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ABSTRACT  
This paper examines how female heterosexual learners negotiate 
cisheteronormativity within South African school contexts. Using a 
qualitative design, we draw on two single-sex focus groups with 
girls aged 15–17 in two KwaZulu-Natal high schools. 
Cisheteronormativity is utilised as a conceptual lens to show how 
gendered norms naturalise a sex/gender binary and privilege 
heterosexuality while also opening avenues for contestation. The 
findings illustrate how support for gender and sexual diversity is 
produced in the context of girls’ reference to constitutional 
equality, religious and moral frames, as well as through school 
rituals like the matric dance. However, inclusion coexists with the 
reproduction of cisheteronormative binaries suggesting that 
acceptance of sexual diversity is partial and precarious. The paper 
also draws attention to the policing of boys’ masculinity and 
sexuality through peer surveillance, showing how masculinity is 
especially under pressure in the context of gender-nonconforming 
conduct. Despite these constraints, participants propose strategies 
that deal with cisheteronormativity through learner-led support 
groups, school counsellors, comprehensive sexuality education, 
and partnerships with community organisations. We conclude the 
paper with implications for advancing sexual diversity and justice 
in South African schools.
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Introduction

In the last two decades or so, studies in South Africa have pointed to the compulsory 
nature of heterosexuality across different institutions (Conway 2022; Livermon 2020; 
Yarbrough 2020), including education (Bhana and Mayeza 2016; Francis 2022; Msibi 
2018; Shefer and Ngabaza 2023), with negative consequences for equality on the 
basis of sexual orientation. School-based studies suggest the ongoing marginalisation 
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of and homophobia against sexual and gender diversity in South Africa despite the 
existing constitutional protection (Brown 2025; Makhetha 2015; Msibi 2018). In this 
study, we use the term sexual and gender diversity to describe those “who are or 
are perceived by their peers as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender, and those who 
do not conform to stereotypes of masculinity and femininity, such as boys viewed 
as ‘effeminate’ or girls viewed as ‘masculine’ … ” (United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization 2019: 28).

Homophobia in schools is a global issue (Allen 2019, 2020). In South African schools, 
teachers and learners alike often express and experience homophobia based on sociocul
tural, religious and gendered norms underpinned by heteronormativity (Bhana and 
Mayeza 2016; Msibi 2018, 2012; Shefer and Ngabaza 2023). Widespread patterns of homo
phobia have been identified, with boys in particular emphasising hegemonic “straight” 
masculinity underlined by the proliferation of cisheteronormative ideologies (Brown 
2025; Makhetha 2015). The subjugation of sexual and gender diversity is part of a gen
dered regime that facilitates the normalisation of gender binaries, the subordination of 
the feminine and femininities, which in turn reproduces gendered power structures 
and sexual inequalities (Msibi 2018). The challenge to address such inequalities and dis
crimination in South Africa is ongoing with scholars identifying several areas of resistance 
to cisheteronormative conceptualisations of sexuality (Francis 2022, 2025; Langa 2015).

In this paper, we contribute to scholarship examining and challenging cisheteronorma
tive framings of sexuality in schools by centring how heterosexual schoolgirls, aged 
between 15 and 17 years of age, make sense of gender and sexual diversity in everyday 
school life in KwaZulu-Natal. Our aim in this paper is to understand from the perspectives 
of these South African high school girls how cisheteronormativity is conceptualised, prac
ticed and resisted, and the implications for sexual and gender justice work in schools. As 
scholars in South Africa (Francis 2022; Maake 2023) and internationally (Allen 2019, 2020) 
have argued, it is crucial to examine the perspectives of heterosexual learners in disman
tling cisheteronormative ideologies that make heterosexuality compulsory (Butler 1990). 
Indeed, focusing on heterosexual learners’ accounts of homophobia lessens the burden 
and responsibility of dealing with homophobia on the part of sexual minority learners 
(Allen 2019, 2020). We explore the (re)production of cisheteronormativity as it is 
reinforced and perpetuated, but we also focus on points of resistance to illuminate 
how girls challenge dominant gender and sexual norms to express solidarity and 
support for inclusion. These resistances open up avenues for interrogating the tensions 
between the rights that underline equality on the basis of sexual orientation and cisheter
onormative ideologies through which girls articulate their views and experiences of 
sexual and gender diversity. With concerns about the enduring patterns of inequalities 
within South African schools, and the violence perpetrated against gender and sexually 
diverse learners, we urge a renewed focus on inclusivity, which, as Judge (2021: 120) 
suggested, “for relating as equals, and against the violent ends of othering”.

Conceptualising cisheteronormativity

In developing a conceptual frame for this paper, we draw upon cisheteronormativity as a 
conceptual tool for analysing how schoolgirls in our study embody and challenge hetero
sexual norms and ideologies. Cisheteronormativity describes a system of oppression that 

2 E. MAYEZA ET AL.



is tied to the sex/gender binary underlined by heterosexual ideologies (Butler 1990). 
Herein sex and gender are naturalised, heterosexuality is privileged and performed in 
ways that marginalise sexual diversity (Henry and Steiger 2022). Cisheteronormativity 
thus enforces the sex/gender binary and heterosexuality as the norm in ways that are 
exclusionary and place “others” or sexual diversities under surveillance (Butler 1990). His
torically in South Africa, through the intersection of colonialism, patriarchy, apartheid, and 
cultural and religious norms, sexuality was truncated into rigid categorisations in ways 
that normalised heterosexuality as the only “legitimate” way to experience gender and 
sex (Epprecht 2008). Several scholars in South Africa have demonstrated how schools 
often reinforce normative understandings of sexuality that continue to subordinate and 
demonise diverse sexualities (Bhana 2014; Bhana and Mayeza 2016; Francis 2025; Langa 
2015; Makhetha 2015; Msibi 2018, 2012; Shefer and Ngabaza 2023).

We understand gender and sexual diversity as socially, culturally and materially situ
ated phenomena rather than being bound up with fixed and naturalised categoris
ations of sexuality. Indeed, gender and sexual diversity illustrate the expanding 
notion of sexuality beyond the heterosexual norm. Following Butler’s (1990) conceptu
alisation of queer perspectives, our focus on gender and sexual diversity is conceptu
alised as fluid and relational and emerging through social norms, cultural practices and 
historical contingencies rather than fixed understandings of the sex/gender binary. 
Sexual diversity and heterosexuality are thus not antithetical to each other but 
deeply embedded in structures of power, including race, gender, culture, class, age, 
religion and histories.

Such a multidimensional lens enables a more nuanced analysis of sexual diversities as 
dynamic, relational, and contextually contingent, which offers a conceptual framing in our 
study that is attuned to the lived experiences of the schoolgirls who simultaneously 
reinforce and reject heterosexuality as the norm. Thus conceptually, cisheteronormativity 
makes visible the relationality of sexuality. Our conceptual approach to the analysis of the 
perspectives of the heterosexual girls is therefore twofold. On the one hand, through 
cisheteronormativity, we are able to observe and analyse how violence and rejection of 
sexual diversity manifest in girls’ narratives. On the other hand, or simultaneously, we 
note that not all girls in the study embrace violence and rejection. Together, this approach 
permits a critical analysis of the girls’ situated experiences and understandings in the 
broader context of heterosexual domination and cisheteronormativity.

Methods

This paper is based on data from a larger study using a qualitative research design, which 
utilised focus groups and interviews to explore perspectives of high-school learners on 
gender and sexual diversities. The larger project is entitled “Learning from the Learners: 
Growing Up as Boys and Girls and Negotiating Gender and Sexuality in and Outside of 
School”. This project examines children and young people’s gendered and sexual cultures 
across a range of social and geographical contexts in South Africa. The research operates 
within a framework that prioritises a child- and youth-centred approach, emphasising that 
the perspectives and issues highlighted by young people merit significant consideration 
and are worthy of research attention (Phoenix 2021). Within the project, young people 
expressed a range of ways through which they learn and make sense of gender and 
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sexuality. In this paper, we focus on the ways in which Black/African1 girls in two high 
schools in Grades 10 and 11, aged 15–17 years old, make sense of sexuality. In total we 
held six focus groups with 32 boys and girls in both schools including two mixed-sex 
and four single-sex focus groups. This paper is based on data drawn from the two 
single-sex focus groups conducted with girls who self-identified as cisgender and straight 
or heterosexual.

The participants emerge from two township research sites: Bela High School and Tarisa 
High School (pseudonyms), located in the KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) province of South Africa. 
Bela High School is located in a working-class context with only Black/African learners. 
Tarisa High School was formerly an Indian school with 85% of the learners identifying as 
Black/African. Both schools are no-fee paying schools. Learners were selected based on 
their willingness and availability to participate in the study, as participation was voluntary.

All ethical procedures were strictly adhered to. The Department of Basic Education 
in KZN and the school principals approved the study, and ethical clearance was 
granted by the University of KwaZulu-Natal. Invitations were sent to participants, 
who signed and returned consent forms if they were interested and available to par
ticipate in the research. Two female research assistants conducted the fieldwork; both 
were doctoral students in gender and education at the time of the study. Participants 
were informed of confidentiality and anonymity (through the use of pseudonyms for 
all names). Furthermore, participants were informed that they had the right to with
draw from the study at any stage of the research and that they would not incur penal
ties for withdrawal.

We draw from focus groups to illuminate the contested meanings around sexuality 
and gender diversities. Participants in this paper were those who identified themselves 
as cisgender and who disclosed their sexual orientation as heterosexual. Questions 
were raised about girls’ perspectives on sexual diversity including same-sex-attracted 
learners at their schools. Girls were also asked to discuss their own as well as 
others’ reactions to their peers who were identified as non-normative. In addition, 
questions were raised about abuse and the perceptions of such violence. Finally, 
girls were asked about the support available for learners to mitigate discrimination 
and violence. The discussions evolved organically, with impromptu exchanges 
adding depth and complexity to the exploration of the topics. All focus groups were 
held on the school premises, conducted after regular school hours. Each session was 
audio-recorded with the consent of all the participants.

The recorded discussions from the focus groups were then transcribed verbatim and 
trustworthiness was ensured through the participants reviewing copies of the transcripts 
to confirm accuracy and to correct any errors and potential misrepresentations in the 
data. Following the confirmations and corrections, a thematic analysis approach, follow
ing Braun and Clarke’s (2022) framework, was utilised to deeply examine the data. The first 
stage in the analysis process involved a thorough reading and re-reading of the tran
scripts to gain an initial understanding and identify recurring patterns in ideas. This 
review facilitated the process of coding where specific segments of the data were labelled 
according to their thematic content. As the coding progressed, patterns and 

1In this study, we use the term Black/African as a socially, historically and politically constructed racial category referring 
to Black South African people of African ancestry.
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commonalities among the themes began to emerge. These patterns were systematically 
organised into broader thematic categories. Thematic analysis was conducted to identify 
key ideas, opinions, and topics related to the participants’ views on sexual diversities 
among learners. In conducting the analysis, we paid close attention to ensuring a compre
hensive representation of the diversity of perspectives. The themes that make the focus of 
analysis in this paper are presented below.

Themes and analysis

“We all have rights!”: rights amid cisheteronormativity

In schools, cisheteronorms render heterosexual identities as the only intelligible form of 
sexuality informing which bodies are recognised, included and categorising what people 
can and be (Brown 2025). Existing research has illustrated how everyday practices in 
South African schools uphold cisheteronormativity (Francis 2022) that function to stabilise 
gendered binaries based on categorisation and exclusion. Yet cisheteronormativity is not 
stable. As several scholars have noted, sexuality is fluid and contested rather than fixed 
and immutable (Butler 1990; Francis 2025; Maake 2023; Msibi 2018; Shefer and 
Ngabaza 2023).

We begin with a focus on the ways in which cisheteronormativity is exposed and 
unsettled through the invocation of a rights discourse and the broader political context 
where equality on the basis of sexual orientation is guaranteed in South Africa: 

Ningi: We all have rights and gays and lesbians must also live their true lives … we can’t 
tell them that they are wrong. There is no rule that says all people must be 
straight.

Thabile: They can do whatever they want to do with their bodies. People should be 
allowed to do what they want to do in terms of sex and sexuality.

Thobeka: At home they say that queer people are free to be what they want to be. If you 
are a lesbian and if that is what you want to be then we accept you. My mother 
said that we must understand sexual diversities and accept people the way they 
are.

Against the domination of cisheteronormativity, the participants draw attention to rights, 
the fragility of being “straight” and the right of people to make choices with their bodies. 
As Thabile notes, “queer people are free to be … ”. Makhetha (2015) noted a similar 
approach in his study on young people in South African schools where young people’s 
agency is highlighted where alternative patterns of sexual desire and being are closed 
off through stigma and marginalisation. Similarly, in our study, the participants above 
provide a more nuanced understanding of sexuality and the ways in which cisheteronor
mativity is punctured through the rights discourse. What this illustrates is that a rights dis
course is available to learners as a resource to contest cisheteronormativity.

In the next example, we focus on the link between the divine, cisheteronormativity and 
new possibilities for considering domination and marginalisation: 

Mandisa: God doesn’t appreciate it when we judge people. Even though it is wrong, it is 
not our place to judge because even in the Bible it is said that the only person 
who has the authority to judge is God. So, I’m saying that people should be 
informed about gays and lesbians that they must not judge other people 
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because you don’t know your tomorrow—you might end up having a child who 
is gay or lesbian.

Mandisa’s reflections illustrate how religious and moral frameworks can be mobilised to 
support diversity. Often religious principles and Christianity are linked to maintaining the 
gender binary and the expulsion of otherness (Mayeza 2021). In fact, scholars suggest that 
religious norms deploy an anti-feminist stance based on natural laws and biological 
essentialism to delegitimise gender and sexual diversity (Msibi 2018). The deployment 
of God and the Bible suggests the importance of religion in shaping conservative under
standings of sexuality. However, religion can also be used to broaden the understanding 
of sexuality, as Mandisa suggests. However, anti-gender and anti-feminist positions are 
used to strengthen patriarchal and binary gender structures when Mandisa states that 
“you might end up having a child who is gay or lesbian”. In other words, Mandisa suggests 
that being judgemental has negative consequences. Therefore, the claims first to rights 
and to the divine do not provide a simple shift of ideas and change. Instead, rights are 
embedded within an overarching frame of cisheteronormativity. Whilst both rights dis
courses and the divine focus can open up space to amplify change, they too remain 
fragile within the context of dominant sexual norms. As noted in the discussion, religion 
was also used to categorise and exclude: 

Thandiwe: To be lesbian is against my religion. I think that lesbians are devilish … like 
Satan is using them. It is like Satan and the evil spirit has got hold of them. It 
is not natural.

Thobela: When I see lesbians, I just laugh.

In the data above, cisheteronormative ideologies are legitimised and intersect with Zulu 
cultural, Christian teachings and gender essentialism. These cultural and religious logics 
perceive gender and sexual diversities as morally “transgressive”, viewing them as influ
enced by Western ideas and therefore “un-African” (Epprecht 2008; Mayeza 2021; Yar
brough 2020). As documented in earlier scholarship (Epprecht 2008; Langa 2015), 
Thandiwe’s perception of lesbianism as unnatural and that “lesbians are devilish” 
shows how cisheteronormativity operates through moral and spiritual registers, position
ing same-sex desire as evil and in need of correction. Simultaneously, we also see how 
religion and culture not only serve as mechanisms of control to uphold cisheteronorma
tivity but also trigger a culture of systemic violence towards lesbian learners, thus limiting 
their capacities to express their sexual orientation safely in schools. Thobela’s response 
demonstrates how girls may take their heterosexual orientation for granted and trivialise 
or marginalise sexually diverse identities through humour and ridicule, reflecting a form 
of systemic violence embedded in school cultures.

According to Msibi (2018), religious and cultural conventions contribute to the stigma
tisation of non-heteronormative identities. These accounts expose how these young girls 
internalise patriarchal cultural and religious teachings that not only stigmatise same-sex 
identities but also reinforce their own subordination within heteronormative gender hier
archies. By aligning with religious and cultural narratives that privilege male authority and 
heterosexual reproduction, these girls reproduce systems that constrain their own sexual 
autonomy and moral agency (Bhana 2015). Such accounts also raise critical questions 
about schools as sites of cisheteronormative regulation.
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Cisheteronorms, matric dance and desires

The ideals of inclusion and acceptance of sexual diversities further emerged in the focus 
groups when the girls were asked to talk about school-based social events such as the 
matric dance: 

Ningi: They must be allowed to bring who they want to bring [to the matric dance] 
because if you are gay then you have no desire to have a girl as a partner. It 
would be unfair to dance with a girl when you want to dance with a boy.

Thandiwe: Yes, they should be allowed to be free about who they are. We should be 
treated equally. We have to make them feel included and comfortable to par
ticipate in the matric dance.

Mally: But I think they will be scared to come with their same-sex partners to the 
matric dance because other learners may tease and bully the same-sex couple.

The girls’ reflections here illuminate a rights-based discourse that acknowledges equality 
and belonging, resonating with broader social ideals of inclusion and freedom. Yet, as 
Mally’s concern highlights, acceptance remains precarious, particularly where same-sex 
desire disrupts normative social rituals such as the matric dance. Drawing on Francis 
(2022), this ambivalence reflects how school spaces operate as heteronormative theatres, 
where gender and sexual norms are performed, sanctioned and policed. The matric 
dance, a heterogendered rite of passage, thus becomes a site where inclusion coexists 
with vulnerability and fear of ridicule. Indeed, such school events reproduce compulsory 
heterosexuality while simultaneously exposing cracks where young people imagine 
alternative possibilities of being (Bhana, Govender, and Maphumulo 2025).

Mally’s observation that they might be bullied shows how violence functions as a dis
ciplinary mechanism for maintaining cisheteronormativity (Mayeza 2024). Teasing and 
ridicule, although seemingly trivial, serve to reinstate heterosexual norms by reminding 
learners of the risks of deviation. Msibi (2012) and Makhetha (2015) note that schools 
in South Africa are structured through gendered moral orders that frame same-sex 
desire as transgressive and invite correction through surveillance, gossip, or violence. 

Andile: We have lesbians in our school. They are not afraid of who they are. They do not 
hide it [lesbianism]. When they approach me, I just say that I am sorry but I can’t 
and will not start a relationship with another girl. I believe being lesbian is 
wrong. I grew up being told that if you are a girl, you are a girl. If you are a boy, 
you are a boy, meaning you can only be straight.

Andile’s understanding reveals the power of cisheteronormativity in shaping sexuality. 
Her use of morally charged language (“being lesbian is wrong”) draws on religious and 
cultural discourses that conflate gender with fixed biological and social roles (Vincent 
and Howell 2014). While she acknowledges her lesbian peers’ confidence, she simul
taneously distances herself from them, performing what Butler (1990) termed heterosex
ual melancholy. This refers to a disavowal of non-normative desire that maintains the 
coherence of “normal” femininity. The tension between empathy and rejection here 
shows how gender and sexual diversity remain constrained within moral boundaries 
underpinned by cisheteronormative dominance. 

Karabo: There was this friend of mine who is also a learner in our school, we were talking 
and all of a sudden, she came so close to me and tried to kiss me and I was so 
scared and I told her I’m not that kind of person, I’m a woman and on the same 
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day I just deleted her as a contact from my cell phone, I blocked her on my What
sApp and I made sure that I had no further contact with her. But the last time when 
she saw me, she asked me if I told anyone about the incident and I said no but the 
only one I told was Tumie, but I told her that she really shocked me that day. She 
tried to kiss me and I said no. Like others in this group, I do support the views that 
they don’t judge them [lesbians] … but for me it still scares me.

Karabo brings attention to issues around sexual consent within non-normative experi
ences of sexuality. Cisheteronormative logics shape her interpretation of same-sex inti
macy. The incident is not framed as a violation of consent but as a disruption of the 
gendered order, where female–female desire becomes the source of discomfort rather 
than the non-consensual act itself. As Mayeza (2024) observed, this discursive framing 
reproduces cisheteronormativity by rendering same-sex desire as unintelligible within 
existing moral vocabularies. Moreover, Karabo’s act of blocking and avoiding her peer 
serves as a performative reassertion of her heterosexual femininity, restoring her place 
within the heterosexual matrix.

Of significance here is Karabo’s ambivalence in which she supports and sanctions 
gender and sexual diversity. Herein, queer intimacies are read through lenses of fear 
and deviance. Such fear reflects heterosexual anxiety where non-normative sexualities 
challenge the moral economy of femininity in cisheteronormative and patriarchal 
cultures. 

Ningi: I support them but if a girl comes to me and tells me she loves me then I get very 
angry. I know a girl at our school who told me that she loves me and she wants me 
to be her girlfriend but I refused. We both have the same private parts [all laughing]. 
So even if she touches me, I will not feel anything—that is why I refused.

Ningi’s emphasis on anatomical sameness exposes how cisheteronormativity relies on 
essentialist ideas about gender to justify heterosexual attraction (Henry and Steiger 
2022). By equating sexual compatibility with genital difference, she reproduces a binary 
logic that aligns gender, sex, and desire as naturally ordered. This reflects what Epprecht 
(2008) termed heterosexual naturalism, that is, the belief that heterosexuality is biologi
cally determined and thus morally superior when compared to gender and sexual diver
sity. The humour and laughter accompanying her statement illustrate how ridicule 
functions as a boundary-making practice, reinforcing collective heterosexual belonging 
while excluding same-sex desire as absurd or unnatural (Yarbrough 2020). 

Thandike: In my previous school there were many lesbians and I had to change schools. 
That’s why I transferred to this school. They made me feel uncomfortable and 
they wore boys’ clothes and acted like boys in that they liked to touch us every
where on our bodies a lot. Like they spank you and that made me feel uncom
fortable and I did not want to be in that school or to go back to that school.

Thandike’s narrative points to how same-sex desire becomes intelligible only through 
masculinised frames of reference. This mirrors findings by Langa (2015), who shows 
that sexual entitlement and coercion are not exclusive to heterosexual relations but are 
shaped by gendered power hierarchies reproduced within cisheteronormative cultures. 
Her discomfort, which culminated in a school transfer, demonstrates how heteronorma
tive comfort zones are protected through spatial and social distancing. This act of avoid
ance also reflects how everyday exclusions constitute a form of sexualised violence, 

8 E. MAYEZA ET AL.



maintaining heterosexual dominance through fear, avoidance and exclusion rather than 
overt aggression towards same-sex desiring peers.

These narratives reveal that although some girls draw on rights-based or moral dis
courses to support inclusion, their acceptance is fragile and often framed through hetero
normative rationalities, through which gender and sexual diversity are sanctioned. Within 
these contradictions also lie possibilities for change, as girls’ support for inclusion points 
to rights as a resource for challenging cisheteronormativity in schools.

Policing masculinity and cisheteronormativity

An ample body of research both in South Africa (Bhana and Mayeza 2016) and elsewhere 
(Pascoe 2007) illustrates how boys are under pressure to prove themselves as properly 
masculine through alignment with cisheterosexual norms. Scholarship on hegemonic 
masculinities explains how boys learn that status is earned by repudiating the feminine, 
femininity, and by performing heterosexual competence, often under peer surveillance 
and threat of sanction (Langa 2015). In such climates the presence of sexual diversity 
becomes a target. Boys who are same-sex-attracted or gender-nonconforming are 
treated as failures of masculinity, while other boys are pressured to distance themselves 
from them to avoid contamination by stigma (Makhetha 2015). It is in this context where 
masculinity and femininity are differentially categorised that the girls below provide an 
account of lesbians and gays, revealing cisheteronormativity and sexual double 
standards: 

Andiphe: Lesbians are free in our school to be lesbians. They are very free and open about 
it but not the gays.

Thamie: It is just so abnormal to see a boy acting like a girl than a girl acting like a boy.

Gay boys are positioned as abnormal whereas lesbians are seen as “free”. This asymmetry 
is consistent with research showing that femininity attached to girls is less policed than 
femininity attached to boys, especially as the latter threatens the compulsory matrix of 
cistheteronorms (Langa 2015; Makhetha 2015). What follows is a pattern in which boys 
perceived as gay experience ridicule, harassment and physical violence, within and 
beyond school grounds. Community narratives that declare sexual diversity as un- 
African or culturally unacceptable legitimise everyday policing and intensify risk for 
those who cannot or will not pass as heterosexual men (Msibi 2012). 

Ninny: My neighbour is gay, and you know sometimes gays are scared in the township. 
You know one day he was walking to the tuckshop and walking like a gay 
[demonstrates] and there were a group of boys watching him. They took a 
stick and beat him up. When he goes out, he dresses like a boy and he tries to 
act like a boy because he is scared he might get a beating.

Thobela: Sometimes they burn them … they put a tyre around them and they burn them.
Ninny: Some of them like to wear make-up but when they see other boys, they take it off 

because they are scared. It just breaks my heart when people beat them because I 
really like the gays.

These extracts show us how gay masculinity is policed through the invocation of fear and 
intimidation. Gay-identifying boys adjust their performance and clothing as they nego
tiate cisheteronorms, which function as a regime of surveillance that shapes what a 
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body can do and become in public spaces (Butler 1990). Such regulation sustains the 
heterosexual matrix by aligning sex assignment, gender expression, and desire, and 
by punishing slippages between them. In South African schooling, this produces a 
paradox. Schools are framed as safe spaces, yet the pressure on boys to perform 
normative heterosexual masculinity fosters vulnerability for sexually and gender- 
diverse peers and constrains all boys’ possibilities for relational ethics and care 
(Francis 2022).

Beyond cisheteronormativity: support and solidarity for gender and sexual 
diversity in schooling

As the final topic, the focus groups included discussions about how to support sexual and 
gender diversity in schools. Girls’ own perspectives on how to deal with the issues of vio
lence and exclusionary practices within and beyond their schools are highlighted in this 
section.

First, girls emphasised the need for school-based social support groups and other pro
gramme-based interventions aimed at forging safe learning environments. 

Thobeka: The school needs to open a support group for gays and lesbians so they can be 
free to be themselves and know that they are free. We, as their peers, need to 
offer them support to make them feel also comfortable at school.

Thabile: The teachers must announce in the school assembly that if you are gay or lesbian 
then you are free and supported in this school. We must have counsellors in 
schools so they can help those who are lesbian and gay to be free.

There is value in thinking beyond the cisheteronormative discourse as this opens up pos
sibilities for achieving inclusive schooling spaces (Francis 2022; Makhetha 2015; Shefer 
and Ngabaza 2023). For Thobeka, freedom and “comfort” for same-sex-attracted learners 
in school are embedded in the development of support groups. And for Thabile, freedom 
is located in the schools’ public support for gender and sexual diversity and investments 
in school-based services of psychosocial professionals to assist learners at risk of experi
encing rejection and violence so that they become empowered and protected. Their rec
ommendations illuminate how positive social relations between heterosexual and 
sexually diverse learners, freedoms and inclusivity are possible through appropriate insti
tutional support structures and actively advancing discourses of acceptance, affirmation 
and respect for all sexualities in schools. The girls refused to be non-agentic “bystanders” 
in terms of considering the violence and rejection faced by sexually diverse learners in 
their schools. Rather, they showed activism by recommending that all learners must 
work together and join efforts to imagine a schooling environment where the prospect 
of freedom for same-sex-attracted learners was possible (Makhetha 2015). Thobeka’s 
and Thabile’s views based on solidarity and support were also generally supported by 
other girls in this study.

Second, other participants advanced the idea of “coming out” for same-sex-attracted 
learners, implying, for example, that hiding their sexualities will reinforce stigma. For 
instance, Ningi, one of the girls in our focus groups, said that: 

If you hide your sexuality then everyone is going to laugh at you and gossip about you …  
there will be rumours about you hiding it.
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However, as the literature suggests, the decision to either “come out” or remain “closeted” 
is complex for young people, because coming out intersects with sociocultural, political 
and psychological discourses based on hostility towards sexual diversity (Mkhzie and 
Moletsane 2023). In the Nigerian context, for example, same-sex-attracted young 
people who have not publicly “come out” are blackmailed, threatened with being 
outed in the media, and lesbian-identifying women are threatened with rape (Okanlawon 
2017). Yet, “coming out” is also potentially risky, with Ngidi et al. (2020) reporting how 
same-sex-attracted individuals in Namibia and South Africa face violence, rejection and 
homelessness when they openly disclose their sexualities. Thus, in contrast to the partici
pant’s argument that being “out” offers protection, studies show that living openly as a 
gender and sexually diverse individual can expose individuals to forms of violence 
(Mayeza 2021, 2024). Therefore, we reconcile that “coming out” needs to be viewed as 
a choice that an individual makes after assessing whether the culture and the environ
ment would be supportive or if they would be sanctioned.

Third, the participants spoke positively about the importance of open and honest com
prehensive sexuality discussions in the classroom. 

Thandiwe: We learnt a lot about sexual orientation and the rights for gays and lesbians in 
our life orientation classes. We have a good understanding that gays and les
bians have rights. They have all the rights just like us.

Hlengiwe: In our life orientation discussions we learnt about accepting lesbians and gays, 
gays’ rights and freedom, and not judging others in the classrooms.

The above emphasises the role of school subjects such as life skills and life orientation as 
tools for promoting inclusivity in schools (Shefer and Ngabaza 2023). Not only did some of 
the schoolgirls identify a need for open and non-judgemental discussions, but they also 
viewed the school as a significant space for the expression of freedom and support for 
gender and sexual diversity.

However, although the participants indicated a level of support for comprehensive 
sexuality education, some research reports problematic practices from some teachers. 
For example, Francis (2022) found that educators teach sexuality while inserting their 
values that undermine the key points of a comprehensive sexuality education curriculum. 
In this way, teachers choose what to teach in alignment with their personal values and 
(religious and cultural) beliefs often based on cisheteronormativity. Thus, there is a 
need for further work with teachers to ensure the effective implementation of compre
hensive sexuality education in South African schools. Teachers need further training on 
how to deliver more open and inclusive sexuality education lessons that will examine 
the needs of same-sex-attracted learners effectively.

Conclusion

In this paper we have examined how some girls negotiate cisheteronormativity in two 
South African high schools. We framed our analysis through the lens of cisheteronorma
tivity to illuminate how dominant heteronorms continue to shape girls’ understanding of 
sexual diversities. By attending to cisheteronormativity as the default and naturalised pos
ition, our findings reveal that sexual diversity is castigated and policed. However, most 
participants in this study also spoke of how they embrace gender and sexual diversity 
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through support for and reliance upon a discourse of rights and inclusion. This included a 
stance that supported belonging, safety and freedom at schools.

Our analysis points to ambivalence. On the one hand, normative understandings of 
sexuality, gender, religion and social, cultural and moral norms put pressure on girls to 
reinforce cisheteronormativity. This was evident in the ways in which girls considered 
sexual intimacy, their objection to same-sex sexual desires and advances and the 
reinforcement of hegemonic ideals of masculinity based on heterosexual dominance. 
On the other hand, radical alternative positions coexist that refuse subordination to domi
nant norms, drawing from non-judgemental positions, the rights-based discourse and an 
ethic of care and respect for otherness.

These findings raise implications for examining and strengthening sexual inclusivity in 
schools. One such area is sexuality education, which is vital to raise awareness about mar
ginalisation, stigma and the persistence of cisheteronorms while advancing inclusivity. 
Importantly, from the girls’ own perspectives, the need for change and for supporting 
inclusivity is also based on school-based educational support. Indeed, beyond sexuality 
education it is vital for schools to forge collaborative networks with other organisations, 
stakeholders and agencies towards strengthening the efforts to ensure support for 
gender and sexual diversity. Alongside Makhetha (2015), we reiterate the call that pro
moting inclusivity in schools needs partnerships with a range of institutions to challenge 
cisheteronormativity.
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