almeida et al., 2009; Collier et al., 2013; Van Ingen & 
Phala, 2014) has asserted that some learners have suffered from psychological problems such as 
depression, suicide, and traumatic stress due to negative and violent experiences in schools coupled 
with the passiveness of education systems to respond to homophobic bullying. Further, Butler and 
Astbury (2004) discovered that learners in South African schools had suffered from low self-esteem 
and self-hate due to homophobic bullying. Several authors such as Brown (2016, 2017), Francis et al. 
(2017) and Hillard et al. (2014) maintained that discrimination and bullying in schools had led to some 
gender-nonconforming learners leaving school before they completed Grade 12. Moreover, Blaauw 
(2012) discovered that homonegative victimisation in schools had caused some gender-
nonconforming learners to turn to alcohol, drugs, and prostitution. Therefore, research evidence 
shows that the impact of violence on learners from sexual minority groups cuts across all domains: 
psychology, social, and education. Moreover, research evidence shows that homophobic violence 
harms all learners regardless of their sexual orientation. Hence, there is a need to realise that the 
stigma associated with gender-nonconformity endangers the social and emotional well-being of all 
learners. As DePaul and Dam (2009) pointed out, awareness of sexual orientation issues in school 
would not only benefit gender-nonconforming learners but all learners.  

Theoretical Framework  

A social identity perspective (SIP) was derived from Tajfel’s social identity theory of 1979, Stryker’s 
(1977) identity theory, and Spivak’s (1985) concept of othering to explore the treatment of the gender-
nonconforming learners in Namibian schools. Burke and Stets (2009) argued that when a researcher 
uses identity theory and social identity theory side by side in a study, these theories complement each 
other and bring out important principles of each theory. Moreover, research has proven that a 
perspective from the point of othering, social identity, and identity theory is applicable in studying 
social issues across various fields of study. For instance, Rogers et al. (2015) investigated the 
relationship between racial and gender identity among Black male teenagers using an identity 
perspective. Tomori et al. (2016) used the notion of identity to study perceptions on identity formation, 
identity practices, and identity transitions as well as implications of these identities on HIV prevention 
among homosexual males. Similarly, the use of the othering concept in research to address different 
social issues including race, gender, and sexual orientation has yielded empirical evidence for social 
change. For instance, scholars such as Crenshaw (1989, 1991) have used the concept of othering to 
explore race and gender dimensions of violence against women of colour. Further, Elsrud (2008) and 
Tanyas (2016), building on the othering concept, discovered how immigrants in Sweden and Turkey, 
respectively, were accorded negative cultural and ethnic positions as opposed to natives of those 
countries. Moreover, Armstrong et al. (2011) recognised that the use of SIP questions the ability of the 
inclusive process for a truly transformative approach to educational change at both the school and the 
whole education system levels. Hence, the conception of the SIP as a theoretical lens derived from the 
three components was deemed appropriate to explore how gender-nonconforming learners are 
treated in Namibian schools.   

Social identity theory assumes that every individual requires a favourable self-identity. A positive 
status in the group to which the individual belongs is crucial to provide a favourable identity for the 
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individual (Tajfel, 1979). This theory further assumes that the classification of people into groups of 
"us" and "them" is an important feature of individuals as they attempt to make sense of their social 
world (Tajfel, 1979). Similarly, identity theory theorises that identities are a set of meanings that 
individuals hold for themselves as members of a social group (Burke, 2004; Stryker, 1977). Identity 
theory further posits that the individual continually seeks to confirm self-views and will aim to maintain 
the situations and relationships that lead to self-verification. Self-verification is crucial in providing an 
emotional anchor that helps the individual to cope with unfavourable life events (Burke & Stets, 2009). 
On the other hand, the othering concept by Spivak (1985) refers to when individuals name and mark 
people who they deem different from themselves. Research (see e.g., Brons, 2015; Canales, 2000; 
Dervin, 2012; Powell & Menendian, 2016) has maintained that people construct sameness and 
differences as well as affirm their identities through othering. Hence, deviation from the society’s 
expectations and norms is considered to be the other of a law-abiding society (Zevallos, 2011). Thus, 
people who are considered different belong to the out-group which is separate from the in-group 
henceforth classified as impure, not normal, and not worthy as human beings.   

The SIP’s assumptions mentioned above are crucial to the realisation of social justice for gender-
nonconforming learners in the Namibian context. The use of the SIP in social justice and inclusion 
research is important because the components of SIP highlight the need for favourable self-identity 
and the effects of such identification on the self-concept and self-esteem of an individual (Burke, 2004; 
Dervin, 2012; Hogg, 2001; Tajfel, 1979). The applicability of the SIP to several social issues and 
environments including schools further demonstrates its uniqueness in studying different issues. Some 
authors (e.g., Brikkels, 2014; Msibi, 2012) have claimed that gender non-conforming learners are 
treated in a harmful manner by fellow learners and teachers in schools. In some cases, learners’ 
differences are not recognised and this leads to negative othering and labelling of learners for being 
different from the norm (Borrero et al., 2012). Stereotyping of people who are deemed different is 
said to deepen the separation between the individual and those deemed different. This separation 
leads to exclusion of the other because the self lacks understanding of the other’s world (Canales, 
2000). Hence, there is a need for individuals to perceive differences between the self and the other in 
a positive manner. In that regard, the SIP is useful to raise awareness among educators about the 
emotional effects of othering in schools for better inclusion practices. This perspective has also helped 
to highlight the importance of belonging to a social group in the development of an individual’s self-
concept and self-esteem.  

The SIP focuses on the worldviews of the transformative paradigm assumptions, which are crucial for 
providing a methodological framework to this study. This perspective responds to the transformative 
methods paradigm's assumptions that individuals’ views of realities are socially constructed (Creswell 
& Plano Clark, 2017; Mertens, 2012). The SIP responds to the transformative paradigm by 
acknowledging that culture and society influence the individual's beliefs of what is normal and what is 
not (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). It further responds to the ontological assumptions of the transformative 
paradigm by trying to determine which reality can bring an understanding of gender nonconformity 
and challenge the status quo for social justice (Merriam, 2009). Hence, the SIP fits the methodological 
transformative stance that this study took to address the research question: “How do teachers and 
other learners treat gender-nonconforming learners in Namibian schools?” 

It is against the aforementioned that the underlying principles of the SIP are deemed necessary in 
achieving the transformation of school communities regarding gender non-conformity. Hence, the SIP 
led to discovering how gender-nonconforming learners are being treated in Namibian schools. It 
further led to the development of the supplementary framework for the implementation of the IE 
policy in Namibian schools.  
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Methodology 

The research question and problem of this study were addressed through a transformative method 
paradigm. A transformative method paradigm is based on assumptions that knowledge is not neutral 
but is influenced by our interests and reflects the power as well as relations in the societies people 
construct (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). Moreover, Mertens (2012) emphasised that a transformative 
paradigm is beneficial to a social justice study because it uses methods that require discussions with 
communities such as interviews. Further, the merit of this paradigm is that it encompasses the 
assumptions of the SIP that informs the current study given that this theory aims at social emancipation 
and change through participatory research (Burke, 2004; Spivak, 1985; Stryker, 1977; Tajfel, 1979).  

The assumptions of the transformative paradigm that realities are constructed by social, race, gender, 
cultural, political, and economic values as well as beliefs (i.e., Mertens, 2012; Taylor et al., 2012) made 
this paradigm suitable for this study. The aim of the research was not merely to discover data but 
should lead to social change and transformation, as Mertens (2012) pointed out. Hence, the 
transformative paradigm was deemed the most relevant to determine the treatment of gender-
nonconforming learners in Namibian schools and lead to better inclusion practices.  

The population of this study comprised of the schoolteachers in the Erongo Region, Namibia, the 
deputy Director of Special Programs and Schools (SPS), the deputy Director of Diagnostic, Assessment 
and Training Services (DATs), the regional school counsellor, and the inclusive education officer at the 
National Institute for Educational Development (NIED). A purposive criterion sampling procedure was 
found to be relevant for the sampling of the education officers and deputy directors because they all 
met the same criteria (Mertens, 2012) of being the policymakers and responsible for the monitoring 
of the IE policy implementation. Hence, two regional school counsellors, one deputy director for SPS, 
one deputy director for DATs and one IE officer at the NIED were purposively sampled in the study 
sample. Moreover, 182 teachers of Grades 8–12 were randomly sampled into the sample on criterion 
that the majority of the learners in Grades 8–12 are more mature and at the stage where they are 
embracing their sexuality than in lower graders. Hence, these teachers were in a position to give 
relevant information regarding the treatment of learners who do not conform to gender norms in 
terms of walking, speaking, dressing, and so forth. The deputy directors and the education officer are 
referred to as education officers (EOs) for reporting purposes.  

The data were collected through a questionnaire with open-ended questions answered by the teachers 
and a face-to-face interview contacted with the EOs. The use of both instruments enabled the 
collection of data that presented depth and breadth understanding of the research problem (Newby, 
2010). The data were analysed as per Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2017) advice by carefully reading the 
data on the questionnaires and listening to audio-recorded data from which necessary memos were 
made, and data were organised thematically to arrive at emerging patterns and themes. Cohen et al. 
(2018) wrote that the researcher could benefit from the organisation of the qualitative data into 
themes during analysis. The organisation of the data in this study into themes yielded one theme: 
Treatment of gender-nonconforming learners in Namibian schools and the effects thereof. The data 
are discussed with relevant quotes from the teachers and EOs and relevant literature is cited to support 
the findings of the current study. 

Ethical clearance was obtained from University of the Western Cape and further permission to conduct 
the study was sought from the Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture (MoEAC), Namibia. Several 
authors (e.g., Cohen, et al., 2018; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; Gay & Mills, 2016; Newby, 2010) have 
warned against harming research participants in any way. Hence, due to the nature of the topic, 
psychological assistance for the teachers and EOs was arranged with the Ministry of Health and Social 
Services. Voluntary participation was ensured, the responsibilities of the teachers and EOs, as well as 
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the purpose of the research, were explained through an information sheet. Further, the teachers and 
EOs were informed that their identities would remain anonymous and their views treated with 
confidentiality. Hence, their names or any form of identity will not appear anywhere during the time 
of reporting or publishing the results of the study. The recorded interviews and questionnaires are 
kept in a lockable drawer until they are destroyed at a later stage. Moreover, the teachers' and EOs' 
consent was sought in the form of a signed consent form before they took part in the study. 

Results 

The EOs and teachers had similar perspectives concerning the treatment of gender-nonconforming 
learners in Namibian schools. Some EOs and teachers indicated that gender-nonconforming learners 
are treated equally in schools, and others indicated that these learners are being bullied due to their 
sexual orientation. Further, some of the EOs and teachers, in line with the findings by Brikkels (2014), 
indicated that gender-nonconforming learners are simply ignored by other learners as long as they are 
not seen as intimidating by the heterosexual learners. The following quotes demonstrate the EOs’ and 
teachers’ views on the treatment of gender-nonconforming learners. 

EO A: Some of the learners who are not conforming to gender norms are treated equally 
and some are not. So, some of them are bullied and ignored. The measures that the MoEAC 
advocated for on how to implement policies such as orphans and vulnerable children policy 
and IE policy seems to be working but one cannot say they are working for all since violence 
at schools continues. 

EO B: The gender-nonconforming learners are not discriminated against in schools. Other 
learners do respect gender-nonconforming learners if they are not intimidating other 
learners who are heterosexuals. The school environments are supportive for all learners. 
However, the teachers are not trained on this policy, only primary school principals and 
some teachers are trained and they were only introduced to the content in the policy, but 
these school management members are not the ones that deal with learners. So if we have 
to ensure that these learners are treated unconditionally, we need to capacitate everyone 
at school.  

EO D: These learners are not open but they are in schools and just ignored, they are not 
prevented from attending school. Yes, they are there in schools but people do not want to 
acknowledge these children. They ignore them, yes they get bullied, but others do not 
exclude them from activities in schools but they do not engage them either. Homosexuality 
is not illegal but sodomy is illegal in Namibia but then by effect, that makes homosexuality 
illegal hence people are not comfortable with the issue. The general feeling is, "Do not 
mess with us, we will not mess with you." 

Teacher A: Everyone deserves to be treated equally but in some cases, these learners are 
bullied. Learners need guidance but not judgment so schools should have laws in place to 
protect these children. 

Teacher Z: No bullying is tolerated at school. Unfortunately, we do not always know what 
happens among learners as not all learners open up about negative experiences. We often 
do not know how learners do it amongst each other and whether they are open about it. 

Teacher X: People need more awareness on same-sex education. This topic is not spoken 
of in schools; as teachers, we do see the learners and they are treated equally but some of 
them are not liked by peers and are discriminated against. This issue could be handled 
better in schools than what is happening now if teachers are well equipped with the know-
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how at any level in the school setup. This school will help lesbians and gays to boost their 
confidence and feel accepted in society. 

The teachers who participated in this study also felt that the schools are honouring the Namibian 
constitution’s call for equal treatment of all Namibians hence, gender non-conforming learners are 
treated fairly like all other learners. The following quotes demonstrate these teachers’ views: 

Teacher C: Gender-nonconforming learners are not treated differently from other learners 
and they are accepted by the school community. These learners should be encouraged to 
be free about their sexuality. They are living in a democratic country so they have rights 
just like they have rights to speech, education and movement. 

Teacher E: The school as a community institution is functioning as per the constitution, 
which is the supreme law. The constitution protects the rights of each individual and the 
right for every child to education. So these children are protected and they are treated just 
like all other children in school. They are not discriminated against and learners that tease 
others are dealt with accordingly. 

Literature (e.g., Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Spivak, 1985; Tajfel, 1979) supports these findings given that 
the teachers and EOs indicated that societal, cultural, and religious beliefs influence how gender-
nonconforming learners are treated in schools:  

EO A: Schools are a part of the community; learners and teachers are influenced by the 
bigger society. The country's set-up against gender-nonconformity also influences how 
gender-nonconforming learners are treated in schools. Learners are imitating what 
parents are doing in the community so they are treating others who do not conform to 
gender norms as they see parents doing outside there.  

EO B: Gender-nonconforming learners are well accepted by girls but boys tend to hesitate 
to include other boys that are regarded as gay and call them names instead. The culture 
and religion of parents are having a big impact on how children treat each other. When 
parents refuse to accept their children’s sexual orientation and treat them badly this 
escalates into the school community. 

EO D: Gender-nonconforming learners are not excluded but they are also not engaged on 
the topic due to culture. Different communities are responding differently toward gender-
nonconformity, for example, schools in urban are fine but in villages, it is worse. People in 
the villages do not understand this issue and they do not talk about it. You have to hide 
your sexual identity if you are gay but in town is not a big issue to be gay.  

Teacher G: This is a rural area; here, the liberty of gender-nonconforming people’s rights 
is overpowered by religion, culture, and tradition. 

Discussion 

Treatment of Gender-Nonconforming Learners in Namibian Schools and the Effects Thereof 

Several researchers (e.g., MacNeil, et al., 2009; MoE, 2014; Reynolds et al., 2017; Zander, 2011) have 
established a link between a school environment and learners' academic performance. The 
relationships in a social setting play a crucial role because they form part of learners' social identities 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The current findings show that, in some cases, Namibian schools do ensure a 
safe environment. The provision of safe environments in schools becomes a necessity to encourage 
positive social identity for learners to remain in school and complete their education. Moreover, the 
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Namibian constitution calls for respect of diversity and provision of access to education for all (Republic 
of Namibia, 1990). Hence, the results of this study demonstrate that some Namibian schools are 
honouring the Namibian constitution’s mandate that all persons have the right to education and to be 
respected. 

The EOs and teachers shared the view that some Namibian schools promote acceptance of sexual 
diversity. These findings are in line with a study by Brikkels (2014) that discovered that some societies 
are moving toward gender-nonconformity acceptance, which promotes support for gender-
nonconforming learners in schools. Within the SIP framework, inclusion aims to promote recognition 
and respect of differences as well as encourage positive categorisation for individuals to form positive 
self-identities. A positive self-identity is believed to affect the emotions of an individual and determine 
how others will react to the individual (Collins, 2000; Hall, 1997; Hogg, 2001; Spivak, 1985). In that 
regard, the SIP maintains that self-verification is crucial because it provides an emotional anchor that 
helps the individual to deal positively with unfavourable life events (Burke & Stets, 2009). Based on 
these arguments, the current findings demonstrate that some gender-nonconforming learners in 
Namibian schools are provided with chances to positively self-identify, which could lead to the 
development of positive self-esteem in these learners and help them to perform better academically.   

The findings of this study also confirmed the findings by Downie (2014) and Taylor et al. (2012) that 
gender-nonconforming learners were treated differently in some schools. The current findings 
revealed that gender non-conforming learners are not treated equally at all times even though there 
is acceptance of gender-nonconforming learners in some schools. Literature has highlighted the 
devastating effects of mistreatment of gender-nonconforming learners on all learners (Bowers et al., 
2005). Moreover, the SIP maintains that the way an individual is perceived by others will influence 
their feelings of self-esteem (Tajfel, 1979). Based on the findings of this study, it could be inferred that 
not all Namibian schools are functioning as social entities that promote equal treatment and 
acceptance of differences to curb the long-term effects of homophobia highlighted in this study and 
to promote self-esteem in learners.  

The EOs and teachers had similar views that the treatment of gender-nonconforming learners in 
schools is influenced by the school settings, culture, and religious beliefs. The schools located in the 
suburb and towns were more accepting of sexual diversity compared to village-located schools. 
Authors such as Castells (2004) and Burke (2004) wrote that our positions within the social structures 
on which identities are tied are defined by culture hence, identity construction is based on the cultural 
and social perspectives. The SIP and transformative paradigm used in this study are based on 
assumptions that individuals deal with issues from their own socially constructed views of reality 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; Mertens, 2012). Culture and society shape people’s views of reality thus 
influencing their beliefs of what is normal and not (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). Therefore, it can be 
deduced from the current findings that there is more cultural influence in schools located in the villages 
than in the schools in towns. This could be the result of exposure to different sources of information 
to people residing in towns and the diverse culture found amongst the township populations. 
Therefore, it is inferred from this study's findings that the cultural, religious, and societal expectations 
of the large society influence how gender-nonconforming learners are treated in schools. The SIP 
assumes that differences in socially expected norms could lead to either negative or positive reactions 
among people. Moreover, Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) and Merriam (2009) stated that a 
transformative research design is a procedure to collect and analyse data to bring about social justice 
and social changes. In that regard, the findings of this study necessitated the establishment of 
strategies to raise awareness about the emotional effects of othering in schools as well as the 
realisation of full inclusion in Namibian schools.  
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Blaauw (2012) and Cianciotto and Cahill (2003) pointed out that by ignoring the issue of gender 
nonconformity in schools, educators are contributing to the disastrous effects of homophobic 
harassment regardless of the fact that they may be trying to create a safe environment for all learners. 
Similarly, the current findings indicate that in some cases, teachers were not aware of homophobia 
among learners because learners do not report incidents of homophobic harassment. Literature (e.g., 
Taylor et al., 2012) supports these findings given that it indicates that fear of rejection by parents and 
teachers has caused learners to suffer homophobic attacks in silence. The current findings bear 
evidence that in some schools, there are no measures to identify and address homophobic bullying 
hence, learners have to deal with mistreatment without assistance from educators. The passiveness 
of the education systems to respond to homophobic bullying has led to depression, suicidal thoughts, 
and traumatic stress among learners (Collier et al., 2013; Van Ingen & Phala, 2014). It follows that the 
teachers’ ignorance of homophobic bullying reported in this study could contribute to the above-
mentioned effects of homophobic bullying among learners.  

The methodology positioning of the transformative paradigm for research is to destroy myths and 
misconceptions to empower societies and lead to social change (Merriam, 2009). Hence, the findings 
of this study demonstrate a need to use research findings to establish strategies to address the issue 
of gender nonconformity. In that regard, a supplementary framework for the implementation of the 
inclusive education policy in Namibian schools has been developed.  

The Supplementary Framework for the Implementation of IE Policy (SFIIEP) 

Research is said to aim to discover new knowledge that can contribute to the existing body of 
knowledge and to improve practice (Gay & Mills, 2016; Mertens, 2012). The SIP and the research 
paradigm employed in this study are transformative in nature. Hence, a better exploration of how 
gender-nonconforming learners are being treated in Namibian schools was achieved. This exploration 
necessitated the development of the SFIIEP, which it is recommended, supplements the Namibian IE 
policy’s statement and implementation.  

The SFIIEP is aimed at providing guiding strategies regarding the inclusion of gender-nonconforming 
learners in schools. This framework has been developed for educators, learners, and the education 
system at large. Hence, its strategies are assumed to bring about better inclusion outcomes. In that 
regard, the supplementary framework outlines strategies for implementation of the IE policy with the 
main aims to:  

• Promote social inclusion through gender-nonconformity friendly teaching and learning 
materials for life skills as a subject, inclusive sex education, as well as provision of psychological 
support. 

• Promote social justice through clear policy statements and supportive legal frameworks.  

Research (Banks, 2017; Page, 2017) has cautioned that there should be specific instructions for gender 
nonconformity issues to help with transforming the curriculum and changing the status quo; simply 
adding materials on the other to the curriculum will not automatically bring about change. Therefore, 
the SFIIEP presents relevant strategies towards transformation in education that are envisioned to 
bridge the IE policy’s aims towards inclusion practices. The SFIIEP is envisioned to bring about 
intermediate outcomes (i.e., improved school environment for all learners) which, in turn, are hoped 
to bring about the final desired outcomes (i.e., recognition of sexual diversities among learners, learner 
empowerment, improved learner well-being, and better academic performance) for all learners. This 
framework is available to the schools to be implemented along with the IE policy.  
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Conclusions and Implications of Results for Inclusion Practices in Namibian 
Schools 

Gender-nonconformity is a sensitive topic in the Namibian context hence, engaging educators in 
discussions of the topic helped them to view and reevaluate their opinions regarding the issue. This 
study stimulated the EOs' critical thinking to reconsider the current state of gender-nonconformity in 
the Namibian education system, as the following quote by EO B demonstrates: 

It is a good thing you thought of researching this issue; it is something that is overlooked 
when the policy was formulated, the policy is not talking to reality concerning some issues 
but now you reminded us of this issue, I will make a note to include it in current Namibia's 
National Safe School Framework that we are busy drafting. These children are in our 
schools but they are not catered for as some are bullied and discriminated against but the 
issue is not taken seriously as some people do not want to get involved in homosexuality 
issues. Thank you for reminding us about this issue. 

The teachers shared similar views to those of the EOs, and also demonstrated their willingness to 
embrace diversity among learners. For instance, Teacher Y wrote: 

Schools should not discriminate towards learners that identify as gay or lesbian nor should 
they allow learners to bully or tease other learners. The teachers need to adopt a more 
open-minded attitude and the schools should be more inclusive; every child needs 
education without discrimination. 

The SFIIEP developed in this study can become a tool to guide educators in handling all learners with 
various needs hence, leading to better inclusion practices. Thus, the researchers recommend that 
schools should implement the SFIIEP to create a caring, safe, and supportive learning environment for 
gender-nonconforming learners. This framework will enable the establishment of anti-bullying policies 
with appropriate measures to curb homophobic bullying. It will also enable teachers to introduce open 
discussions on sexual diversity in the classrooms through the life skills subject. Open discussions of 
sexuality topics are relevant for learners to have a better understanding of sexual diversity. Last but 
not least, the willingness of the teachers and EOs to embrace diversity might help with strengthening 
the psychological support for all learners in schools to enable them to learn better. 

The findings in this study have brought new insights to the researchers regarding teachers' and EOs’ 
views on the treatment of gender-nonconforming learners and the psychological effects of 
homophobia on these learners. This process has led the researchers to establish strategies to raise 
awareness among educators regarding issues of diversity.  
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Introduction 

Androcentrism refers to the centring of male/masculine perspectives, ideologies, and discourses, 
which then oppress and marginalise femininity in society or culture. Presently, patriarchy and 
oppression of Black women continue to exist despite numerous feminist movements. These include 
the #MeToo movement that has voiced and critiqued the issue of gender-based violence world wide. 
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Morgan (2015) noted that the agenda of Black feminist thought has been focussed on “holding the 
United States accountable for [its] sordid history of [both] legal[ly] and cultural[ly] sanctioned rape and 
gender violence against Black women” (p. 37). The #MeToo movement was begun in 2006 by Tarana 
Burke who is both an activist against, and a survivor of, gender-based violence. #MeToo, which went 
viral in October 2017, ushered in global conversations of sexual harassment and gender equality (van 
Rooij, 2018). Furthermore, the movement saw discourses of feminism and female representation 
being injected into the entertainment industry. The movement placed a critical focus on hip hop 
culture because of its “sexist representation of women,” influence, and accessibility (van Rooij, 2018, 
p. 9). 

Hip hop culture consists of four elements: breakdancing, deejaying, emceeing, and graffiti. Presently, 
it is most identified with its marketable element—hip hop music (Kelly, 2015). Hip hop music is 
understood to be a tool that promotes equality for a group of people who were previously marginalised 
and discriminated against. Although hip hop began as a form of “protest songs reminiscent of songs 
[during] the civil rights movement” during the late 1980s, it also became synonymous with overtly 
misogynistic content (Gourdine & Lemmons, 2011, p. 58). Whilst promoting issues of racial oppression, 
in this genre, the traditional sexually overt nature of the music and its promotion of the male gaze 
objectify the image of women. According to Hobbson & Bartlow (2008), hip hop culture, as broadly 
construed, reflects dominant ideologies of gender, race, class, sexuality, and female identity 
interpellated through the male gaze. Mohammed-Baksh & Callison (2015) stated that hip hop music’s 
promotion of stereotyped ideologies of gender and objectification of women is part of how women 
are sexually exploited in hip hop culture.  

Hip hop culture is widespread, easily accessible, and influential on various demographics in 
society. Given the reach and influence, representation of those who are oppressed and marginalised 
in society is important for promoting acceptance and cohesion among people. When analysing hip hop 
music by women and the representations of women through lyrics and music videos, scholars have 
tended to focus on arguing how women challenge hypersexuality or embrace it for capital gain. 
Hobbson & Bartlow (2008) argued that whilst some artists have embraced the stereotypical 
hypersexualising, others have problematised and challenged this lyrically and aesthetically. This 
tendency in scholarly research appears to create binaries that position women as either not expressing 
their sexuality or expressing it only for monetary gain—thus, disregarding the fact that women can 
express and enjoy their sexuality purely because it is their prerogative to do so.  

Background 

The Politics of Respectability and the Politics of Articulation 

Historically, Black women have always been placed in binary opposition to White women who were 
de-sexed and viewed as pure. According to Chepp (2015), “Black feminist theory has shown how 
respectability politics shape cultural discourses about African American women’s sexuality” (p. 211). 
During the 19th and 20th centuries, the “discourses around Black female sexuality were shaped by 
racist, sexist stereotypes about the primitive, exotic and animalistic hyper-sexuality of African 
Americans” (Chepp, 2015, p. 211). Challenging the politics of respectability, Black women began to 
participate in the politics of silence. Although the many ways in which women’s sexualities have been 
compromised have been theorised, there has been less success in moving past that discourse to claim 
pleasure and a healthy erotic as fundamental rights (Chepp, 2015; Hammonds 1999; Morgan, 2015). 
Thus, it is argued that Black feminist thought needs to engage in the politics of articulation of Black 
women’s sexuality to promote Black women’s pleasure and sexuality (Hammonds, 1999; Morgan, 
2015). The idea behind the politics of articulation is that women express their sexuality and identities 
to problematise the ideologies and discourses of being a woman—specifically, ideologies and 
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discourses that suggest women should act or portray themselves in a certain way (e.g., as “a lady”) for 
social acceptance in various spaces.  

Megan Thee Stallion 

Born Megan Pete in 1995, Houston rapper Megan Thee Stallion is known for her “sexually explicit 
lyrics” and “effortless flow” (Thomas, n.d). Since signing with the popular record label, 300 
Entertainment in 2018, she has produced numerous albums and songs that have achieved various 
rankings on the US Billboard Charts (Thomas, n.d). Her sexually charged lyrics and confidence are a 
part of her signature style, which has been recognised by men and women of all demographics. 
Through her identity and music, Megan has taken authorship of her sexuality, problematised gender 
binaries, and disrupted hip hop’s tradition of sexually exploiting women.  

Megan also refers to herself as a “stallion.” One way of analysing this is by reading stallion as a 
reference to a studly male horse. Focusing on this interpretation, Megan promotes her sexuality and 
position whilst transcending fixed gender binaries and scripts. A stallion generally describes a studly 
male horse but here, she assumes this title not only in her name but also in the bedroom, which is an 
intimate space—one where a man would generally assume and perform the identity of being a stallion 
in bed. She deliberately contests the idea of the term having a fixed gender binary and in doing so, she 
challenges and subverts the position, power dynamics and hierarchy of women sexually. A second 
interpretation of stallion refers to “a tall woman with a curvy body” (Stewart, 2020, para. 9). In an 
article in Houstonia magazine in 2017, Megan stated that when she was around the age of 15, boys 
told her: “Ooh [she’s] a stallion” (as quoted in Stewart, 2020, para.10). She then asked her uncle, 
“what’s a stallion?” and he responded that it meant that she is “tall and fine” (Stewart, 2020, para 11). 
By claiming this definition of a stallion, Megan assumed authorship and ownership of her identity and 
sexuality.  

Megan Thee Stallion’s “Savage” 

“Savage” was released on 6 March 2020 and featured on Megan Thee Stallion’s (2020a) extended play 
record, Suga. The song was Megan Thee Stallion’s seventh hit to reach the Billboard Hot 100 and 
ranked among the top 20 on the chart (Powell, 2020). Shortly after the release, Megan Thee Stallion 
was contacted by feminist hip hop icon and fellow artist originating from Houston, Beyoncé, to remix 
“Savage” (Haffenden, 2020). Beyoncé and Megan Thee Stallion’s (2020b) “Savage (Remix)” was 
released on 29 April 2020. On 26 May 2020, this version became Megan Thee Stallion’s first #1 on the 
Billboard Hot 100 chart. The song peaked on 30 May 2020 and spent a total of 28 weeks on the chart. 
The song also earned Megan Thee Stallion her first #1 on Billboard Digital Song Sales (Trust, 2020). On 
13 June 2020, Megan Thee Stallion shared a screen capture on her Instagram account of a tweet by 
Chart Data (2020), which tweeted that Megan Thee Stallion and Beyoncé’s “‘Savage’ has now sold over 
2 million units in the US (combined).” In addition, Megan Thee Stallion’s “Savage” (2020a, 2020b) and 
its TikTok challenges were embraced world wide by audiences of different races, sexes, and ages, 
invoking the activist and “#hotgirl”  in individuals across various spaces around the world. This 
highlights the consumerism of the song and its reach to various demographics, globally. 

Megan Thee Stallion promotes her advocacy for black feminist thought and the LGBTQI community 
whilst touching on various aspects of hip hop culture that promote the sexual exploitation of women. 
Her overt, explicit, and sexually charged rap lyrics align with Black feminist thought regarding the 
politics of articulation, which proposes that women2 should express themselves to disrupt the notions 

 
2 The use of the word woman/women is not exclusive to cis-gendered women, but is inclusive of queer, transgendered  
    women. The term is racially inclusive in most of this research. However, at times there is a distinction made between White  
    women and women of colour.   

https://www.houstoniamag.com/arts-and-culture/2017/09/megan-thee-stallion-houston-rapper-ep
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of the politics of respectability. One of the modes through which Megan Thee Stallion has achieved 
this is by challenging the notion that women are one-dimensional and can only portray one type of 
identity. This article is important because it explores Megan Thee Stallion’s contribution to hip hop 
culture, which tends to advocate against racism and oppression but promotes sexism, sexual 
exploitation, and misogyny.  

Considering her multiple mediums of discourse, such as her provocative lyrics, this study applies 
Fairclough’s (1995) model of critical discourse analysis as the overarching theoretical framework to 
examine how Megan Thee Stallion applies the politics of articulation through her rap lyrics in “Savage” 
(2020a) to subvert the androcentric discourses of women hip hop culture. The aims of this study are 
to: 

 Demonstrate that critical discourse analysis as theoretical framework, with queer 
theory and subversion as theoretical lenses, is an educational tool that can be used 
to educate and critique gender binaries and androcentrism.  

 Highlight how hip hop culture and its music can be used in education to disrupt the 
oppressive and stereotyped ideologies of gender, gender binaries, sexuality, and 
patriarchal norms. 

Methodology 

Qualitative Research Approach 

This study employs a qualitative research design that explores and examines the “experiences, 
opinions, thoughts and frames of reference [that allow individuals] to gain a deep understanding of 
the research question” (Cassim, 2021, p. 44). Qualitative research designs aim to answer questions 
that quantitative research cannot answer. In this article, the qualitative research design is used to 
answer the question: “How does Megan Thee Stallion discuss her identity and sexuality to 
problematise the male perspective and ideologies of women?” To do so, the article addresses how 
Megan Thee Stallion (1) uses language to position herself and other females in hip hop culture and (2) 
subverts the androcentric discourses of women to problematise gender binaries and patriarchy.  

Theoretical Framework  

This research employs three frameworks for analysis: critical discourse analysis (CDA), subversion, and 
queer theory. Using CDA, the textual element (lyrics) of the song is analysed. Whilst applying 
techniques of CDA during the analysis, queer theory and subversion serve as lenses to guide the 
analysis of each component. Specific attention is paid to women and queer bodies to explore how sex, 
sexuality, and gender are narrated and discussed. Here, queer theory is used as a first lens. Subversion 
serves as a second lens to examine how these narratives or illustrations promote or subvert sexist and 
sexually exploitative narratives and visuals that have been, and continue to be, promoted in hip hop 
culture. As stated below, there cannot be a criterion for subversiveness. Subversion is a disruptive tool 
used by individuals working from within a society or institution to insert alternative perspectives by 
problematising and challenging the ideologies held by that society or institution. Thus, subversion is 
used as lens with queer theory to critically analyse the discourse that Megan Thee Stallion promotes 
on sex, sexuality, and gender in hip hop culture. The sections below further explore each framework 
in greater detail.   
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Fairclough’s (1995) Model of CDA 

CDA serves as the overarching framework of this article. CDA is a theoretical approach to studying the 
role of language in society. According to Janks (1997), “critical discourse analysis stems from a critical  
theory of language which [views] the use of language as a form of social practice” (p. 329). Various 
historical situations and backgrounds reproduce or contest existing social relations (Janks, 1997). Thus, 
to serve the interests of the audience, the text is written and presented in a specific manner. When 
applying CDA, questions such as: “How is the text positioned or positioning?” “Whose interests are 
served by this positioning?” “What are the consequences of this positioning?” guide one’s 
interrogation of the text (Janks, 1997, p. 329). A linguist widely acknowledged for his model of CDA is 
Norman Fairclough. Fairclough’s (1995) model consists of three interrelated dimensions of discourse. 
The first dimension is the object of analysis with the object being verbal and/or visual. The second 
dimension focuses on the processes by which the object is constructed (written, spoken, or designed) 
and received (read, heard, or viewed) by human subjects. The final dimension is the socio-historical 
conditions that govern these processes. Fairclough’s (1995) model also consists of three interrelated 
processes of analysis. The first process is the analysis of the texts, otherwise referred to as the 
description process. The second is process is known as the interpretation process; this is the processing 
analysis. The third, final process is the explanation process; this is the social analysis. To analyse any of 
the dimensions, one of the analysis processes must be applied. Thus, CDA is understood to be the 
process of analysing a text and interpreting the deeper socio-political and historical ideology being put 
forth by the text. Using CDA is both relevant and significant when analysing Megan Thee Stallion’s lyrics 
and music videos. The description and interpretation processes in the “Analysis” section of this article 
will provide data to answer whether Megan Thee Stallion’s music subverts sexism and sexual 
exploitation of women hip hop culture. However, the explanation process is used in the “Discussion” 
section of the article to discuss why it is significant whether Megan Thee Stallion’s music subverts 
sexism and sexual exploitation, and how this relates to, and is important to, ongoing socio-political 
histories, discussions, and ideologies. 

Queer Theory 

Queer theory presents new understandings of sex, gender, and sexual identities that problematise the 
idea of fixed gender and sexual identities (Piantato, 2016). During the 1980s, queer theory arose and 
developed as the theoretical interest in sexuality grew, most noticeably through the work of Michel 
Foucault (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004). The term “queer” was adopted by LGBTQ “activist groups such 
as Queer Nation, ACTUP and OutRage in the USA and Europe” and historically, was always used 
“pejoratively and homophobically” (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 129). Thus, it was appropriate that 
the term adapted to signify more radical declarations of queer visibility and assert deviance. Presently, 
queer is used to interrogate “the privileges of heterosexuality” as it openly questions “normalcy and 
appropriate behaviour” (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 129). Queer theory emphasises the notion of 
identity, specifically the gendered and sexual aspects of it, as being fluid and in doing so, challenges 
the basis for a unitary identity politics (Beemyn & Eliason, 1996, p. 5 as cited in Piantato, 2016). 
According to Piantato (2016), queer is an umbrella term that does not specifically reference a particular 
identity category; it rejects stereotypes by refusing labels. Thus, transgressing the boundaries 
established by dominant norms by including all those subjectivities that do not conform to traditional 
definitions of gender and sexuality.  

According to Pilcher & Whelehan (2004) the adoption of queer as a position actively denies any 
meanings attached to sexual identity and is “a celebration of continuing marginality which then holds 
the ‘centre’ (heterosexuality) up for scrutiny” (p. 129). In queer theory, the concept of gender 
performativity is explored. According to Butler & Phelan (1997; as quoted in Pilcher & Whelehan (2004, 
p. 130), performativity is “not a radical fabrication of a gendered self . . . [but instead,] it is a matter of 
reiterating or repeating the norms by which one is constituted.” Queer theory has increasingly become 
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associated with theories of individual sexual identity and has been especially popular in popular 
culture, introducing terms such as “‘genderfuck’ which dramatises the liberat[ing] potential of playing 
with gender categories through pastiche and exaggeration” (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 131). Within 
the realms of popular culture and hip hop culture, it has been embodied by artists such as Madonna, 
Lady Gaga, Ciara, and Missy Elliot. 

Queer theory is commonly used as a lens for literary analysis. It problematises the notions of gender 
binaries and heteronormative sexual identities by centring them and scrutinising them.  

Theory on Subversion 

Subversion focuses on those working from within a society or institution to problematise and challenge 
the ideologies held by that society or institution. Subversion therefore refers to an attempt to insert 
an alternate perspective, or change the dominant discourses produced by the society or institution. 
According to Butler (1999, p. xxi), there cannot be a criterion for subversiveness and, when attempted, 
“will always fail.” Thus, in this article, the characteristics of subversion or rather, a criterion for it, will 
not be defined. However, the engagement with the theory will explore the tool as a disruptive 
technique. When attempting to understand if a particular aspect or entity subverts a narrative, one 
must question: “How does this disrupt/problematise what has previously been said?” and “How is this 
different from what is being promoted?” Research and literature that can explicitly define what 
subversion is, or what the “methods” of subversion are, are virtually nonexistent. This reflects the 
complexity of attempting to name the very characteristic/aspect that proposes that one considers the 
modes of problematising the dominant ideologies and discourses. The use of subversion also allows 
one to relate and situate this research in larger social, political, and cultural discussions of gender in 
hip hop culture. 

Analysis 

CDA Description Process 

The first process of CDA is the description process, which involves an analysis of the lyrics. To do so, 
the audio of the song was transcribed so that the audio has a textual component to analyse. Keeping 
in mind that the aim of this study is to explore how the androcentric discourses of women are 
subverted, this analysis focused on identifying words that discuss and describe women, sex, sexuality, 
and characteristics that are associated with hip hop’s discourse and social construct of women.  

Intro                                                                                                                                                        
[1] I'm that bitch.                                                                                                                                    
[2] Been that bitch, still that bitch.                                                                                                  
[3] Will forever be that bitch.                                                                                                                   
[4] Yeah  

Verse 1                                                                                                                                                         
[5] I'm the hood Mona Lisa, break a nigga into pieces                                                                               
[6] Had to X some cheesy niggas out my circle like a pizza.                                                         
[7] I'm way too exclusive, I don't shop on Insta' boutiques                                                                   
[8] All them lil' ass clothes only fit fake booties.                                                                                         
[9] Bad bitch, still talking cash shit                                                                                                             
[10] Pussy like water, I'm unbothered and relaxing .                                                                                                   
[11] I would never trip on a nigga if I had him.                                                                                           
[12] Bitch, that's my trash, you the maid, so you bagged him, ah                                                          
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Chorus (x 2)                                                                                                                                                        
[13] I'm a savage                                                                                                                                        
[14] Classy, bougie, ratchet                                                                                                                      
[15] Sassy, moody, nasty.                                                                                                                           
[16] Acting stupid, what's happening? Bitch.                                                                                              
[17] What's happening? Bitch.                                                                                       

Verse 2                                                                                                                                                                
[18] Eat me and record it, but your edge-up all I'm showing                                                                  
[19] I keep my niggas private, so his AP all I'm showing                                                          
[20] Beefing with you bitches really getting kinda boring                                                                              
[21] If it ain't about the money, then you know I'm gon' ignore it                                                           
[22] I'm the shit, ooh                                                                                                                                   
[23] I need a mop to clean the floor, it's too much drip, ooh                                                                        
[24] I keep a knot, I keep a watch, I keep a whip, ooh.                                                                                  
[25] Let's play a game, Simon says I'm still that bitch, ayy.                                                                           
[26] I'm still that bitch, yeah (ah)                                                                                                                     

Chorus (x 2) 

Verse 3                                                                                                                                                 
[27] Bitch, I'm lit like a match, ooh                                                                                                                
[28] And any nigga I let hit is still attached, ooh                                                                                   
[29] That body right, but you know this pussy fat, ooh                                                                       
[30] I drop a picture, now these bitches feel attacked, ayy                                                              
[31] Don't let that nigga gas you up and get you whacked, ooh                                                           
[32] I make a call and get a pussy nigga smacked, uh                                                                  
[33] These bitches talkin' 'bout pulling up, well, where you at? Ooh                                                            
[34] I'm in a Lamb', bitch, catch me if you can, ooh                                                                                 
[35] I’m kickin’ bitches out they spot, Stalli’ Chan, yeah. 

Outro                                                                                                                                                       
[36] Niggas say I taste like sugar, but ain't shit sweet, ah                                                                         
[37] Mwah                                                                                                                                                       
[38] Ayy, ayy, ooh, ooh, ooh, ooh, mwa. (Megan Thee Stallion, 2020a)  

The highlighted words represent the discourses chosen for the analysis.  

CDA Interpretation Process 

This process focuses on interpreting words and identifying the discursive practices of these words. 
During this process, the marked lyrics are analysed. This implies that the words noted during the 
descriptive process are then examined and interrogated to understand how Megan uses these words 
in discourse to convey her ideologies of women, their identity, and their sexuality. This process 
questions what a word or phrase means in this context, that is, what is being conveyed.  

In “Savage” (2020a), Megan Thee Stallion explores the multiple identities that women can perform. 
Considering this, the analysis below will focus on how she subverts the sexual exploitation of women 
in hip hop culture—specifically the depiction and sexual scripting of women.  

Semantics: What Is in a Name? 
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We have all, at some point come across Shakespeare’s lines that interrogate what there is in a name. 
Following this pattern of interrogation, Megan challenges the social discourses and meanings 
attributed to the names that women are called and adjectives used to describe them. 

Megan Thee Stallion begins by stating that she is “that bitch/been that bitch, still that bitch/will forever 
be that bitch” (2020a, lines 1–3). According to Collins (2005), the word “bitch,” which refers to a female 
dog, not only sexualises women but dehumanises women by referring to them as animals and also 
portrays women as “baby making machines” (p. 123). Collins (2005) further stated that in hip hop 
culture, the term “bitch . . . constitutes [a] representation that depicts Black women as aggressive, 
loud, rude, and pushy” (p. 123). Megan has subverted this narrative by introducing a definition of bitch 
that asserts her dominance. In those opening lines, she uses the word to subvert the derogatory use 
and emphasis her status as an alpha. This is further seen that as the song progresses,  she draws on 
her subversion to differentiate between her ownership of the term bitch (lines 1–3, 9 & 26) and the 
derogatory definition (lines 12, 16, 17, 20, 27, 30, 33, 34, 35).  

The chorus of the song explores the different identities that women perform in hip hop culture. Megan 
Thee Stallion explores these different identities by stating that “[she is] a savage [who is] classy, bougie, 
ratchet,/sassy, moody [and] nasty” (2020a, lines 13–15). By stating that she is all of these, she contests 
the notion that women perform one identity that is bound to the environment she is situated in—that 
a woman can only be ratchet or bougie, as if the two are mutually exclusive. Instead, she encourages 
women to embrace their multifaceted identities and to freely express these identities.  

Interestingly, Megan draws on adjectives that are traditionally used to describe women in different 
spaces and spheres—specifically, the public and private spheres. An example is the song “Yeah” (2004) 
by Usher in which artist Ludacris states that “[they] want a lady in the street but a freak in the bed” 
(Usher & Ludacris, 2015, 3:02–3:05). In this song, a clear distinction is drawn as to how a woman 
“should” act or portray herself in private and public spaces and should be mutually exclusive to these 
spaces. Ludacris mentions these spaces too: the street and the bed. Megan Thee Stallion asserts that 
she’s “classy, bougie, ratchet,/sassy, moody, nasty” (2020, lines 14–15). She uses adjectives one after 
another to instantaneously demonstrate the paradox of these identities and demonstrate that an 
individual can be all of these. Secondly, she does not pause or offer these identities in different spaces. 
This ideology is challenged by Megan who promotes the notion that individuals (specifically women) 
are free to perform all these identities irrespective of the space they are in. By doing so, she challenges 
how women are described in different spaces, and promotes that these identities or performances can 
coexist in all spaces.  

Ratchet: Oppression vs. Feminism 

Megan Thee Stallion challenges the sociocultural stereotypes of being defined as ratchet. Love (2017) 
wrote:  

The word ratchet has emerged in mainstream culture as a means of describing . . . Black 
women, as loud, hot-tempered, and promiscuous. This one-dimensional view of Black 
women has sparked outrage and debate [worldwide over various platforms]. (p. 539) 

In 2012, Michaela Angela Davis, a cultural critic, launched a campaign against the use of the word 
“ratchet” because it portrays Black women as “mean [and] gold-digging women” (as quoted in Love, 
2017, p. 539). However, in her blog post “Exhuming the Ratchet Before It’s Buried,” Black feminist 
scholar Heidi Lewis (2013) rejected Davis’s argument and stated that although the term was used to 
exclusively describe Black women from a lower socioeconomic status and their behaviour, upper-class 
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and professional Black women also enjoyed letting loose, momentarily dropping respectability politics, 
and becoming ratchet (Lewis, 2013).  

Jennings (2020) explored intracommunity discourses surrounding the word “ratchet” and drew on 
colloquialisms and memes to demonstrate how the misogynistic word has been evoked by hip hop 
feminists to create new aesthetics and ethos such as “clatchet”3 and “sophistiratchet.”4 Furthermore, 
Jennings (2020) noted that these memes and colloquialisms “reject all politics of respectability” which 
tend to “offer a singular static view and understanding of Black women . . . [and] reject binaries” by 
announcing multiple identities, interests, forms of pleasure and mediums of expression (p. 57). 
Jennings’ (2020) research supports Love’s (2017) claim that “in some cases ratchet has been used 
dutifully by women to combat its use as a divisive tool” (p. 539). Given that these discourses produced 
by women of various statures illustrate how they identify and express themselves as being partially 
ratchet, the word is no longer exclusively used to describe Black women from a lower socioeconomic 
class. It is evident that, as a Black woman from a higher socioeconomic class, Megan Thee Stallion’s 
reiteration of the word “ratchet” during each chorus supports Lewis’s (2013) argument. Megan Thee 
Stallion subverts the ideological connotations of the word by stating that she is ratchet.  

During the Covid-19 pandemic, shortly after Megan Thee Stallion released “Savage” as part of her 
extended play album Suga, individuals around the globe (irrespective of race, sex, or gender 
orientation) took to social media and partook in the #SavageChallenge. The dance challenge 
choreographed by fan, Keara Willson, challenged women to show off their savageness as they 
performed a combination of hot, savage, and boss-like moves to the chorus of Megan’s song. Through 
song and dance, women embraced being “classy, bougie, ratchet,/sassy, moody, nasty” (Mega Thee 
Stallion, 2020a, lines 14–15), illustrating the multiple identities of women. Jennings (2020) noted how 
women have used the word “ratchet” in various word forming processes to subvert its definition and 
express the multiple identities of women. Megan Thee Stallion too, uses a combination of words to 
describe and emphasise the multifaceted identities of women being performed in both public and 
private spaces. Thus, essentially disrupting the notion that women should portray different identities 
in different spaces. This also problematises the politics of respectability, which subjected Black women 
to likening themselves to the image of white women to gain acceptance and respect. Megan Thee 
Stallion’s encouragement of celebrities and followers from around the globe to participate, invited and 
united individuals of all different class statures to be ratchet.  

Sexuality 

“Savage” rejects the politics of respectability and the politics of silence5 because Megan Thee Stallion 
explicitly articulates sexuality. In “Savage,” Megan Thee Stallion focuses on her sexuality and pleasure 
as she narrates how aroused she is; she states that her “pussy [is] like water” (2020a, l. 10) and that 
she “need[s] a mop to clean the floor, it's too much drip” (2020a, l. 23). She goes on, stating how her 
partner can sexually gratify her: “eat me [out] and record it” (Megan Thee Stallion, 2020a, l. 18), but 
she will not give him that satisfaction of saying that they had sexual intercourse; she sings that his 
“edge-up6 [is all that she is] showing” (2020a, l. 18) because she keeps her “niggas private, so his AP [is 
all she is] showing” (2020a, l. 19). Two significant conclusions can be drawn from Megan’s line 
mentioned above. The first is that this subverts the idea of women sleeping with affluent men or 

 
3 Clatchet: An individual who is classy and ratchet (Jennings, 2020). 
4 Sophistiratchet: A person who is highly educated and fluent in various forms of “public etiquette yet is equally  
    knowledgeable of the latest trap music . . . prime-time ratchet cable shows and conversant in the tongue of ratchet”  
    (Jennings, 2020, p. 57). 
5  Hammonds (1999) identified the politics of silence as practising silence, secrecy, and a partially self-chosen invisibility to  
    react to these repressive forces of hegemonic discourses on race and sex that oppressed women. 
6  Refers to when a man has a bad haircut. 
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celebrities for status and fame. The second is that she negates a chance for her partner to sexually 
exploit her for his own fame—as is the trend when celebrity sex tapes are publicised. Rather than 
avoiding engaging in sexual activities and the scandals that can arise from it, Megan indulges her sexual 
desires and keeps her partners private so that all one would be able to see from a leaked sex tape is 
his edge-up. She further states that she “keep[s] a knot . . . keep[s] a watch . . . keep[s] a whip” (Megan 
Thee Stallion, 2020a, l. 24). These lines create the imagery of an affluent business figure who is sexually 
dominant.  

Discussion  

CDA Explanation Process  

Megan Thee Stallion’s (2020a) “Savage” narrates the multiple identities, experiences, expressions, and 
complexities of individuals in order to collectively reject all politics of respectability. Paisley Harris 
analysed the multiple understandings of respectability politics in African American communities, 
highlighting that the politics of respectability entailed “reform of individual behaviour as a goal in itself 
and as a strategy for reform” (Evelyn Brooks Higginbothamp, as quoted in Harris, 2003, p. 213). She 
stated that there are two audiences: the African Americans, who were encouraged to be respectable; 
the White people, who needed to actively see respectability performed by African Americans (Harris, 
2003). According to Green (2020), for African American women, respectability politics is based on a 
performance of “acting ‘respectable’ or tolerable to White audiences” (p. 8). Green (2020) further 
stated that this performance is rooted in “reforming” one’s behaviour to rid the individual of 
unsatisfying behaviours mirroring those that are condemned by the Black Baptist Church (p. 8).  

This reformation focuses on the hegemonies whereby White people are placed on a pedestal at the 
highest tier and Black women are placed on the lowest level of the respectability pyramid. Thus, Black 
women must conform and reform not only into an image, but also in terms of the type of behaviour 
that White people deem respectable. By challenging these images that suggest how women should 
perform in different spaces, erasing the lines of identity binaries and associating what would otherwise 
be viewed as paradoxical images—such as an individual being classy versus ratchet—Megan Thee 
Stallion disconnects any association of a woman being framed in one narrative to be socially or 
culturally accepted. 

Patriarchal ideologies of sexism, racism, and hegemonic masculinity exist and continue to be promoted 
through organisations and institutions that occupy powerful positions. These discourses and ideologies 
regarding the politics of respectability have been promoted by men. Megan Thee Stallion’s music, 
which is explicitly sexual, fiercely narrates what Morgan (2015) defined as women’s “complex, messy, 
sticky [and] joyous negotiations of agency [and] desire” (p. 36). In both her lyrics and visual 
representations, Megan Thee Stallion adopts what Hunter & Soto (2009) labelled as “the ‘pornification’ 
of hip hop” (p. 171). As previously mentioned, queer theory problematises notions of gender binaries 
and heteronormative sexual identities by centring them and scrutinising them. An example of this is 
Megan’s inclusion of her pussy (2020a, lines 10 & 29). By challenging the portrayal of women for the 
male gaze, Megan Thee Stallion’s dynamic lyrics focus on the female genitalia as a site of women’s 
pleasure rather than for male gratification and consumption. It gives Black women the space and 
agency to articulate their pleasures while empowering themselves. Megan Thee Stallion states: “any 
nigga I let hit7 is still attached” (2020a, l. 28). In doing so, she promotes her sexual capabilities and 
challenges the idea that men constitute the only gender that is “good” at having sex—a discourse 
popularly promoted through the chorus of songs such as “Bedrock,” where rappers such as Lil Wayne 

 
7 “Hit it” is a slang phrase that refers to having sex with someone. Generally, the phrase is “hit that,” an alternative to phrases  
    such as “tap that.” 
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boast about male virility and capabilities by making a women’s bed rock (Young Money, 2009). In the 
song, Wayne states that “[his] room is the g-spot [and that women] should call [him] Mr. Flintstone 
[because he] can make [their] bed rock” (Young Money, 2009, 1:11–1:19). This furthers discourses that 
suggest that women gain sexual gratification through penetrative sexual intercourse with these artists. 
However, Megan Thee Stallion centres this discourse of being good at sex—and not only critiques it 
but subverts the narrative as she discusses her sexuality and how her sexual partner is attached to her 
after sex, thus promoting her virility and how good she is in bed.  

Subverting Sexual Scripts 

Using subversion and queer theory as lenses over the CDA analysis, one notices that Megan Thee 
Stallion shifts away from the politics of silence and embraces the politics of articulation to vocalise 
pleasure politics. Pleasure politics refers to the conversations surrounding women’s exploration and 
discussion of their sexuality and sexual pleasures, and how these intersect with themes such as power 
and patriarchy (Institute of Contemporary Arts, n.d.). Women in hip hop culture experience misogyny, 
sexism, and objectification that is subject to sexual scripting based on demeaning stereotypes of 
women (Adams & Fuller, 2006; Railton & Watson, 2011; Stephens & Few, 2007; van Rooij, 2018). 
Commercial rap videos use sexual scripts to interpellate objectified images of women through the male 
gaze. These continue to function as stereotypes because the images continue to “help reproduce . . . 
hegemonic ideologies and replicate social inequality” (Richardson, 2007, p. 790, as quoted in van Rooij, 
2018, p. 28). Various scholars have examined the sexual scripts of women in hip hop culture, focusing 
specifically on the stereotypes promoted through the scripts and the audiences’ perceptions of these 
stereotypes which include video vixen, Jezebel, ho, diva, gold digger, freak, matriarch, and baby mama 
(Railton & Watson, 2011; Stephens & Few, 2007; van Rooij, 2018). In “Savage,” Megan Thee Stallion 
(2020a) explores and subverts these sexual scripts. Working from within the hip hop genre, Megan’s 
articulations of sexuality and pleasure challenge the male gaze by encouraging Black women to reclaim 
their autonomy and enjoy being a hotgirl. Considering that queer theory focuses on problematising 
gender binaries, when looking at the words captured in the CDA analysis, it is evident that Megan has 
placed emphasis on centring the male-dominated ideologies and discourses and adopting their stances 
so that she can critique these binaries that prescribe specific words and traits to a set gender. Beyond 
this, her adoption of these stances, together with her own perspective and discourses, subverts these 
dominant androcentric discourses.  

Megan Thee Stallion, as a pro-hoe icon, allows for the normalisation of sex and body positivity among 
a new generation of women by using her music as a medium through which women can take up agency 
and autonomy. Through her expression of her sexuality, Megan Thee Stallion challenges the 
representation of women who enjoy sex as whores/hoes in society, generally, and by male rappers in 
hip hop culture, specifically. Megan Thee Stallion’s subversion of the discourses of a hoe ties in with 
the pro-hoe movement, which is taken up by individuals to subvert the misogynistic ideologies of a 
hoe—thus, individuals take control authorship of their sexuality and pleasure (N’diaye, 2019). The 
ideology behind the movement, as can be understood through Penda N’diaye’s (2019) “Pro Hoe” blog, 
is that people of colour reject the politics of respectability and openly enjoy sex without shame, 
regardless of the societal and religious ideals that may have been imposed on them. Megan Thee 
Stallion’s music, which empowers women to sexually liberate themselves, supports the pro-hoe 
movement’s advocacy for sexual autonomy and freedom and re-centres the dominant discourses of 
women’s sexuality, pleasure, and representation by centring hip hop’s tropes of masculinity and 
notions of sexuality. She centres and uses the notions of gender and identity fluidity to interrogate hip 
hop’s fixed, stereotyped, and marginalising ideologies about gender. This is significant because it 
educates consumers of hip hop culture that women are multifaceted and are no longer allowing 
themselves to be defined by androcentric-stereotyped sexual scripts. Instead, they are centring these 
narratives and images to critique them and empower themselves through subverting them. As 
consumers and members of society, this empowers women to challenge society and cultural views of 
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women, and how they have been conditioned to conform to these androcentric discourses and ways 
of thinking.  

Conclusion  

This article explores how Megan Thee Stallion’s “Savage” (2020a) speaks back to broader social, 
political, and cultural ideologies of women. Her adoption of a queer, fluid idea of gender through her 
persona subverts the dominant heteronormative ideologies and discourses of gender presented by hip 
hop culture. Megan adopts the script of the hegemonic, dominant male artist who discusses sex and 
pleasure. Megan Thee Stallion subverts hip hop’s discourse where men are viewed as the consumers 
of pleasure and women are the providers of this pleasure. Instead, she presents an alternative 
perspective that challenges this dominant ideology by stating that she is in control of her sexual 
experiences. Megan Thee Stallion’s music not only subverts gender binaries and hegemonies, but also 
empowers women to embrace and celebrate their sexuality.  

With close consideration of the theoretical frameworks—namely, CDA, queer theory and subversion—
this article uses the findings of the analysis to justify the need to promote the politics of articulation to 
problematise issues of misogyny and sexual exploitation in hip hop culture. Furthermore, the 
discussion emphasises the positive effects of Fairclough’s (1995) model of CDA as a framework in 
research that explores gender and sexuality.  

Fairclough’s model offers the reader or listener deeper insight into the message of Megan Thee 
Stallion’s music or, rather, the issues that she problematises. By interrogating the lyrical elements of 
her music using Fairclough’s (1995) three interrelated processes of analysis—description, 
interpretation, and explanation—in addition to using queer theory and subversion as lenses, Megan 
Thee Stallion’s music traverses surface entertainment value and becomes an anthem for women in hip 
hop culture who are subject to the sexually exploitative and androcentric discourses. Considering the 
influence that United States music has on the image and the ideologies associated with women 
globally, it is important that androcentric discourses of women are problematised. By problematising 
and subverting the depiction and discourses of women in hip hop culture, Megan problematises and 
subverts the discourses of women who not only identify with hip hop culture but the terminologies 
that society has adopted from hip hop culture to name, label, stereotype, and oppress women around 
the world. 

In the literature analysis, research stated that subversion focuses on one working from within a society 
or institution to problematise and challenge the ideologies held by that society or institution. In 
addition, literature on queer theory argued that the adoption of queer is “a celebration of continuing 
marginality which holds the ‘centre’ (heterosexuality) up for scrutiny” (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004, p. 
129). Subversion and queer theory were used as yardsticks to analyse how Megan Thee Stallion has 
subverted hip hop’s male-dominated status quo centre. Megan Thee Stallion as a rap artist and 
performer works from within hip hop culture to challenge the dominant ideologies and narratives of 
sexism and the sexual exploitation of women. Noting Butler’s (1999) argument that there is no 
criterion for subversiveness, queer theory offers a criterion as it explores how discourses of the 
dominant centre are discussed and challenged so that alternative perspectives can be presented to re-
centre those that are regarded as submissive. It is important to note that by using Fairclough’s (1995) 
model of CDA as a tool and lens, this research was able to apply queer theory and subversion as 
secondary lenses to explore the discourses of sexuality and gender in Megan Thee Stallion’s “Savage” 
(2020a).  
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This article applied CDA using queer theory as lens to explore the construction of gender, sexual scripts, 
and performances. The findings present how Megan Thee Stallion navigates through issues of sexual 
scripting, identity, and sexual exploitation by using subversion and the politics of articulation. Megan 
Thee Stallion’s music promotes women being autonomous, expressing or performing multiple 
identities, and embracing their sexuality. The article used subversion as lens to examine whether 
Megan Thee Stallion uses her lyrics and music videos as a tool to disrupt sexism and sexual exploitation. 
Research by various scholars has argued that hip hop culture sexually exploits women and promotes 
ideologies of sexism and misogyny (Gourdine & Lemmons, 2011; Hobbson & Bartlow, 2008; 
Mohammed-Baksh & Callison, 2015; Railton & Watson, 2011). As an artist, Megan Thee Stallion works 
from within hip hop culture to problematise and challenge these sexist and misogynistic ideologies.  

In the methodological section, it was noted that there is no criterion for subversion, nor is there a 
specific set of techniques that can be used to subvert. However, queer theory is also used as a 
theoretical lens in the analysis. The combination of queer theory and subversion situates a space for 
subversion to insert an alternate perspective and challenge the dominant discourses of sexuality, 
pleasure, and identity that are produced by hip hop culture. Megan Thee Stallion’s music subverts the 
dominant discourses promoted through these songs by sampling the songs and including her own 
rhyme schemes and rap lines that explore her sexuality, pleasure, and fluid identities. Thus, by holding 
the centre of hip hop culture—hegemonic masculinity, heteronormativity, and gender binaries—up 
for scrutiny through adopting a queer position, Megan Thee Stallion attempts to re-centre women in 
hip hop culture by catering to women’s pleasure. 

In conclusion, using CDA as a theoretical framework allows one to question the semantics and 
discourses of gender on a deeper level. The use of queer theory examines how hip hop music has 
centred heterosexual masculinity and how Megan Thee Stallion re-centres this by focusing on pleasure 
from a woman’s perspective, and introducing new perspectives and discourses regarding the sexual 
scripts of women. This offers a space for the criterion of subversion to be explored and discussed. 
Although women and their bodies are generally commodified and commercialised by male listeners or 
consumers of hip hop music, Megan Thee Stallion’s choice of lyrics (her diction) challenges the notions 
of the politics of respectability and the politics of silence. It is through an analysis of her lyrics, and how 
these words function in the song to problematise these dominant androcentric discourses that sexually 
exploit women, that women are encouraged to challenge the patriarchal ideologies of what it means 
to be a woman. Thus, this study offers the potential to educate others about gender and 
problematising binaries and patriarchy by exploring hip hop culture, which has a mass global influence 
and support.  
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Abstract 

Discrimination according to gender has been in practice in communities globally since time 
immemorial. This discrimination has infiltrated all spheres of life including the naming, 
shaming, blaming, and persecution of deviant people as witches. The phenomenon of 
witchcraft has historically been negatively skewed towards women, with women’s gender and 
sexual diversity being used against them in accusations of witchcraft. In some modern-day 
African communities, gender and sexual diversity are still regarded as witchcraft or a result of 
bewitching. While activism against witchcraft has gathered momentum across Africa, it is 
worth noting that in Lesotho, such activism began in the precolonial era through the 
leadership of Chief Mohlomi. In this paper, we explore the understandings and experiences 
of constructions of difference as witchcraft among the Basotho of Lesotho. Using a qualitative 
research approach, we employed life-history narratives and focus group discussions to 
generate data with 10 Basotho men and women aged 70–93 years. We used sankofa theory 
to frame our analysis of the data, which was done thematically. Drawing on the ethnographic 
data, we discuss lessons regarding constructions of difference as witchcraft, and Chief 
Mohlomi’s (1720–1815) activism against the discrimination of those labelled as witches. The 
findings reveal that divergent gender and sexual characteristics and identities were used in 
labelling certain individuals as witches and unexplainable phenomena as witchcraft. However, 
the findings also show that Chief Mohlomi set in motion a spirited activism against the 
persecution of divergent people through his teachings, which led to transformed views on 
gender and sexual diversity among the Basotho. These findings have implications for an 
education that embraces diversity in all spheres of life to promote inclusive and sustainable 
communities. 
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Introduction  

The gendering of witchcraft is not a new phenomenon in communities across Africa (Dehm & Millbank, 
2019; Kgatla, 2020; Okonkwo et al., 2021; Singh & Msuya, 2019). Okonkwo et al. (2021, p. 461) stated 
that since time immemorial in Africa, witchcraft has always been “skewed towards the female gender.” 
And, according to Okonkwo et al. (2021, p. 446), African historical scholarship is guilty of peddling 
“gendered constructs in witchcraft beliefs in African history.” These gendered constructs are largely 
driven by unequal gender norms that support patriarchy (Khau, 2012; Motalingoane-Khau, 2006). The 
constructs mostly continue to shape gender-skewed discourses as well as inequalities in witchcraft 
beliefs across African communities (Okonkwo et al., 2021). 

Although instances of female witchcraft accusations and persecution are prevalent in African 
communities, they are also spread throughout the world including Southeast Asia and Central America 
(Dehm & Millbank, 2019). These authors further noted that witchcraft-related violence (WRV) has, 
over the years, become a concern for international human rights organisations and activists. According 
to Dehm and Millbank (2019), the increasing international concern on WRV has been heightened by 
reported persecutions and murders directed at LGBTIQ+ communities due to beliefs that they are 
possessed by demons or bewitched. The increase in international attention to WRV and gender-based 
violence (GBV) directed at minority groups has been accompanied by a plethora of initiatives that 
provide rich data resources for exploring the nature of WRV in theory and in practice.  

Dehm and Millbank (2019) also stated that global nations have begun initiatives to monitor and 
criminalise GBV and WRV within their domestic jurisdictions by adopting legislations, policy reforms, 
and taskforces whose aim is to combat both. In addition to these practical solutions to GBV and WRV, 
there has been an emergent activist scholarship on gender issues (Morrell & Clowes, 2017), which has 
seen an increase in the documentation of human rights violations based on GBV and WRV (Dehm & 
Millbank, 2019). This growth in published works on gender-based violations of human rights has 
provided an impetus for nations and individuals to act against the stigmatisation and discrimination of 
people displaying divergent gender and sexual identities (Motalingoane-Khau, 2006). According to 
Igwe (2020), the nongovernmental sector in the continent of Africa has developed strategies to combat 
WRV in a bid to reduce related persecutions and deaths. With the world in general, and African 
countries in particular, working towards the attainment of the Sustainable Development Goals by 
2030, it has become imperative for activists and researchers to find strategies for eradicating all forms 
of discrimination against women and other minority groups (Khau, 2021). 

In this article, we use data from Lesotho to argue that activism and attention to WRV as a form of GBV 
negatively skewed against deviant women is not new among the Basotho. It began with the activism 
of Chief Mohlomi who taught about and cautioned communities against discriminating and 
persecuting those alleged to practise witchcraft during precolonial Southern Africa. To achieve this, we 
first discuss the gendering of witchcraft in African contexts, and Chief Mohlomi’s activism against 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2021/v11i1a6
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human rights violations in communities. This is followed by presenting the sankofa theory as a frame 
for the study. Then we present and discuss data from ethnographic fieldwork spanning 2017–2019 in 
Lesotho with 10 Basotho men and women who shared their experiences of constructions of difference 
in their communities and how modern-day education systems could learn from Chief Mohlomi’s 
example of norm-criticality regarding issues of gender and sexuality. 

Gendering of Witchcraft in Africa 

The gendering of witchcraft is as old as the history of witchcraft around the world (de Blécourt, 2000; 
Lorne, 2019). Mohammed (2019) argued that the gendering of witchcraft demonstrates how it is 
conceptualised and embodied through socially constructed gender lenses. Lorne (2019) and Kounine 
(2013) argued that the origins of the gendering of witchcraft are contested, and Mohammed (2019) 
pointed out that it has resulted in gender and sexual dynamics underlying witchcraft accusations that 
are disproportionately directed at women. Levack (1995) stated that American and European societies 
have a history of witches during 1400 to 1800, when thousands of women and men alleged to be 
witches were persecuted and executed. 

Although witchcraft accusations have declined in American and European societies, they are still 
prevalent in African communities (Murray & Wallace, 2013). According to Murray and Wallace 
(2013), many deviant men and women in Africa still face the reality of being accused of witchcraft 
at any time. In agreement, Ghorbani (2015) stated that African communities still perpetuate the 
oppression of women through witchcraft allegations and persecutions. As exemplified by Ngalomba 
and Harpur (2016), many African women who manage to grow old do not necessarily enjoy a happy 
long life due to being targeted as witches. Müller and Sanderson (2020) attested to this by saying that 
there are deep-seated prejudices against elderly and deviant women who get accused of practising 
witchcraft. The accused often face different forms of abuse including ridiculing, torture, and even 
death (Bello, 2020; Eboiyehi, 2017; Sambe et al., 2014), with most accusers feeling the need to inflict 
emotional and physical pain on those accused of witchcraft or being bewitched (Chilimampunga & 
Thindwa, 2011). 

Ngangah (2020) noted that even though witchcraft beliefs existed in precolonial African societies, 
there are no written records of the phenomenon due to Africa’s overreliance on oral traditions. 
Ogbomo (2005) also pointed out that despite the lack of written records from precolonial African 
societies, there is evidence of instances in which deviant individuals were accused and persecuted for 
allegedly practising witchcraft or being possessed by demons. While both deviant men and women 
were persecuted, the discourse was negatively skewed against women. This double standard in the 
accusations and persecutions of women alleged to be witches was predominant in patriarchal 
communities across the world (Mace, 2018). According to Mace (2018), any woman who did not fit the 
prevailing femininity scripts was accused of witchcraft. Rowlands (2013) also blamed patriarchy for the 
unjustified accusations of witchcraft against deviant women in communities, arguing that “as long as 
the overall power of patriarchy remained firm, ruling male elites could countenance the executions of 
a minority of men, along with a much greater number of women, in their endeavour to rid society of 
witches” (p. 449).  

Faxneld (2017) and Kgatla (2020) argued that patriarchal communities constructed deviant women 
and men as rebels against patriarchy and thus legitimised their persecution. There were always more 
women than men who were alleged to be witches, which Barry et al. (2010, p. 5) labelled, “the making 
of the female witch.” Thus, Hester (2010) confirmed that the gendering of witchcraft is a by-product 
of patriarchy and a mechanism of social control on women and men whose femininity and masculinity 
scripts were non-hegemonic. 
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The construction of deviant men and women as witches predates colonial rule in African countries, 
including Lesotho. According to Kohnert (2007), the vilification of difference and its construction as 
witchcraft has been a deeply ingrained belief in African societies and provided a framework for WRV. 
Rakotsoane (1996) argued that precolonial African communities including the Basotho believed in 
witchcraft (boloi), with widespread WRV and brutal killings of those alleged to be witches (baloi). 
However, Chief Mohlomi played a vital role in educating precolonial Basotho against persecuting those 
accused of witchcraft, arguing that diversity should be celebrated and not feared or persecuted. 

In the next section, we present Chief Mohlomi as a pioneer Mosotho activist against the gendering of 
witchcraft in precolonial Southern Africa. 

Mohlomi’s Activism Against the Gendering of Witchcraft in Southern Africa 

The belief in witchcraft existed during precolonial Southern Africa among ancient Basotho 
communities (Moteetee, 2017; Rakotsoane, 1996; Semenya & Letsosa, 2013; Thabede, 2008). These 
communities viewed witchcraft as an evil and harmful practice against society. Thus, those suspected 
of being bewitched or practising witchcraft in communities were tortured and eventually killed 
(Semenya & Letsosa, 2013). According to Semenya and Letsosa (2013), the Basotho believed that 
witchcraft could bring curses, evil and poverty, or death into people’s lives. This, according to Semenya 
and Letsosa (2013), could explain why Basotho communities responded to witchcraft allegations with 
contempt and violence towards the accused suspects. 

In ancient Basotho culture, unexplainable accidents, untimely human death, unusual illnesses, deviant 
behaviour, and misfortune were often associated with witchcraft (Letsosa & Semenya, 2011; 
Moteetee, 2017). Letsosa and Semenya (2011) argued that despite the inevitability of difference or 
death, the Basotho believed that they could not occur without cause. Hence, witchcraft was blamed 
for any unexplainable occurrence in their lives. In agreement, Rakotsoane (1996) noted that the 
Basotho rarely accepted the naturality of human death and thus blamed it on community members 
alleged to practice witchcraft. They also blamed witchcraft for any deviant sexual and gender scripts. 
This created a fertile ground for persecutions of those who deviated from what was prescribed by 
society. Rakotsoane (1996) attested to this through the Sesotho proverb, “lekoko la motho ha le 
thakhisoe faats’e’ [a human skin can never be tanned like that of an animal]”. The implication of this 
proverb is that a human being never dies without cause and that there is always someone responsible 
for the death. Anything deemed unnatural or unexplainable was blamed on witchcraft. 

Ellenberger (1912/1992, p. 267) described the tragedy that faced those convicted of witchcraft as 
follows: “A person convicted of witchcraft was probably ‘eaten up’—that is to say, his property and 
family were taken from him, and he was driven naked from the community, to live or die, as fate might 
decree.” Ellenberger (1912/1992, p. 267) further pointed out: 

That is why a person so accused seldom waited for his trial but fled with such of his 
belongings as he could get together, with a view to joining some other chief. If . . . caught, 
his flight would be considered an additional and conclusive proof of his guilt.  

Although the belief in the existence of witchcraft engaged precolonial Basotho societies, Gill (1997) 
noted that there was scepticism against this belief. According to Gill (1997, p. 35), one Mosotho chief 
was quoted saying, “sorcery only exists in the mouths of those who speak of it. It is no more in the 
power of man to kill his fellow by mere effect of his will, than it would be to raise him from the dead.” 
This Mosotho chief is believed to have been Mohlomi. It is believed that Mohlomi “was born around 
1720 at Fothane near present-day Mashaeng (Fouriesburg) in the Free State province of South Africa 
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north of Lesotho” (Mofuoa (2021, p. 130). Mohlomi lived at Ngoliloe, which was the headquarters of 
his chiefdom and became “a place where Mohlomi established his leadership academy” (Mofuoa, 
2021, p. 131).  

Mohlomi was well known for his admirable and exemplary political leadership (Coplan, 1993; Coplan, & 
Quinlan, 1997; Eldredge, 2015; Epprecht, 2000; Etherington, 2013; Hincks, 2017; Rosenberg & 
Weisfelder, 2013). According to Coplan (1993), Mohlomi’s chiefdom and leadership were guided by 
ancestral dreams in which they told him to rule with justice and wisdom. Arbousset and Daumas (1846, 
pp. 272–275, as quoted in Mofuoa, 2015, p. 104) remarked: “His government was that of a prince 
distinguished for clemency and wisdom.” During his time, Mohlomi eradicated beliefs in witchcraft 
together with the gendering of the phenomenon through his teachings and activism (Mofuoa, 2021). 
According to Mokotso (2015), Chief Mohlomi condemned witchcraft allegations and WRV among the 
Basotho. Although a diviner himself, “Mohlomi did not trust diviners who could supposedly ‘smell out’ 
witches (divination called bonohe), he made it illegal in his chiefdom to put anyone to death on an 
accusation of witchcraft” (Hincks, 2017, p. 65). By prohibiting the persecution of suspected witches 
(Rosenberg & Veisfelder, 2013), Mohlomi became a pioneer Mosotho activist against WRV and the 
vilification of difference.  

Besides his exemplary political leadership, Mohlomi was a renowned diviner, herbalist, prophet, and 
rainmaker (morokapula) with mystical powers (Ellenberger & Macgregor, 1912/1992). These skills 
allowed him to understand the nuances of using traditional medicines and thus he empathised with 
those accused of practising witchcraft (Hincks, 2017). According to Hincks (2017, p. 65), Mohlomi 
differed from “false diviners and prophets” because of his discernment and integrity. He openly spoke 
against WRV and “rejected the branch of divining medicine known as bolaoli and bonohe” (Hincks, 
2017, p. 65). Bolaoli (reading one’s life path and occurrences) was commonly used to identify witches 
through the throwing and reading of animal bones, while bonohe (fortune telling, seeing) was used to 
sniff out witches within the community through a séance. Mohlomi distrusted bolaoli and bonohe 
practitioners. He committed to exposing those he suspected of quackery (Hincks, 2017), thus making 
it illegal in his chiefdom to murder anyone on allegations of witchcraft. He also banned the banishing 
of alleged witches or the destruction of their property (Hincks, 2017). 

Ellenberger (1912/1992) argued that Mohlomi abhorred the harsh societal measures implemented 
against suspected witches because he believed that such measures were often directed against the 
weak and vulnerable minorities who were oftentimes falsely accused. To weed out those he suspected 
of quackery, Mohlomi used to stage situations to test the diviners and seers in his chiefdom. 
Ellenberger (1912/1992) posited that there was one episode in which Chief Mohlomi hid his shield and 
called on the seers and diviners to assist him in finding it. During this staged episode, the diviners and 
seers started pointing out suspects in the yard whom they accused of trying to bewitch the chief by 
taking away his shield. When the diviners and seers were done with their accusations, Mohlomi 
retrieved his shield from its hiding place to prove that the divinations and accusations of the diviners 
and seers were unfounded.  

Mohlomi eventually instructed his protégé Moshoeshoe, who became the founder of the Basotho 
nation, to “never to kill anyone accused of witchcraft” (Gill, 1997, p. 12). Rosenberg and Weisfelder 
(2013, p. 351) noted that “Mohlomi advised the young Moshoeshoe that if he wished to be a great 
chief, he needed to help those in need, never kill those accused of witchcraft.” Mohlomi also instructed 
the young Moshoeshoe to distrust witchdoctors (Mangnall, 2018). Moshoeshoe heeded the advice of 
his teacher and mentor and stood against the killing of alleged witches throughout his life (Thompson, 
1975). From the teachings of Chief Mohlomi, the Basotho nation learnt that diversity is natural, and 
people ought to celebrate diversity instead of pathologising it. Epprecht (2000) noted that Basotho 



77 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 1 April 2022 

used the saying, “Khotso khaitseli ea Moshoeshoe (Peace is Moshoeshoe’s sister)” to show that they 
would nurture and protect peace at all costs, like one would protect their sister. The norm-criticality 
espoused by chief Mohlomi became the foundation of Basotho’s education system, but was derailed 
by the colonial regime (Epprecht, 2000). 

Theoretical Framing 

To understand the importance of history in shaping the future, we used sankofa theory to make 
meaning of our data. According to Temple (2010, p. 128), sankofa is an African word from the Akan 
tribe in Ghana, which comes from the saying “se wo were fi na wosankofa a yenkyi.” This saying 
translates to “it is not wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten” or “it is not taboo to fetch 
what is at risk of being left behind” (Temple, 2010, p. 128). Sekese (2002, p. 170) pointed out that the 
Basotho have a similar philosophy termed “thebe e seheloa holim’a e ngoe” which could be loosely 
translated thus “we need to fashion our daily lives on what has worked before.” These indigenous 
philosophies offer a solution for modern-day people in reconstituting their fragmented past (Temple, 
2010). They assist in interrogating and reinterpreting the gender inequality and persecution of deviant 
people in communities. Sankofa offers a process of understanding and critiquing the shaming and 
blaming of marginalised people in society by interrogating the contexts, perspectives, spaces, and 
systems that collude to oppress deviant minorities in communities of diverse people. 

According to Felder (2019), sankofa acknowledges and centres the experiences of historically 
marginalised people in multiple contexts and provides an opportunity to go back into history in order 
to move forward. It allows researchers and communities to touch base with the past to gather the best 
of what the past has to offer for us to reach our full potential in moving forward. Slater (2019) also 
pointed out that through sankofa theory, we can reclaim and revive whatever beneficial practices from 
the past have been forgotten or lost. According to Slater (2019), sankofa wisdom encourages people 
to understand that the good and the bad of the past have shaped who they have become, and enables 
them to embrace all their experiences. 

Sankofa theory is relevant to this article because we believe that learning from the past is the best way 
to move forward in terms of embracing and celebrating diversity with the aim of transforming “taken 
for granted ways of thinking and doing into best practices” (Hervie, 2013, p. 2). The blaming, shaming, 
silencing, discrimination, and persecution of deviant minorities in society today was created by people 
and it can be transformed by others who are willing to move forward with best practices learnt from 
the past (Kissi, 2018). 

Methodology  

This paper derives from a larger qualitative, ethnographic study (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) in Lesotho 
spanning the period 2017–2019. We used participatory and visual methodologies including drawings, 
collages, life-history narratives, and focus group conversations with 10 Basotho participants to enable 
them to share their experiences of the traditional lives and sexuality practices of Basotho. We focus 
only on the focus group discussions in this article. The use of the qualitative approach was based on 
the argument that it enables participants to share their lived experiences and reflect on their opinions 
and interpretations of phenomena in context (de Vos et al., 2014). Our study was grounded in the 
transformative paradigm, which aims to challenge and deconstruct societal norms (see Taylor & 
Medina, 2011) towards inclusive societies that embrace and celebrate diversity. 

The study was conducted in the village of Qomoqomong in Quthing, a mountainous district in the south 
of Lesotho because of the researchers’ knowledge of the community and ease of access to elderly 
participants. The village of Qomoqomong was also chosen for its strong ties to traditional Basotho 



78 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 1 April 2022 

beliefs and practices, to enable us to understand how the Basotho viewed diversity and deviant 
behaviour during an age when witchcraft beliefs were rampant. Our aim was to explore participants’ 
experiences regarding deviant behaviour, and how this was dealt with over the years of their lives—in 
a bid to learn best practices of dealing with diversity in modern-day communities. 

After receiving ethical clearance from the university in Eastern Cape, South Africa, we approached the 
chief of Qomoqomong village who granted us permission to conduct the study in his chiefdom. The 
chief was helpful in identifying some of his oldest people, whom we could approach for in-depth 
understanding of the history of the Basotho. Five women and five men agreed to take part in the study, 
and we presented information to them about the study in Sesotho. The whole research project was 
conducted in Sesotho and the transcripts of recordings were later translated into English. We were 
comfortable with conducting the study in Sesotho because the research team consisted of Basotho 
who were fluent in Sesotho and English. We used pseudonyms to protect participants’ anonymity. 

The Table 1 presents the biographical details of the participants. 

Table 1 

Biographical Details of the Participants 

Name Gender Age Occupation 

Khomo Male 83 Retired teacher 

Tonki Male  72 Musician 

Tau Male  70 Retired policeman 

Phiri Male  90 Farmer 

Nkoe Male  93 Traditional doctor 

`Mateboho  Female  85 Retired shopkeeper 

`Mantho Female  88 Midwife  

`Mathoto Female  90 Housewife 

`Malira Female  93 Retired teacher 

`Mamosa Female  93 Housewife  

 

The participants responded to the following question during the focus group discussions: “What are 
your experiences of the treatment of deviant people among your community?” 

The transcribed recordings of the focus group discussions were translated from Sesotho to English and 
thematically analysed to identify themes (see de Vos et al., 2014). After coding the themes, we 
identified descriptive categories (see Creswell & Creswell, 2017). To enhance the trustworthiness of 
the findings, we rechecked the translations against the transcripts and ensured consistency between 
the data and themes. Member checking was also used to confirm details and get clarity from 
participants where needed. 

We discuss the major themes produced from the data in the next section. 

Findings and Discussion 

The two themes that were generated from the data are: 

• Deviant behaviour was seen as a sign of witchcraft. 

• Understanding diversity can help reduce discrimination and persecution. 
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Deviant Behaviour Was Seen as a Sign of Witchcraft 

In this section, we present the participants’ experiences of instances where people displaying deviant 
personalities or behaviour were labelled as witches and persecuted. The participants narrated what 
they remembered, and how they had felt during the incidences. Nkoe, being the eldest in the team, 
spoke freely and opened discussions on any issue. He said: 

I remember in my youth there was once a very beautiful lady in our village. She glowed 
like she was being licked by a snake instead of bathing. . . . She was the most beautiful 
woman I had ever seen. The women hated her because we were all charmed by her beauty 
. . . [giggles]. Out of the blue, we began hearing that she was a witch and that she used 
witchcraft to charm men to her house so that she could kill them for her witchcraft potions. 
Before we knew it, she was banished from the village. 

The woman in Nkoe’s story was persecuted because of her extraordinary beauty, which people 
considered as unnatural. Presenting a different perspective was `Mamosa who said, 

I remember a different one where a very poor old woman was accused of witchcraft 
because her two children had died in infancy and her husband had left her for another 
woman. People said she had killed her babies for witchcraft rituals, and she was shunned 
by almost everyone. Nobody blamed her husband. It broke my heart! 

`Mamosa’s story attests to what has been argued by Ngalomba and Harpur (2016)—that many old 
African women do not enjoy a happy long life due to being targeted as witches. Instead of being 
celebrated for their old age, this is seen as a sign of witchcraft due to what Müller and Sanderson 
(2020) identified as deep-seated prejudices against elderly women. Thus, older women remain 
common victims of WRV because of the belief that they know more witchcraft spells than younger 
women do. They are often blamed for any alleged bad luck in communities. 

While `Mamosa and Nkoe presented incidences in which women were alleged to be witches because 
they were different, `Mamosa alluded to the pain she felt when a woman who had lost everything was 
persecuted. Agreeing with `Mamosa, `Mantho said, 

To think that the woman had lost her children in infancy and she gets blamed for it! People 
are so cruel . . . if she did not want children she would have stopped after losing the first 
one. . . . instead of consoling her, she is discriminated against! Sometimes it is hard to be 
a woman! 

`Mantho’s words, “sometimes it is hard to be a woman!” are pertinent even today in patriarchal 
communities where women are subordinated and denied their most basic human rights (Khau, 2021). 
The belief that babies should not die in infancy forced the community to blame the mother for their 
death (see Rakotsoane, 1996). This is in line with what was argued by Moteetee (2017)—that the 
Basotho blamed unexplainable accidents, untimely human death, unusual illnesses, and misfortune on 
witchcraft. The fact that the woman’s husband was never blamed attests to the legacy of a patriarchal 
gender order in which a man is superior and is never questioned or blamed for any wrongdoing (Khau, 
2021). Even though the Basotho knew that death was inevitable, they believed that it could not occur 
without cause (Letsosa & Semenya, 2011). 

In response to `Mantho’s comment, Tau said: 
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People are not cruel. Our beliefs of witchcraft are cruel. Men and women shunned the poor 
lady because she had lost her babies and called her a witch because they believed in 
witchcraft. When men banish people from the village, it is the women who ululate and 
cheer them on. . . . we have learnt to be cruel because of believing in witchcraft, but the 
belief does not do any good for us! 

Tau’s argument that women partake in their own subordination is testament to what has been alluded 
to by Khau (2021), that agents with a vested interest in their subordination see it as normal. The village 
women who pathologise other women do so because they stand to gain by being seen as performing 
good womanhood scripts in their society (see Motalingoane-Khau, 2006).  

Continuing the discussion, `Malira had this to say: 

When I was a new bride, I was told that my neighbour was a witch because she was a 
great herbalist. I was told to be aware of her and not eat anything from her house. One 
time when I was alone at home and sick, she gave me a potion that healed me. Where is 
the witchcraft in that? My in-laws and the villagers hated the woman and she was 
eventually banished from the village because of her knowledge of herbs. Her house and all 
belongings were burnt! 

In patriarchal communities, women are not expected to surpass men in any skill or capability (Khau, 
2021). Thus, the woman with skills in herbal medicines was seen as a threat to men’s masculinity and 
was accused of witchcraft. This is testament to the patriarchal gender order that still prevails in 
modern-day Lesotho (see Khau, 2021). The experiences shared by these participants show the beliefs 
that were held by their community regarding deviant behaviour and the gendered constructions of 
witchcraft. While the victims of the allegations were all women, the accusations against them were 
based on their deviant characteristics, which positioned them as different.  

Phiri presented a different experience, which adds to the array of diverse behaviours construed as 
witchcraft: 

There was this woman called `Mantsoaki in the village. Her traditional beer was the best 
in the whole neighbourhood. Men would travel from different regions of the district just 
to get her beer. Soon there were rumours that she used witchcraft to get people to like her 
beer. It was said that she placed the genitals of a dead woman in the pot in which the brew 
was sold from, and that she used her underwear to sieve the traditional beer. 

Phiri’s experience presents a different dimension of witchcraft allegations. While it is still a woman 
being blamed, female sexuality was linked to the allegations of her witchcraft. She was blamed for 
using the sexual organs of another woman to attract clients for her traditional brew. The use of her 
underwear in sieving the brew also provides testament to the powers that were attached to female 
sexuality among the Basotho. Sekese (2002, p. 102) argued that female sexuality was associated with 
spiritual powers because “Molimo o bopa maseea popelong ea mosali [God creates babies in the womb 
of a woman].” The belief in the power of female sexual organs has led to massive murders of women 
in which their sexual organs were chopped off (liretlo) to use in witchcraft potions (see Mokotso, 2015). 
The skill that `Mantsoaki had in brewing traditional beer was belittled by blaming it on witchcraft. 

Continuing the sexuality discussion was Tonki who said, 
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When I was a young man, there was this chap in my village who never had any interest in 
girls like the rest of us. He was always with his buddy. We then heard that they were 
staying together in South African mines because life was expensive. . . . however, there 
were also rumours that they were lovers. When they came home one Christmas, the chief 
told them to stop their witchcraft, find wives and get married or leave his chiefdom. Their 
parents believed that they were bewitched for loving each other. 

`Mateboho also said, 

When we were girls, we used to have mummies and babies. When we were alone, we used 
to caress, kiss, and fondle each other’s genitals; and we enjoyed ourselves. However, we 
were often told that what we were doing was a sin . . . so we did it in hiding. Anyone who 
got caught was sent to church for prayers to remove the demons . . . [giggles] . . . but I 
know some old women who still do it. 

Tonki and `Mateboho’s stories present divergent sexual identities that were seen as unnatural among 
the Basotho community and hence were blamed on witchcraft. Despite this belief, homosexuality 
existed in precolonial Africa, including Lesotho (Epprecht, 2000; Gay, 1986; Kendall, 1999). Blaming 
homosexuality on witchcraft was boosted by Christian beliefs that labelled it a sin. Challenging this 
belief, Jeffreys (1991, pp. 299–302) argued that homosexuality is seen as deviant because it poses a 
threat to heteropatriarchy and its eroticisation of unequal gender power; he posited: 

Heterosexual desire is eroticised power difference . . . so heterosexual desire for men is 
based on eroticising the otherness of women, an otherness, which is based on a difference 
in power. . . . Women’s subordination is sexy for men and for women too. 

 The belief in the unnaturalness of homosexuality aligns with Reddy’s (2005, p. 6) argument that “for 
the majority of our societies, African homosexuals constitute ‘improper’ bodies and homosexuality a 
‘subversive’ pleasure.” The belief that female bodies were made for men’s pleasure, and vice versa, is 
what makes homosexuality unnatural and tantamount to witchcraft in heteropatriarchal communities. 

When asked whether all community members were agreeable to the witchcraft allegations and 
persecutions, the participants noted that there were several community members who were against 
the practice. Their responses are presented in the next section. 

Understanding Diversity Can Help Reduce Discrimination and Persecution 

The discussions regarding the persecutions of people who portrayed deviant scripts highlighted the 
community’s belief in witchcraft and how patriarchy served as a seedbed for such constructions of 
difference. However, the participants also highlighted that the allegations, although based on beliefs 
of witchcraft, were not factual. `Malira’s story presents how a skilled medicine-woman was alleged to 
practice witchcraft despite healing people in the community. When questioned further, `Malira said: 

After my neighbour was banished from the village, several people started talking about 
how they had also been healed by her medicines and how they miss having her in the 
village. Some people even went looking for her in the new village where she was staying 
to get help. 

Continuing the discussion, `Mateboho said: 
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People act before understanding. . . . If they had tried to understand your neighbour, they 
would not have accused her of witchcraft. Maybe she would have even taught them the 
herbs that have medicinal properties. I think people are always afraid of what they do not 
understand . . . just like the case of `Mantsoaki, they could have asked for her recipe for 
traditional beer instead of accusing her. 

The situation of `Malira’s neighbour shows that accepting societal mandates without question can 
become problematic. People socialised into witchcraft beliefs do not always challenge allegations 
because they have vested interests in being seen as upstanding community members (see Khau, 2012). 
Due to women’s knowledge of herbs and traditional plants with medicinal properties, women were 
often accused of using their knowledge for witchcraft (Thabede, 2008). The destruction of property 
belonging to `Malira’s neighbour aligns with Ellenberger’s (1912/1992) argument that those convicted 
of witchcraft had their properties destroyed to rid the community of the last vestiges of witchcraft. 

Khomo used Phiri’s and Nkoe’s examples to highlight the problem of unchallenged beliefs: 

`Mantsoaki was skilled in brewing good traditional beer. Instead of people learning from 
her so that they could acquire the same skills, they accused her of witchcraft. This is still 
happening today. If people do not understand how one is surviving and making it through 
tough times, they accuse them of witchcraft; just like in Nkoe’s example of the beautiful 
woman. Who knows if she had a special beauty regime that she could have taught other 
women? 

Tonki continued the discussion, saying: 

It is sad that even today people are afraid of those who are different to them. In the past, 
we taught young boys and girls during the traditional initiation school that everyone has 
different skills and attributes and should be accepted as such. There was much tolerance 
back then. These days, our children are taught about diversity in schools, but there is more 
discrimination against those deemed different. It is time we looked back on ourselves as 
Basotho. Where did we go wrong? 

Nkoe agreed: 

During the times of King Moshoeshoe the 1st, there was a reduction in witchcraft-related 
violence because he was against it as a king. Maybe if the current chiefs spoke out about 
this issue and condemned it, people would appreciate that we need diversity to prosper as 
a nation. My medicine teacher used to say to me “U be joale ka Mohlomi, u rate batho 
boohle. Meriana etla u atlehela [Be like Mohlomi and love all people and your medicines 
will be successful]”. 

These discussions bring forth that although the participants’ community believed in witchcraft, they 
were aware that some accusations were unfounded and unfair. During the discussions, they 
highlighted some benefits that could have befallen the community had it tried to understand the 
accused before judging them. The references to King Moshoeshoe the 1st and Chief Mohlomi show 
their eminence among the Basotho regarding their teachings on inclusivity, as attested to by several 
scholars (see Ellenberger, 1912/1992; Mangnall, 2018; Moteetee, 2017; Rakotsoane, 1996; Thabede, 
2008).  
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During the discussions, the participants in this study became aware that change was necessary. They 
alluded to a need for more tolerance and acceptance of difference instead of its vilification. Tonki’s 
point, “It is time we looked back on ourselves as Basotho. Where did we go wrong?” is pertinent in 
rethinking the constructions of difference among the Basotho and the world in general. The fear of 
difference creates many unnecessary injustices against those deemed different. To highlight this shift 
Nkoe said: 

We are the elders of our community and we know what works and what does not. It is 
high time that we became actively involved in our children’s education to ensure that they 
do not live in fear of difference, but accept each other as human beings. 

`Mamosa agreed, saying: 

Indeed, King Moshoeshoe the 1st believed in peace and tolerance. Our society can change 
for the better if we learn from his principles to guide our future generations . . . Sekoele 
Basotho [let us look back to go forward] . . . I know we can make it if we work together to 
teach the youth. 

The engagement of these participants in these discussions transformed their thinking regarding the 
constructions of difference in their communities. They agreed that celebrating diversity is what built 
the Basotho nation of old, and could be used in modern-day education systems to eradicate the 
vilification of difference. This changed mindset shows the importance of engaging communities in 
dialogue to rethink their practices and transform their realities. 

Conclusion  

We have explored the constructions of difference as witchcraft among the Basotho using life-history 
narratives and focus group discussions. We analysed the data thematically using sankofa theory. The 
findings reveal the use of divergent gender and sexual characteristics and identities in labelling certain 
people as witches, and unexplainable phenomena as witchcraft. However, the findings also show that 
Chief Mohlomi was against the persecution of divergent people through his teachings, which led to 
transformed views on gender and sexual diversity among the Basotho. These findings are crucial to 
building an education that embraces diversity to promote inclusive and sustainable communities. 

Although modern-day Lesotho is a patriarchal nation, Epprecht (2000) has argued that the gender 
relations in 19th-century Lesotho portrayed a social presence of independent and powerful women. 
According to Arndt (2002), African women have always held several reins in community and family life, 
leading to Stratton (1994, p. 54) writing, “Contrary to what is often thought today, the African woman 
does not need to be liberated. She has always been free for many thousands of years.” 

Several African scholars have argued that before colonisation, people were not organised along gender 
lines, despite the existence of other forms of social inequality (see Nnaemeka, 1998; Oyewumi, 1999). 
In many African communities, patriarchy came through colonisation and the subsequent state 
formation and introduction of Islam and Christianity (Stratton, 1994). Thus, applying sankofa theory, 
we can learn from precolonial Africa that current gender power relations in communities can be 
reconstructed to build inclusive and sustainable communities that are norm-critical and celebrate 
diversity. Taken-for-granted constructions of gender and sexual differences can also be deconstructed, 
leading to communities that do not vilify deviant minorities. Sankofa allows us to interrogate the 
exclusionary conceptions of difference in modern-day education systems and learn from past 
experiences of norm-criticality to create inclusive futures. 
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The book, Women and Fairness: Navigating an Unfair World, comes at an opportune time when the 
world needs to rethink its stance towards gender equality and the equitable treatment of all who 
inhabit it. The history of humanity shows that gender inequity has existed since time immemorial, with 
different societies privileging one gender over another. The advent of the Covid-19 coronavirus 
escalated inequalities in communities in terms of the haves and the have-nots regarding access to 
health services, livelihoods, and education. According to the John Hopkins University & Medicine 
Coronavirus Resource Centre (https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html), by April 2022, more than six 
million people had lost their lives due to the virus, with millions more having lost their jobs. Studies 
conducted during the period of the pandemic have highlighted that unemployment and heavy care 
work were negatively skewed towards women. The incidence of gender-based violence reached record 
highs within a short space of time, showing that our societies are active volcanoes waiting to erupt.  

Women from all walks of life have had their agency challenged, their voices silenced, and their 
capabilities inhibited while trying to perform their duties or take a stand against unjust systems in the 
public domain. The overt and covert shaming, blaming, and silencing of women trying to make the 
world a better place for all occur within patriarchal institutions in the public and private domains. 
Families, churches, schools, workplaces, and governments privilege hegemonic masculinities while 
everything feminine is belittled and sidelined. The hegemonic heteropatriarchal gender order of many 
communities, therefore, requires a rethinking in this day and age when life systems are drastically 
changing and the gender divide in skills and careers has been reduced. Thus, the onus is on those who 
can, to take up arms and remind the world of their daily struggles in overcoming the barriers to full 
recognition as human beings.  

This book presents stories of feminist academics who are trying to reintroduce women’s intellectual 
work into various academic disciplines to unearth the expansive and inclusive visions of what women 
can become and achieve in a truly free world. It is a collection of works that speaks to women’s 
experiences and places them at the centre of scholarly debate. The chapters are based on first-hand 
testimonies of real women about their experiences, fictional women’s experiences, and studies about 
women’s experiences as imperative tools of self-empowerment in a discernibly unfair world. Its 

https://doi.org/10.31244/9783830993650
mailto:Mathabo.khau@mandela.ac.za
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purpose is to highlight women’s contributions as subjects and creators of life and culture, thus opening 
alleyways that were once obstructed by misogyny and sexism.  

Despite this lofty aim, the chapters show that women are still facing the challenges of silencing and 
invisibility, with multitudes of barriers placed in their paths. In the chapters, women scholars from 
different disciplines ask important questions regarding the many obstacles placed before them. They 
use their voices to narrate stories of women who fight, ignore, or succumb to these obstacles and how 
womanhood is constructed in different societies. Although women constitute more than 50 per cent 
of the world’s population, they are the ones who are oppressed and must face several hurdles in their 
daily lives. This implies that the majority is being subordinated by the minority in unfair dealings 
supported by state and institutions. The collection of chapters in this book highlights the unfairness of 
such oppression and hindrances placed in women’s career and livelihood paths and societal 
participation. Thus, it is hoped that those who read this book will gain a revitalised sense of urgency to 
revisit the unique barriers placed before women as they manoeuvre their paths in life. 

The first part of the book explores women in fictional texts and their struggles in making life choices 
regarding their personal identities and work. The chapters draw attention to the normalised systemic 
inequality between women and men leading to economic disparity and a cult of domesticity. One of 
the chapters (by Guri Ellen Barstad) explores women’s rights as artists and encourages female artistic 
power in a world in which good womanhood consists of women who keep silent about their artistic 
ambitions. Another chapter (Jane Ekstam’s, “Looking and Feeling Good on My Own Terms”) explores 
women’s struggles with prejudice associated with their multiple identities. Religion and culture are 
placed at the forefront of prejudicial actions against women in different contexts and spaces, making 
them feel unwelcome and alien. 

The second part of the book probes the various ways in which women are represented in cultural 
productions such as comics, film, and literature. It evaluates the stereotypes of concepts such as 
gender and identity in comics through the reflections of theorists such as Sarah Brabant, Linda 
Mooney, and Fabio Parasecoli. In a chapter by Johanna M. Wagner (“Sublimity of the New Mother in 
Gothic Film”) women’s portrayal in film as mothers shows the inequitable depictions of angelic 
characters of good mothers and evil characters of bad mothers, and attempts to balance images of the 
mother on screen with the sacred expectations of that image in people’s minds and lives. Moving into 
fiction, we find Melanie Duckworth’s chapter (“Women, Animals and Fairness”) that draws on two 
texts to argue that together, the novels expose and resist an unfair hierarchy that assumes that 
women, animals, and the natural world are inferior to men. By interrogating and reimagining 
metaphorical relationships between women and animals, the novels attempt to dismantle the 
restrictive binaries between culture and nature, human and animal, male and female. Turning to 
translation studies, Marcus Axelsson uses a coupled-pairs analysis—a traditional method in which 
source text excerpts are matched with their translated counterparts—to explicate the various visual 
and textual elements of the translations in order to find the ways in which the translations encourage 
or discourage gendered readings of the protagonist. The chapter concentrates on passages containing 
misogynistic remarks, the objectification of women, and the crossing of gender barriers to find 
whether the translated texts move closer to, or further from, the source text’s gendered excerpts. 

The last and third part of the book presents a nonfictional world in which women navigate 
contemporary life while relating their stories or telling the stories of others. The first chapter in this 
section (Deanna Benjamin’s, “Writing Someone Else’s Story”) focuses on the fact that women’s stories 
have historically been exploited by others or silenced. It asks the question: “Who has the right to tell 
another’s story?” According to the author, acceptable storytelling depends on the storyteller, the 
listener, and what happened. She argues that only when the teller is also a participant in the story 
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(whether as a primary actor or as a bystander) is she permitted to tell the story. The chapter continues 
with another question: “What happens when someone who is not a participant in the original story 
becomes a participant in the retelling or silencing of the story?” It examines the rights of storytelling, 
the rights of the one who tells the story of another, and the reasons for and effects of silence in 
consideration of the storyteller and the one about whom the story is told.  

The next chapter (by Rania Maktabi) studies the movement of women’s rights in three states— Morocco, 
Lebanon, and Kuwait—that did not experience war in the aftermath of the 2011 Arab revolts. It discusses 
the role of the Arab Spring in the rejuvenation of strengthened protection of women against all forms of 
violence. The author discusses the strengthening of female citizenship in these states as an issue of public 
concern in need of the state’s involvement in protecting women through new social welfare schemes, 
female police officers, and the first-time entry of female prosecutors in courts after 2014.  

Through individual interviews, the authors of the next chapter (Eva Lambertsson Björk and Jutta 
Eschenbach) trace how four African women have contested and navigated patriarchal power structures on 
their way to tenured academic positions in South Africa. Further, they consider how these narratives bear 
testimony to a change in their identities within the boundaries of “African woman,” a social positioning that 
is brought explicitly into the discussion by one of their interviewees. The four interviewees give testimony 
to how rigid patriarchal structures have influenced their lives. However, their narratives also show that it is 
possible to defy, in some ways, the allotted gender roles of African women.  

The book ends with an autoethnographic telling of a personal story by `Mathabo Khau (“Being and 
Becoming a Woman in Lesotho”). This chapter highlights some of the challenges that women and girls 
meet in trying to find a sense of belonging in different communities. It discusses how a Mosotho woman’s 
experiences of girlhood and womanhood have affected her identity construction and sense of belonging as 
a sister, wife, mother, and teacher educator. Women and girls’ sense of belonging is an important factor in 
their equal participation in all spheres of life. However, many women and girls worldwide still face 
challenges to participating fully in creating an inclusive world because of the lack of supportive structures 
such as access to quality basic and higher education and full autonomy. While advances are being made to 
address issues of gender inequality worldwide, first-person accounts of women’s experiences of belonging 
in communities with a patriarchal gender order remain scarce, especially from the Global South. 

If you have not read this book, now is the time to get yourself a copy. You might find resonances with your 
own lived experiences and storied life and appreciate the fact that you do have a story worth telling. All 
experiences are worth telling, and it is in the telling and retelling that we learn what worked and what has 
not served us in our journey of life. While we may not have similar experiences in life, we may be motivated 
by learning about other people’s struggles and achievements such that we have the necessary tools for our 
own lives. This book is a necessity for students, academics, researchers, advocacy, and activist groups 
interested in gender equality and women’s studies. It provides a refreshing insight into how women 
navigate their life paths in an unfair world. 

 
 
 
  



91 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 11 No. 1 April 2022 

Educational Research for Social Change (ERSC) 
Volume 11 No. 1 April 2022 
pp. 91-94 
ersc.nmmu.ac.za 
ISSN: 2221-4070 
 

Conference Report 
 

Vitalizing Partnerships: Moving Forward to a Sustainable Future 
 
SANORD 2021 Digital Conference 
Western Norway University of Applied Sciences (HVL) and the 
University of Bergen (UiB)  
7–10 September 2021 
 
Mathabo Khau 
Mathabo.khau@mandela.ac.za  
 

Background  

The Southern African-Nordic Centre (SANORD) is committed to advancing strategic, multilateral 
academic collaboration between institutions in Southern African and Nordic regions to address new 
local and global challenges of innovation and development. SANORD’s activities are based on the 
values of academic engagement, democracy, social equity, and relationships of trust built between the 
two regions. SANORD was officially established in January 2007 by seven founding members and is 
governed by a council consisting of the principals of all member institutions or their nominees 
(https://sanord.uwc.ac.za/history/). 

The SANORD 2021 Conference was hosted online by the Western Norway University of Applied 
Sciences (HVL) and the University of Bergen (UiB) on 7–10 September 2021 to ensure participants’ 
safety against Covid-19. The purpose of hosting the conference was to get participants to focus on 
how Southern African and Nordic partners could strengthen their partnerships to meet the 
requirements of the United Nations Agenda 2030 (https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda). The conference 
aimed at becoming a space for the transdisciplinary exchange of research ideas from scholars based in 
Southern African and Nordic institutions. A total of 130 abstracts were accepted for presentation and 
more than 400 participants engaged in the conference proceedings. 

Conference Theme 

The World Economic Forum’s (2019) Global Risk Report identified extreme weather and the failure of 
climate-change mitigation and adaptation as the two risk factors likely to have dire consequences for 
humanity. Addressing these issues requires concerted efforts and collaboration from stakeholders 
across countries, disciplines, and institutions. Thus, the UN 2030 Agenda asked for transformation of 
global economies in line with social and environmental demands expressed in the Agenda’s 17 goals 
and sub-goals (https://sdgs.un.org/goals). Agenda 2030 requires a rethinking of global politics and 
partnerships at all levels (government/civil society, elected government/customary leaders) to ensure 
healthy lives and promote well-being for all, at all ages. 

mailto:Mathabo.khau@mandela.ac.za
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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Global education systems must contribute to addressing the global risks and achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) such that we can achieve sustainable development for animals, humans, 
nature, and plants. This warrants a need to develop a curriculum that includes the SDGs in courses, as 
well as increase the implementation of relevant research in teaching and learning activities. Education 
institutions need to challenge long-standing, hegemonic understandings (academic and other) of 
knowledges and global academic hierarchies so that they can work towards intellectual emancipation 
and epistemological liberation. 

The SANORD 2021 Digital Conference therefore aimed at exploring the ethical, political, and moral 
dimensions imperative in redefining South–North partnerships as well as the meaning of intellectual 
labour within such collaborations. To realise the theme of Vitalizing Partnerships: Moving Forward to 
a Sustainable Future, the conference had the following broad categories: 

• Climate and climate impacts on humans 

• Higher education: Shaping the SDG curriculum  

• Health: Addressing complexity in health  

• Innovation and entrepreneurship  

• Epistemic challenges, intellectual labour, and South–North partnerships  

• Moving forward: Music and arts 

The conference theme and categories allowed researchers and participants the flexibility to challenge 
traditional thinking around sustainable development and education’s role in this endeavour by 
exploring new paradigms and approaches necessary for transforming our world into a sustainable 
space. The uncertainty of the Covid-19 pandemic demands new perspectives, ways of being and doing, 
and theorisation towards preserving our livelihoods. By focusing on new ways of being and doing, the 
conference presentations provided insights into how academics, researchers, community members, 
and policy-makers reimagine sustainable futures for all.  

Participants engaged in robust and scholarly discussions and presentations that challenged and 
disrupted thinking around how the South–North partnerships could be revitalised towards 
sustainability in all spheres of life. By engaging in the dissemination of ideas and research on trans-
geographic and transdisciplinary innovations and responses to global challenges, the SANORD 2021 
conference highlighted the critical role of collaboration in creating the world we want. 

Overview  

The Covid-19 pandemic intensified the myriad challenges facing the world. With increased infection 
rates, came restricted travel and loss of economic activity in some spheres. Livelihoods were disrupted 
and many lives lost. Hence, the SANORD 2021 conference endeavoured to engage participants 
innovatively and positively in rethinking their roles and contributions towards sustainable 
development. By engaging with the conference theme, keynote speakers, papers, and special interest 
group (SIG) presentations, the SANORD 2021 delegates were encouraged to rethink and transform 
their approaches to partnerships towards reimagined teaching and learning landscapes, research 
agendas, and engagement initiatives for sustainable development. 

The conference commenced on 7 September with a SANORD board and contact persons’ meeting. The 
opening event on 8 September was moderated by the Pro-Rector for Research, Gro Anita Fonnes 
Flaten. Fargespill provided the opening performance to clear the stage for the Minister of Research, 
Henrik Asheim; the Mayor of Bergen, Ms. Marte Mjøs Persen; the Rector of HVL, Rector Gunnar Yttri; 
and Rector Margareth Hagen of UiB. The Director General of the Norwegian Agency for Development 
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Cooperation, Bård Vegard Solhjell, gave the opening speech on “Partnerships for the Goals: North–
South Relations.” 

Christopher Henshilwood presented the first keynote address of the conference titled, “Studying the 
Behavioural Origins of Homo Sapiens in Southern Africa Between 120,000–50,000 Years Ago: 
Norway/South Africa Co-Operative Research.” This keynote focused on exploring when, why, and how 
humans first became behaviourally modern, based on a holistic approach of networks between South 
Africa, Norway, and Europe. Another interesting keynote address was delivered by Maria Paula 
Meneses on “Food as Knowledge: Interconnecting the Global South,” which focused on exploring 
sustainable ways of dealing with food using epistemologies of the South. Meneses privileged the broad 
Indian Ocean space of contacts as key to understanding how food enables the emergence of other 
ontologies beyond the culture/nature divide through invoking others’ knowledges, contacts, and 
identity processes.  

Masego Katisi’s keynote address, “Balancing North–South Partnerships in Health: Reflections on 
Processes Underlying Synergistic vs. Antagonistic Outcomes” used a systemic theoretical perspective 
to examine the operationalisation of South–North partnerships, both idealistically and practically. 
While advocating for authentic partnerships, she shared research-based and practitioner experiences 
exemplifying processes that promote synergy and antagonism. The final keynote by Sveinung 
Jørgensen and Lars Jacob Tynes Pedersen explored “The Role of Alliances in Succeeding With Circular 
Business Models.” They talked about the role of alliances in succeeding with circular business models 
and responded to how businesses could become ethical, sustainable, and profitable through 
integrating environmental and sustainability issues into business strategies. Their website 
(www.jorgensenpedersen.no) provides information on how businesses could use digital technologies 
to drive business models towards sustainability and rethink a changed and sustainably developed 
world. 

Apart from the many thought-provoking keynote addresses, participants also engaged in SIG 
presentations in the following categories: industry, innovation and infrastructure; equity, Africa and 
collaborations for the SDGs; capacitation, empowerment and the next generation scholar; and STEP 
SANORD teacher education partners. There were many learning moments when participants shared 
strategies that have worked in their North–South collaborations across the six broad conference 
themes, which were presented in thematic parallel sessions. Some participants declared that they 
wished they had been able to attend more than one of the parallel sessions, due to the interesting 
issues being discussed. Hopefully, all attendees have gained further insights into rethinking and 
embracing diversity as a tool towards a changed world that espouses sustainable development ideals 
in all spheres. 

Despite these uncertain times of disease, environmental degradation, exclusion and inequality, 
gender-based violence and poverty, SANORD 2021 conference delegates were reminded that they can 
make a difference in their spaces by engaging all stakeholders in all their diversity. People of the South 
need to value their being and becoming while also learning best practices from the North, and vice 
versa. According to Nietzsche (1966), people always act out of their self-interest in every field; he 
posited that each individual action is driven by people’s vested interests in the game of life because 
they have a will to power. All delegates at the conference have a will to change the world into a better 
place for the entire human race, flora, and fauna. And, the world needs agents of hope and social 
change now!  

http://www.jorgensenpedersen.no/
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