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Abstract 

The identity, sexual identity and sexual decisions of young women have been explored 

from a social constructionist perspective in this text. Social constructionism acknowledges 

multiple realities by recognising that one's understanding of a concept is constructed in 

terms of where and how one lives. The three concepts are therefore explored in terms ·of 

the reality of each of the participants. 

The writer has focused on the work of Gilligan in describing the possible psychological 

processes that might be involved in the development of the identity of a young woman. 

The work of Bowen has also been acknowledged in terms of identity development in family 

systems. O\her research has been explored regarding the social construction of young 

women's identity, sexual identity and their sexual decisions. Certain research in which 

information on the experiences of women has been shared in terms of sexuality has also 

been explored. Previous studies regarding the sexuality and sexual behaviour of young 

people (maie and female) have been consulted in order to gain a better understanding of 

-the sexual lives of young people. 

The participants, who were all students at a South African higher education institution, 

· were gathered by means of a volunteering system to participate in two focus groups. The. 

focus group discussions included creative or artistic expressions as well as an application 

of the nominal group technique. The stories of the young women were recorded. The 

r_esearcher obtained some understanding of these by means of the feminist poststructural 

discourse analysis. 

The participants reported that a relationship context is essential for the social construction 

of the identity of young women. It appeared, from their reports, that connectedness is 

important in defining identity as a young woman. Furthermore, the participants indicated 

that a communal artifact, or processes whereby knowledge is interchanged and concepts 

are negotiated and debated, facilitates the social construction of female sexual identity. 

They finally reported that one's intrapersonal script appears to inform the sexual decisions 

of young women. They seemed to hold the view that the intrapersonal script is informed by 

socialisation, context (family, friends, religion, beliefs etcetera), as well as past experience, 

among other factors. A concept which may be related or identical to the ethic of care as 
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discussed in Gilligan's work seems to play an important role in facilitating and informing 

the sexual decisions of a young woman. 
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Main characters 

The researcher refers to the individual who facilitated the research process. She took part 

in this process as part of the requirements of the completion of an M.Sc (Counselling 

Psychology) degree. The researcher originated the topic, facilitated the process of 

gathering the participants and uncfertook the gathering and writing of the information in this 

text. 

Supervisor refers to the lecturer who provided the researcher with guidance with regards 

to her successfully meeting the requirements of completing the research component of the 

M.Sc (Counselling Psychology) degree. 

The participants refer to the groups of individuals who have participated in the research 

process. The individuals were actively involved in gathering information pertaining to the 

topic of interest by sharing their stories regarding the topic. 

Social constructionism is regarded as constituting a theoretical approach of accounting 

for a phenomenon by constructing its nature and existence as a product of social 

relationships, practices and discourses (Friedman, 2006). 

Our counterparts 

• Female identity 

• Sexual identity 

• Sexuality 

• Female sexuality 

• Sex 

• • Sexual decision 

• Dominant narrative 

• Scripts 

• Sexual scripts 
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CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE SCENE 

1.1 The ushering 

The social construction of young women's identity, sexual identity and sexual 

decisions are at the focus of this research process. The researcher explores 

these issues by referring to previous literatu.re as well as by gathering 

descriptions of young women's stories regarding the three points of interest. In 

this chapter, the researcher furnishes a brief overview of the purpose and 

necessity of the study, the theoretical framework which informs it, as well as 

the aims of the research. Furthermore, the researcher also furnishes a brief 

overview of the guidelines of facilitating the research lnquiry together with 

guidelines for studying the information obtained from the inquiry. In addition, 

the researcher whets the appetite of the reader by providing a brief outline of 

the chapters to follow so as to make her or him aware of what to expect in the 

rest of the document. . 

1.2 Purpose and necessity of research 

The purpose of this research is three pronged. Firstly, the researcher is 

interested in exploring the. social construction of young wo_men's identity. 

Secondly, to explore the social construction of young women's sexual identity 

and in turn how the social construction of identity and sexual identity informs 

the sexual decisions of young women. This triple aim proves to be of 

importance in the context of South Africa as previous studies have implied 

that young women will be more at risk in facing challenges associated with 

sexual activity such as sexually transmitted diseases and infections, 

unwanted pregnancies and HIV/AIDS (Campbell, Foulis, Maimane & Sibiya, 

2005; London, 2005; Maxwell, 2006). 

The researcher advances the suggestion that the exploration and insights that 

may be obtained from this research process may infonn relevant fields in 



terms of a deeper understanding of young women's identity and young 

women's sexuality as well as of factors that contribute to their sexuaL 

decisions. If these fields are informed by this research, this could facilitate the 

creation of effective mechanisms to assist young women with the possible 

challenges •they may confront in terms of the social construction of their 

identity, sexual identi~y and the making of sexual decisions. The success of 

the latter facilitation to create effective mechanisms to assist young women 

may therefore also ineirecily have value in managing and I or reducing the 

risks and challenges associated with engagement in sexual activity by young 

women (London, 2005). These effective mechanisms may moreover indirectly 

have value in assisting young women in terms of challenges involved in the 

developmental tasks of identity (Maxwell, 2006). 

As found in previous research, the normal development of the young women 

of interest to this research process includes their decisions to engage in 

sexual activity, as well as exploring their definition of identity (Maxwell, 2006; 

Gilligan, 1982). This decision brings about numerous questions involving 

morality, the meaning of being a woman and various expectations of society, 

including the family and the social context in which one finds oneself (Gilligan, 

1982; Kigozi, 2006; Maxwell, 2006). These question~ are explored in a later 

chapter discussing young women and sexuality, so as to inform this study 

about the various possible processes occurring in the decision of a young 

woman to engage in sexual activity. Issues such as society and the family are 

also discussed on the bases of family system theory and systems theory as 

well as community psychology. The researcher regards these discussions as 

important because they inform the research in as holistic a sense as possible 

regarding the different factors that contribute to the topic under discussion. 

The decision to engage in sexual activity appears more challenging for young 

women as the overall gender norm results in young women experiencing 

sexual pressure (Maxwell, 2006). The pressure seems to be made evident by 

the feelings of obligation the young women experience when having to make 

the romantic relationship work. Young women also take emotional 
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responsibility for the relationship, which may result in guilt feelings when not 

satisfying the male (Maxwell, 2006). The female is taught by socialisation to 

postpone sex until marriage (Berns, 2001 ). In contrast to this, she is also 

taught to be submissive and care for the male (Kigozi, 2006). This 

contradictory information might perpetuate the obligation and guilt feelings of 

the young woman in satisfying the male while also intensifying the struggle, as 

addressed by Gilligan. The issues of identity and intimacy pose an additional 

challenge. These issues seem to interact in this decision making process, 

since, as Gilligan suggests, a woman finds her identity in relation to the 

intimacy in her life (Gilligan, 1982). 

·while exploring .previous research in terms of the aims of the current study; 

the researcher only discovered limited resources regarding the said topic. She 

found that previous researchers had discussed her three main interest areas 

separately. Some researchers have also discussed topics relating to this 

research study in relation to the local context of South Africa (Campbell, 

Foulis, Maimane & Sibiya, 2005; Eaton, Flisher & Aaro, 2003; Lesch & Kruger, 

2004; Nicholas, 2008 & Pattman, 2005). The researcher is of the opinion that 

more research in the area of young women's identity, their sexuality and the 

sexual decision making of young vyomen is worth undertaking. She therefore· 

takes interest in the social construction of young women's identity and their 

sexual decision making in the context of their specific community, in an 

attempt to thicken existing knowledge regarding the issues in the current 

research. 

1.3 Theoretical framework 

Social constructionism, which will be used as the theoretical framework 

guiding the research process, can be defined as the shared meaning of a 

concept in the midst of multiple realities (Beyer, Du Preez & Blokland, 2007). 

This meaning arises from a group of people putting words together to refer to 

a specific action or means of doing something. The way a group of people 
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experience something and how it is communicated give rise to the meaning. 

The researcher is thus interested in the meaning that ung women share in 

terms of how they understand themselves and their sexu~lity (sexual identity). 

I 
Social constructionism provides the reader with theoretipal lenses for reading 

the text and the writer, lenses through which to view to ,write. The theoretical 
I 

framework gives direction to explain concepts that appear to be important to 

this research process, for example, language, comrunal artifact, social 

constructs, etcetera. Furthermore, social constructionitm assists the writer 

and the reader to tap into certain processes which m,w be important to the 

research process including socialisation, connecte1 knowing and the 

importance of relationships. The ideas of social construrionism also seem to 

be related to processes that are important in the research process, such as 

the narrative approach and discourse, communal artefact and language. The 

framework may also be instrumental in providing a lt
1
nk between systems 

functioning and community interaction which both ap ear to be important 

concepts in the current research. By nature, social cons,ructionism may assist 

the researcher in gaining understanding of the processes involved in the 

construction· of young women's identity, sexual identity and their sexual 

decisions as informed by their social contexts. 

1.4 Research alms 
I 

The researcher ·aims to firstly understand the social con!truction of the identity 
I 

of young women. She furthermore seeks to explore t~eir sexual identity. In 

achieving the former, she aims to gain an understanding of what young . . 
women understand sex to· be and what processes are elicited in making 

sexual decisions. To achieve these, the researcher poses the following 

questions: 1 

• What is the social construction of young wom~n's identity? 

• What is the social construction of young women's sexual identity? 
I 

• How do young wor,Jen make sexual decisions? 
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1.5 Research method and participants I 

I 
I 

The meta-paradigm guiding this research process is tHe narrative approach 
' 

because it will best facilitate the capturing of the sexual I experience stories of 

the participants (Dalton, Elias & Wandersman, 2001). T1e approach allows for 

the attainment of ricli, thick and deep descriptions of such stories (Dalton, 

Elias & Wandersman, 2001). Two groups of ten to ~ifteen undergraduate 

university students were gathered by means of calling for volunteers. 

1.5.1 Research inquiry i 

The inquiry was planned to take place in two phases. TMe first phase included 

introducing the participants to each other, buildind group ·rapport and 

introducing the research question. The second phase included a creative or 

artistic representation of the participants' sexual stori!3S, which included a 

written narrative of the creative or artistic representatioJ of the young women 

in the second group. Furthermore, the second phase included the nominal 

group technique (Sample, 1984; Dunham, 1998) whic~. was used to pick up 

themes stimulated by the creative or artistic representation activity. The group 
I 

thereafter engaged in a discussion concerning the themes obtained. 

1.5.2 Data ·analysis 

Discourse analysis was used as a method to study hof the use of language 

was utilised to create.reality (Schiffrin, Tannen & Hamilton, 2001 ). It offers a 

method with which to study meaning (guiding metaph~rs) and to investigate 

how meaning informs everyday life (Wetherell, Taylor ~ Yates, 2001 ). For the 

purpose of this research. process, Feminist Posts,lru.cturalist Discourse 

Analysis has been employed (Baxter, 2003). 

1.6 Outline of chapters 

I 
In this chapter, the reader was furnished with an overtiew of the document, 

giving a brief discussion of its contents. Chapter 2 provides a detailed 
I 

discussion of the theoretical framework used to guide ~he research process. 
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Chapter 3 furnishes the reader with accounts of previou research which may 

be relevant to answering the questions that have been sked in the research 
. I 

process. These accounts include information about iqentity, sexual identity 

and sexual decision making. The social constructionist view of identity, sexual 

identity and sexual decision making is also discussed in this chapter. The 

guidelines used to facilitate the inquiry are discussed in[ chapter 4. The same 

chapter_ also includes details about how the young ~omen's stories were 
I 

obtained and how they would be analysed. Chapter 5 prbvides the reader with 
I 

a report of the research inquiry, including comments of /he different activities, 

as well as the researcher's understanding of and sug~estions regarding the 

young women's stories. The final chapter, chapter 6, closes the curtain. 

Chapter 6 includes the researcher's reflections and final thoughts concerning 

the research process. 

1.7 In a nutshell 

1· 

I 

I 
I 

In the quest to obtain understanding of the social 4onstruction of young 
I • 

women's identity and sexual decisions, the researcher:hopes to enthuse the 
I . 

reader from the outset, when the theoretical spectacles are donned in chapter 

2, until the curtain closes in chapter 6. The researcher· also hopes that each 

chapter will equip the reader to peruse the subsequent dhapters. Furthermore, 

the writer aims to build the chapters on each other a~ well as inform each 
I 

chapter along the journey until the final chapter (6). The following chapter, 

chapter 2, is intended to orientate the reader to the gen~e of the text as it sets 

the tone for the rest of the document. The writer therefore invites the reader to 
' 

journey with the main characters and their counterpartsiin exploring the social 

construction of young women's identity and their sexual ,decisions. 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL GLASSES 
I 

2.1 The ushering 

The writer acknowledges that every piece of writing j is performed from a 

certain standpoint (Creswell, 2007). By this she ref~rs to the theoretical 

framework informing the piece of writing, one's own vielrfS regarding the topic, 

experiences regarding the topic and so on (Creswei
1
11, 2007; Freeman & 

Combs, 1997). The- brand name of the spectacles that the writer I researc.ber 

wears guides the writing style and becomes the genre,with which the text is 

written. Hence, this text is informed by social constructionism. Communal 

artifacts and language are significant concepts in social !constructionist theory. 
I 

These two concepts play an important role in this text! The researcher thus 

esteems and is interested in reflecting on the process: through which young 

women construct their identity and sexual decisions. 

2.2 The genre 

I 
The ~ord 'theory' suggests an explanation based on th1ught, observation and 

reasoning, especially one that has been tested and jnfirmed as containing 

general principles explaining a large number of facts (K9tze & Kotze, 1997). In 

view of the stance of this text, the use of 'theory' would reem contradictory as 

the researcher seeks to facilitate the writing of this text i'n a space receptive of 

unfixed and open ideas (Gergen, 1991 ). In search of options to satisfy the 

desired stance, an awareness of epistemology I appears attractive. 

Epistemology refers to a particular way of thinking, which drives the process 
• I 

of how we know and understand the world (Dalton, flias & Wandermans, 

2001 ). Following the considerations of the different paf<\digms, the researcher 

introduces social constructionism as being the most suipible genre with which 

to pursue the desired plot for this text. 
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2.3 The backdrop 

The backdrop of social constructionism is postmoder~ism. Postmodemism 

presents a challenge to the ideas that are converptionally accepted in 

psychology and iri the rest of the world; together with *e schools of thought 
. : 

that result in those ideas (Burr, 2003). It further querions the schools of 

thought that have paved the way for its existence as ~11 as those that exist 

alongside it (Burr, 2003). Postmodemism also raises rebate and argument 

about existing knowledge by questioning existing ~nowledge, therefore 

encouraging conversation about existing concepts (Beyer, du Preez & 
I 

Blokland, 2007). Further conversation about existing concepts may drive 

language to evolve alternative views. 
: 
: 

Som~what more traditional ideas . are termed mode~is~ (Kotze & Kotze, 

1997). According to modernism there is a clear di~tinction between the 
: 

objective world which represents the 'real' world and the mental world which is 

viewed as being subjective (Burr, 2003). Modernism iurthermore detects a 

hierarchical relationship between the researcher and t(le researched (Lowe, 

1991). The researched thus practices passive involv~ment, responding to 

experimental conditions while possessing no knowledgeJ pertaining to the topic 

of interest (Burr, 2003). · I 

Postmodernism, on the other hand, deconstructs the ~ower relations where 

· the researcher becomes part of the research proces~ (Van Vlaendere~ & 

Neves, 2004). The participants play active roles in Jie process and their 

experiences seem to be of value to it (Beyer, du Preez 4 Blokland, 2007). The 
I 

world is viewed from different perspectives and sharing seems important to 

postmodemism (Gergen, 1991 ). It thus becomes clear trat postmodern ism (in • 

particular, social constructionism) offers a radical move to research and social 

enquiry (Burr, 2003) 
1 

I 

2.4 Social constructionism on stage 

As the reader of any story at any given time, one is inclined to want to 

I 
I 

' 
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I . 

I 
I 

become acquainted with the style in which the story lis written in order to 

experience the story being conveyed. Having annou~ced its differences to 

other theoretical frameworks, there appears to be no absolute description or 

explanation ot social constructionism although there are characteristics that 

can imply one's affiliation to the approach. Social con$tructionism seems to 

invite the person to question the traditional prescripti?ns of the world and 

psychology along with a critical evaluation of ideas th~! are widely accepted 

(Burr, 2003). It meets normality head-on as it is experier,ced by those living it 
I 

(Freedman & Combs, 1996). This is pursued by we1¢oming greyness and 
I 

granting an opportunity to the possibility of the non-e?(istence of absolutes 

(Beyer, du Preez & Blokland, 2007). 

I 
The perspective also recognises that one's underst~nding of a particular 

concept occurs in terms of when and where in the ~arid one lives (Van 

Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004). In essence, one's understanding is therefore 

culturally and historically relative (Dalton, Elias & Wandermans, 2001 ). 

Although social constructionism presents a critical stance towards the existing 

schools of thought, it is important to note that it does 11ot operate on a clean 

slate but rather offers a broader piece of paper on wrich to function (Burr, 

2003). I 
' I 

Thinking wider than traditional ideas, the stance of $ocial constructionism 
' 

expands dualism (Burr, 2003). The position that it ad~pts here includes the 

idea that the development of knowledge emerges from social interaction (Burr, 
I 

2003). Traditional researchers' stances, such as positivism, hold the belief that 

knowledge is a representation of facts and events in th, 'real' world (Hoffman, 

1990). In its aim to be critical and• in the questio1ing ~f norms, social 

constructionism is moved by meanings that emerge in 1constant exchange of 

narratives which create new knowledge each time (LoJe, 1991 ). Hence, from 
I 

a social constructionist perspective, the descriptive c9ncepts referred to as 

dualities such as subject / object, masculine / feminirle, mind / body, self / 

other, etcetera, are socially constructed rather than 'real (Kotze & Kotze, 

1997). 
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I 

Hence, it can be said that social constructionism considlers how phenomena 
. ' 

develop in a particular -social context (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Social 

constructionism is therefore advanced as a theoretical a~proach of accounting 

for something by constructing its nature and existence as a product of social 

relationships, practices and discourses (Friedman, ~006). The approach 

recognises that most, if not all, aspects of human behaviour and experiences 

are constructed by the culture in which these exist (Gi(es, 2006). Therefore, 

social constructionism can be assigned a suggested 1efinition such as the 

shared meaning of a concept in the midst of multipl1 realities (Beyer, Du 

Preez & Blokland, 2007). A definition of social constructitnism is offered, while 

acknowledging multiple realities, to. create. commo1 grnund or shared 

meaning when reading this text. I 

Pertaining to this research process, social constructio~ism is acknowledged 

for the dialogue it will allow and the process in which th~ meanings of interest 

are constructed. It is the desire of the researcher, theref~re, to participate in a 

· social context in order to experience the social construction of young women's 

identity and sexual decisions so as to reflect on the reality existing in the said 

context. Although the reflection(s) will not Q,Ccount fort~e absolute truth, they 

. represent some knowledge of the social context of co~'cern and may inform 

other contexts. The latter is acknowledged since conv rsations seem to be 

continuous and r~alities also possess the ability to co-e isl (Beyer, Du Preez 

& Blokland, 2007). · 

In the following sections, various aspects of social cclnstructionism will be 
• I 

explored. These aspects may provide greater detail concerning social 

constructionism and how the aspects may be related to the research process . 
• 

2.4.1 Multiple realities 

According to social constructionist viewpoints, there are limits to the ability of 

people to measure, describe or explain the world in a precise, absolute and 

measurable manner (Freedman & Combs, 1996), which1 implies the existence 

of multiple ways of viewing the world. Social constructi9nism therefore refers 

I 

' 
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to multiple realities where each individual, culture or :society gives rise to 

meanings of the world where their experiences differ b~cause of the different 

tools with which they measure, describe and explain these (Hoffman, 1990). 

These tools appear to be socially agreed upon by m~ans of mechanisms 
' 

constructed by the particular social context (Burr, 2003):. The idea of multiple 

realities therefore alludes to the concept of 'no essential ,truth', which suggests 

that reality cannot be objectively known because it is relevant to a particular 

context (Van Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004). While seeking to create meaning, 

we can only interpret experience while considering [many possibilities of 

interpretation as viable with none of them being 'really'I true (Gergen, 1985). 

Social constructionism hence offers a no truth metho~ where there are no 

foundational rules, thus making truth relativistic (Burr, 2003). 'Truth' in this 

sense is relative to the context in which it is experienced (Hoffman, 1990). 

Recognising 'truth' as being relative, does not mean that anything goes 

(_Freedman & Combs, 1996). Relativism, however, offer the context in which 

to accept what is real to it (the context) (Burr, 2003). In the same breath, 

social constructionism also affords an opportunity t the researcher, the 
I 

individual, society or cul\ure to be critical and view norts as being subject to 

transformation (Gergen, 1985). Here is _an opport~nity for the radical 
• • I • 

questioning of foundationalism and absolutism (Gergen, 1991 ). According to 

available research, any attempt to gain knowledge involves a continual 

reflexivity (Lowe, 1991 ). 

I 

This research text therefore acknowledges that the pa~icipants may possess 
I 

different realities in terms of the construction of young I women's identity and 

sexual identity. The researcher expects that the realities,with which they come 
• I 

into the research discussion are informed by their upbrir,g_ing, their experience 

in university, their experience of the construction of their own individual 

identity, their own experience of sexuality and sexual decisions as well as their 
I 

previous experiences of being in discussions regaring the said topic. 

Therefore, it is desired to identify the shared meaninp in the midst of the 

multiple realities that are expected to be intmdu¢ed in the research 

discussion. 
I 
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2.4.2 The script: The language of interaction 1 

. I 
Mechanisms constructed by a particular social contexti to socially agree on 

. ' 
acceptable behaviour, rules, etcetera, with regards to the particular context or 

to create contextual reality may be called scripts (Simon & Gagnon, 2003). 

The researcher has adopted the word scripts from tje scripting theory of 

Simon and Gagnon (1986). Their work has been heavilf informed by a writer 

who has been widely acknowledged for his exte~sive work in social 

constructionism: Michel Foucault. He is said to believJ that language is an 

instrument of power (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Abcording to Foucault 
I 

(1978), people easily tend to internalise socially acceptable behaviour, rules, 
I 

etc;:etera, specific to a particular context since they tak,e that as the truth of 

iheir contextual identity. These socially acceptable beh?viours, rules, and so 

forth, seem to be formed by those who have the ability to participate in an 

• interaction through language; hence this gives thes,e persons power to 

persuade one of the truth of a belief in a particular canter. 

I 

' 
The researcher therefore interprets these beliefs as spripts in line with the 

definition of Simon & Gagnon. Therefore, according to the scripting theory, 

scripts may be viewed as metaphors for conceptualisjng the production of 

behaviour within a social context (Giles, 2006). The writer is of the opinion that 
I -

script writing or the construction of the scripts is mediattd and / or dependent 

on language (Lowe, 1991 ), also in accordance with a~sumptions made with 

reference to Michel Foucault's work. Language, furthermore, appears to be 

essential to the process of negotiation in order to create, a 'code of interaction' 

· (Gergen, 1985). The following processes, including typification, 
I 

institutionaUsation, legitimation and reification, which 411 be discussed later, 

appear to be important in the negotiation process me1iated by language to 

create scripts (Freedman & Combs, 1996). This sectiofl therefore discusses 

language as used by people and as a medium for in/eraction including its 

products, such as discourses and social constructs. The discussion is later 

taken further so as to inform the manner in which language centres the social 
' I 

interaction. , 
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a) Language as a communication tool 

The heart of social constructionism is characterised by 1tnguage (Burr, 2003) . 

. Language is a communication tool exclusive to hu1an beings which is 

therefore worth appreciating. Language as a communic~tion tool tends to be 

used by people as a measuring, describing and ex9laining instrument to 

facilitate processes that reflect meanings and give risr to the according of 

meanings to experiences (Hoffman, 1990). It therefore
1 
provides parameters 

I 

for our understanding and experience (Kotze & Kotze, 1997). Language thus 

mediates and constitutes reality rather than reflecting or representing reality 

(Lowe, 1991 ). Language as a·communication tool is int~nded to be employed 

in this research process as a means to identify the !xperiences of young 

women as they communicate these. As a communicatio
1

n tool, the researcher 

hopes to use language to obtain a glimpse of the young women's reality 

pertaining to their meaning regarding the topic of interesi. 

b) Language: A social process 

Social constructionism consequently perceives people1 existing in language 

more than it merely being a form of human connection (Kotze & Kotze, 1997). 

In addition, to be in language describes a dynamic, social operation rather 

than a simple linguistic activity (Freedman & Combs• 1996). Language is 

therefore a means to verbalise social processes so ] as to render human 

interaction a reality. According to Foucault (1990), ther~fore, the meaning of 

sexuality, which is the interest of this research pro9ess, is derived from 

language. Foucault (1990) furthermore contends that 19nguage facilitates the 

process of defining sexuality by means of interaction !between people. Our 

experience of the world as well as our internal states th
1

erefore appears to be 

enmeshed with the parameters of language in order Id> give the experience 

meaning (Burr, 2003). The social process experienced during the research 

process is hence expected to propose a reality to be reflected upon as shared 

meaning for the individuals participating in this research process. 'Truth' as it 

exists for the participants of this research process is th1refore expected to be 

. brought_ to the fore by means of language in the social ccpntext. 
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c) Social constructs 

A social construct is a concept or practice which may appear to be natural and 

obvious to those who accept it (Burr, 2003). In effecti it appears to be an 

invention of a particular culture since, as people talk wit1 each other; a view is 

constructed {Van Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004). The ctnstruction of a view 

demands thought processing that occurs while or i3,fter the process of 
I 

language does (Hoffman, 1991 ). This implies that onr cannot think about 

something which, people have not yet heard being spdken about (Beyer, du 
I 

Preez & Blokland, 20tJ7). As human beings use 1dnguage, they create 

categories and concepts that provide a framework for flleaning (Freedman & 

Combs, 1996). 

Certain social constructs relating to the participants' experiences, as well as 

other social constructs being created, as facilitated by the social conversation, 
. . I 

are thus expected to be utilised. As participants use /anguage, the shared 

meaning will prevail and be carried in the social cqnstructs used in the 

discourse among them. As participants engage in the c~nversation about the 

topic of interest they may develop their own language u1ique to the respective 

groups in order to describe their reality as regards the topic. Furthermore, this 
I 

language _might ~e reflected in the participants' use qt the same words to 

describe different experiences. The experiences mightialso be described by 

employini:, common themes. The use of the same words, as well as the 

themes derived from the conversation, might be taken as the social constructs 

in the participants' conversation that relate to the said tdpic. Moreover the use 

of the same words to describe different experiences ~s well as the themes 

might also form a common reality amongst the resdective conversations. 
' 

These conversations might_ be unique to the participant~, relating to the social 

construction of young women's identity and sexual decisions as well as their 
I 

sexual identity. 1 

d) Discourse 

The use of language or the product of language is termed discourse. This 

includes sets of meanings, metaphors, images, stories, statements, etcetera 
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' 
(Burr, 2003). The term discourse can be explored \n a twofold manner 

(Freedman & Combs, 1996). In the one sense it relers to a process of 
' conversation through which meanings are progressi~ely and dynamically 

achieved (Lowe, 1991 ). These conversations would _imrly public interactions 

such as the everyday conversations of laypeople (Kotz~ & Kotze, 1997). On 

the other hand, discourse can also refer to systemati~ and institutionalised 

ways of speaking and writing or even meaning / sens~-making by means of 

the use of language (Burr, 2003). However, the focus ofj this study falls on the 

everyday conversation of the layperson while noting Iha! the latter mightbe of 

great effect in this conversation. 

As people live together or interact in the same context 11ey use lan~uage as a 

communication tool to build a discourse. The discourse presented withiil a 
I 

context facilitates the construction of scripts so as I? produce behaviour. 

Discourses that are real to the participants in the cur~ent research process 

may therefore be referred to in the inquiry to be held~ in which discourses 

embedded in the scripts guiding the behaviour that the participants will speak 

of could also be highlighted. 

e) Narrative 

Various discourses might occur in a context, each with 
1

a different story to -tell 

or a different way of understanding, of knowledge ard of meaning (Burr, 

2003). The various stories imply multiple narratives which constitute the 

stories that we tell. Brooks and Edwards (1997) have been able to identify 

four classes of narratives. f 

I 

I 
' 

The dominant narrative is used to refer to the most commonly accepted 
' 

narrative in a system (Beyer, Ou Preez & Blokland, 200!7). It also includes the 

ideas and points of view that are usually called the no\111 (Van Vlaenderen & 
I 

Neves, 2004). The norm is achieved by the construction of a shared meaning 

(Visser & Moleko, 2003). This construction seems to be substantially 

influenced by the guiding metaphor (Beyer, Du Preez, & Blokland, 2007). A 
I 
I 

15 

• 



includes the dominant symbols of society used to guide ~n unde_rstanding of a 

concept amongst a group of people. A description of thJse symbols suggests 
I 

the creation of a vocabulary to refer to the actions, objects and means of 
I 

carrying out activities as described above (Van Vlaenderfn & Neves, 2004). 

While the dominant narrative receives an opportunity to be storied, there 

appears to be many other events that are not storied as loudly as the 
I 

dominant narrative (Gergen, 1991 ). These narratives I which might not be 
I 

storied seem to include the silent narrative, counter andl shadow narratives. A 

silent narrative is experienced as an unstoried expressidn (Beyer, Du Preez & 
I 

Blokland, 2007). It is a private narrative that consists of the condensed 

versions of a system's.experience, so much that.it remaip s formless (Brooks & 

Edwards, 1997). Secondly, in opposition to the dominant narrative lies a 

counter narrative (Brooks & Edwards, 1997). Unlike the silent narrative, the 

counter narrative is well-storied, enabling those identifytg with it to detail the 

narrative concerned with it. On the dark side of the dorrinant narrative is the 

shadow narrative. Instead of it being located on the OPROSite end, it is a well-, 
storied private narrative of the dominant narrative (Broo~s & Edwards, 1997). 

The shadow narrative is usually whispered, if it is at ~II spoken (Brooks & 

Edwards, 1997). 1 

Discourses or narratives in the context of this text a~pear to concern that 

which can be said and thought, as well as who can 
1
bpeak and with what 

authority (Lowe, 1991 ). This might imply that langua~ e could pose as an 

instrument of power (Freedman & Combs, 1996). In a s~stem of language, the 

dominant narrative is expected to constitute that which centres the system 
I 

conversation to such an extent that the dominant na:rrative is internalised 
• 

(Burr, 2003). As such it becomes easy to believe that t(,e dominant narrative 

speaks truth about our identities. The dominant narrative then forms the 'take 

for granted ideas' (Gergen, 1985), hence forming the ktg pin of socialisation. 

In this way the societal expectations are formed jnd certain roles are 

internalised. 

The aim of this research process is thus to hear thei stories of the young 
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women and to identify the narratives pertaining to their fealities regarding the 

social construction of their identity and sexual decisions. It can be expected 

that the dominant narrative might be louder. This is• not to say that the 
' dominant narrative represents truth, but as described jabove, the dominant 

narrative tends to speak with more power where ot~er narratives remain 

unstoried. The sharing of stories of the young wori,en could help the 

researcher to uncover the unstoried so as to understand their realities as 
I 

young women pertaining-to the topic under discussion. 

2.4.3 Social interaction 

In this section of the text, the writer seeks to highlight how the language 
. ' 

centres social interaction. First, systems theory will be discussed. This is 

anticipated to help to conceptualise the functioning of a group of people and 
I I 

the aspects that facilitate effective functioning. Since! the participants are 

·viewed as a community by the researcher, the researc~er discusses systems 
I 

theory in order to highlight ways in which the group may function. The 

following discussion also highlights how the group mig~t operate in terms of 

being in constant communication and interaction. Lastl~, the writer discusses 

the topic of a communal artifact. This section attempt~ to_ demonstrate how 

language and communities function together and how c:ommunal artifact may 

be applied to the research process. 

a) Systems theory 
I 

I 

According to the systems theory, a system is an organired whole comprising 

various interlinked subsystems that are related and are 1n interaction with one 
.... I 

another (Prochaska & Norcross, 2007). Systems appear to be organised 

according to function, in such a manner that the relationships between the 

subsystems create boundaries around the system a~ well as around the 

subsystems themselves (Visser & Moleko, 2003). Boundaries denote what 

appears to be acceptable with regards to entering and exiting the system and 

travelling between subsystems (Beyer, Du Preez & Blokland, 2007). 
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In an extreme view, a system may either be closed or open (Prochaska & 

-Norcross, 2007). A closed system is characterised by an impermeable 

boundary because no exchange of information occursi between the system 

and the environment (Prochaska & Norcross, 2007). Tiis sort of functioning 

may seemingly prevent interaction between individuals in.the system and I or 

subsystems (Visser & Moleko, 2003). An open system, ,however, is identified 

by continuous interaction with the environment by way of permeable 

boundaries (Visser & Moleko, 2003). These boundarifs open the door to 

growth and change and facilitate the view of multipl1 realities (Beyer, Du 

Preez & Blokland, 2007). 1 

' 

Systems function optimally when in hom_eostasis. Horpeostasis suggests.!!­

system that is in balance and is stable (Visser & Mole~o, 2003). A system in 

homeostasis is able to engage in functional conversation that will facilitate the 

constructive local knowledge process of a system (Beyer, Du Preez & 

Blokland, 2007). As a system, it may be beneficirl for the groups in 

conversation to be in homeostasis. If a system is in hoteostasis, this implies 

that the participants are likely to function effectively u1der the following two 

circumstances. Firstly, effective furictioning may be I encouraged by · the 

participants' acceptance of new forms of interactiqn brought by. other 

participants within the group. These new forms of interaction may be different 

from the forms with which the participants are familiar. Secondly, the 

participants could function effectively by retaining their individual forms of 
I 

interaction with which they are familiar. 

b) Community 

The writer considers the participants of this research process to be a 

community, as viewed through the lenses of social cqnstruction. Borrowing 

from the systems theory, this community could be called a system (Visser & 

Moleko, 2003). The participants therefore come togethe( with a common goal 

in mind to participate in the conversation of interest, a(,d therefore could be 

considered to be a system or community (Dalton, qlias & Wandermans, 
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2001 ). They carry with them thoughts, feelings and conyersations of previous 

engagements in other contexts outside the context of cohcern (Dalton, Elias & 

·· Wandermans, 2001 ). 

The participants could therefore derive guidelines of interaction which might 

be informed by other systems so that as a community \hey might be able to 

function as a focus group. The boundaries they establis~ could imply that, as 

participants negotiate guidelines of interaction with! one another, their 

openness to each other's thoughts, feelings and previbus knowledge could 
I 

create a group discussion that is beneficial to the current study. However, it is 

wise to be aware that a too permeable boundary sugge~ts instability because 

it might invite· information that is unclear, as well as ~aving the capacity to 

invite conflict that could be dysfunctional for the system (Prochaska & 

Norcross, 2007). At the same time, too rigid boundari~ might limit effective 

and efficient group interaction which might limit or thir out the information 

shared by the participants. The community (participants)/ as a system or group 

of people in the same context (research context) may therefore negotiate 

principles which will guide their interaction, which may be called a communal 

artifact. In the n~xt section the researcher discusses, how the commu{'lity 

could enter the process of creating a communal artifact[ and how_the process 

facilitates the functioning of the groups as systems so ~s to facilitate effective 
' 

and efficient functioning. 

. . . . c) Communal artifact 

In the view of social constructionism, discourse with -regards to the world 

occurs as an artifact of communal interchange (Gergen, 1985). This 

interchange prese.nts itself as· an active cooperation of feople in relationsh!P· 

The social processes include communication, neg(ltiation, and conflict 
I 

(Gergen, 1985), which all seem to be centred by langua~e. 

'Communal artifact' therefore refers to a social proaess whereby people 
I 

engage in a process of knowledge interchange, and n~gotiation of concepts, 

to approve them as reality for the concerned community and conflict in order 
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to reach homeostasis (Burr, 2003; Gergen, 1985 & H~ffman, 1990). In the 

process of constructing the communal artifact; there apJears to ·be processes 

that occur that maintain the dominant narratives. These processes suggest 

and guide the norms to be lived by within a context /' culture (Lips, 2006). 

These norms seem to facilitate the balance and stat!lilisation of systems, 

namely their homeostasis (Visser & Moleko, 2003). W~en challenged, these 
I 

processes may alter, depending on the openness of the ~ystem to change, as 

well as the negotiation processes entered into (Prochas~e. & Norcross, 2007). 
I 

Systems, or rather in this case the research communitie~, therefore enter into 

a process of devising a communal artifact in ord~r to describe their 

experiences (Van Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004). The said process includes a 

procedure to build vocabulary and words pertaining to the system's reality in 

order to describe their experiences (Van Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004). The 
I 

process entered into appears to include four different stops along the path, 

namely typification, institution~lization, legitimation and reification. These four 

stops will be discussed below. 1 

i 
- ' 

r"'.r:-¥1?i!il2I!!iO~ refers to a process through which participants could set their 

perceptions about the research questions into types or rather categories . . . I 

(Freedman & Combs, 1996). According to some writets, people most likely 

accept the types that their family, friends, community, $nd so forth, perceive 

as being real, which the participants might also do· (Gergen, 1985). As 

perceptions are typified, the sets of typifications bring about institutions in a 

process of institutionalisation (Freedman & Combs, 1996). 

'.lnstitution~li;~ti~o helps systems to maintain and distri ute the knowledge of . . 
typification (Freedman & Combs, 1996). Institutions can refer to political 

institutions, cultural frames and family systems (Freed an & Combs, 1996). 

According to Foucault (1990), each institution employs~ discourse about sex, 

which becomes evident in the way its members think about it, talk about it, 

etcetera. Therefore, institutionalisation could inclu,de the participants' 

descriptions of their experiences according to that which they had learnt from 

family, their cultural beliefs, etcetera, prior to the current conversation. 
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Foucault (1990) also suggests that during the unfolding of history, sexuality 

became the responsibility of the family. 

The family, as- a system, therefore defined sexuality and; confined it within the 

boundaries of reproduction; The researcher mentions th~ latter as an example 

of how the family as a system may be able to construct a script about a 

certain social construct by means of institutionalisation:. From this example, 

one would expect the participants to be embarrassed t~ talk about sex or to 

define their identity according to the definition given by their family. On the 
I 

other hand, since this research is aimed at considerinq multiple realities the 

reader is encouraged to keep an open mind and consider the reality or 

different realities held by the participants. While the participant may have a 

need to maintain homeostasis in terms of the view she inherits from her family 

system, she may also be involved in a process of securifg homeostasis in the 

system involved in the research process (i.e. focus ,group and university 

context). 

'-Legitimation is the next step, the third step in the process of evolving a 

communal artifact or procedure to build vocabulary so as to describe 

e)(periences. Legitimation ~eems to afford merit to institutionalisation 

(Freedman & Combs, 1996). Legitimation seems to therefore allows societies 

or groups of -people to take possession of their own reality by creating words 

to describe their experiences (Van Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004) The 

participants might therefore raise and bring institution~! knowledge into the 

current conversation since the knowledge would have ~een endorsed by the 

systems which they regard as being important and si9nificant in their lives 

(Freedman & Combs, 1996). 

A group of people then construct a meaning by defining the words from the 
i 

aforementioned processes into a specific concept by, means of reification 
I 

(Gergen, 1985). The participants would therefore listen to one another's 

description of his/ her experiences.and make sense of the words used in the 

current conversation in a manner that is specific to the current context (Burr, 

2003). 
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Social constructionism is therefore interested in uncovering ways in which 

individuals and / _or groups participate in creating their pf3rceived social reality 

(Lowe:- 1991 ). The reality is viewed as an ongoing, dynamic process 

(Hoffman, 1990). The reproduction of reality is achieve1 by people acting on 

their interpretations and their knowledge of reality (Van ~laenderen & Neves, 

2004). Therefore, reality or the manner in which peoplr view the world and 

that which is in it, as well as what happens in it, is constrµcted by_ culture and / 

or society-(Beyer, du Preez & Blokland, 2007). 

2.5 In a nutshell 

Social constructionism as a genre assists this r13search~ .process to 

acknowledge multiple realities as well as the importan~e of language in the 

construction of meaning and reality. This text thus recoginises the importance 

of the communal artifact where discourse is central! in the formation of 

knowledge. Language is appreciated as a tool in a1 social process. The 

dominant narrative of social contexts is therefore take~ into account by this 

text. The social construction of young women's identity! and sexual decisions 

is therefore acknowledged to occur in multiple realities in the midst of the 
' 

discourses_ that occur in the culture and context in wl)ich they live. Sexual 

decision making may therefore represent a different I experience for each 

young woman, while a dominant narrative could exist for the young women. 
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CHAPTER 3: YOUNG WOMEN AND SEXPALITY 

3.1 The ushering 

I 
The three questions of this research include question~ regarding the social 

I 

construction of young women's identity, young women',s sexual identity and 

the sexual decisions young women make. This chapter addresses these 

three areas of interest while also highlighting the di~cussions of existing 

literature relevant to this research. 

The literature consulted mostly relates to the field _of behavioural studies, 

mainly psychology. Studies in other fields in the hum4nities such as social 

work, sociology, philosophy and political sciences have! also been consulted. 

The writer encourages the reader to read these accounts of previous research 

contained in this chapter bearing in mind the theoretic;al lenses guiding the 

current research process. These social constructionist lenses were discussed 

in the previous chapter. Congruent with social constructionist ideas, the writer 

reminds the reader that the accounts contained in this chapter pose as that 

which the researcher found to be apparently relevant rtsources that suggest 

answers to the questions asked. I 

The _theorists' work as well as the concepts of previou$ studies discussed in 

this chapter represent different voices existing in the world of research which 

speak to the research topic. Since social constructionism is open to multiple 

realities, as noted in the previous chapter, the researcher listens to the 

di~erent views of other researchers concerning the topior 

The conversation of this text begins by providing ai focus on the social 

construction of young women's identity, where identity r~fers to the manner in 

' which they understand themselves. The first section of this chapter discusses 

their socialisation and formation of identity as part of the discussion on social 

construction of their identity. Socialisation is discussed in terms of primary and 

secondary socialisation and how this informs the formation of identity. In order 
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to take hold of the theoretical concepts discussed in thei'previous chapter, the 
' 

researcher discusses identity development from \he systems theory 

perspective by exploring such development according to Bowen's family 

systems theory with a specific focus on self-differentiation. Bowen (1913-

1990) is a family therapist who developed a theory by making interventions in 

his family of origin (Prochaska & Norcross, 2007). His study has been 

recognised as a multi-generational study / theory which highlights the 

importance of individuals differentiating themselves frorn their family of origin 

(Prochaska & Norcross, 2007). This theory exhibits a h61istic nature because 
I 

it considers the functioning of the individual in relation ~o the system, as well 

as her / his emotional and intellectual functioning (Carter & McGoldrick, 1999; 

Levant, 1984). I 
I 

i 
The second section of the chapter includes a discussion on gender and 

' 
gender roles. Gilligan (1982) and Judith Butler (1999) !facilitate most of the 

conversation on gender and gender roles. The research~r acknowledges both 

Butler (1999) and Gilligan (1982) as they have both s~cceeded in imparting 

focus to women's issues in research. 

Judith Butler (1999) is.a feminist who has written about
1
sexuality and gender 

from a social constructionist point of view. The researchtlr wishes to point out 

to the reader that although Judith Butler seems to be committed to feminism 

and her views may be labelled as coming from a feminist point of view, the 
I 

researcher by no means takes the feminist position. The researcher 

acknowledges the work of Judith Butler (1999) as she seems to be a writer 

who has somehow been able to explore the interests of this study to a degree 

that warrants her acknowledgement in it. She assists this research to position 
. . 

itself and its interest in the frame of social constructionism in terms of 

sexuality and gender. The work of Judith Butler is also worth 

acknowledgement as it has been informed by Michel Foucault. Other 

researchers such as Friedman (2006), Lips (2005) and Matlin (2000) who 

accord a keen focus to sexuality from a social constructionist point of view are 

also consulted. 
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Gilligan (1982) · ori · the other hand is a female re~earcher who further 

investigated moral development in order to render it rel~vant to the voice of a 

female. Her position is considered to be gender-sensitive rather than feminist 

(Gilligan, 1982) and therefore seems to be a preferred position for the current 

ressearch. Gilligan's work (1982) appears to constitute a· dominant narrative in 

the research of women concerning the bringing of the voice of a woman into 

psychologi9al theory (Prochaska & Norcross, 2007). Gi(ligan's contribution to 

such theory provides a more focused description of the, different experiences 

of females by highlighting and suggesting the unique ~ays in which females 

might experience moral development. She offers a desdription of the possible 

psychological process which may be involved in the devllopment of identity of 
I 

youn.g women. The description furnished by Gilligan's fork may also inform 

the current study as to how the possible psy.chological ~recesses may inform 

or effect young women in their gender roles within society or a social context. 
I 

The conversation is taken a step further by exploring se4ual identity where the 
I 

interest is focused on how young women understand t1emselves in terms of 

sexuality. Previous studies carried out on sexuality byJ various researchers, 

including both males and females, such as Gil!:)s (2od6), Simon & Gagnon 

(200.3) as well as Halperin (1999), Lear (1995), CampbJII, Foulis, Maimane & 
. . . I 

Sibiya (2005), are explored. The views found in the latt~r mentioned previous 

studies are those which the researcher has been aqle to find during the 

research process and which were able to inform her study. These views are 

therefore by no means preferred over others except in situations where the 

researcher felt that they would add the most value to this study. These 

accounts also therefore do not pose as the absolute truth. 

The understanding gained previous research explored during the research 

process was further used to investigate the sexual decisions young women 

make. Issues such as the sexual sc.ript (Giles, 2006; Simon & Gagnon, 2003), 

acculturation, socialisation as it informs sexual decisions, sex negotiation and 

so forth are explored in this final section. 

25 



I' 

3.2 Socialisation and the formation of identity 

Socialisation, according to the literature, is a process! by which individuals 

acquire the knowledge, skills and character traits 1hat enable them to 

pa.rticipate . as effective members of a group (Berns,, 2001 ). Socialisation 

allows an individual to exist harmoniously within a social group (Beyer, Du 

Preez & Blokland, 2007). This is pursued by the acquisition of relevant values, 

attitudes and habits (Van Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004). Processes such as 

typ[!ication, institutionalisation, legitimation and reificatipn, which have been 

discussed in the previous chapter, serve as red flags for the acceptance or 

rejection of ways in which to behave in a_ particular bontext (Freedman & 

;.~bs, 1996). The existence of shared metaphors ih a system therefore 
I 

implies the acceptance of certain ideas among a group of people as well as 

the rejection of others so as to maintain homeostasis (Van Vlaenderen & 

Neves, 2004; Visser & Moleko, 2003). 

3.2.1 Primary and secondary socialisation 

I 
The process of socialisation begins in childhood a~d is termed primary. 

socialisation (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Lips, 200p). During this time, 

significant others (parents or guardians) impose themsllives on the child and 

appear to be in charge cif the child's socialisation (Bp.ron & Byrne, 2003). 

Significant others furthermo_re mediate the world and sf lect aspects of it that 

pertain to their social structure (Berns, 2001 ). During prjmary socialisation the 

child creates an emotional attachment that allows for th~ internalisation of the 

roles and attitudes of significa~t others, such that the '!$male role' is acquired 

for girls and the 'male role for boys (Lips, 2006). T~rough the process of 

internalisation, behaviour that has been controlled externally shifts to become 

internally or self controlled behaviour (Berns, 2001 ). The latter implies that the 

child obeys that which she is told by significant others (people external to 

herself) repeatedly to the point where the repeate~ behaviour becomes 

conduct that the child will exercise of her own I free-will. Successful 
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t. 

internalisation of the system's appropriate behaviourb contributes to the 

maintenance of the system's homeostasis and narrative (Matlin, 2000). 

-Following primary socialisation, secondary socialisatior occurs (Sternberg, 

1997). Secondary socialisation is expected to occur- during the adolescent 
' 

years (during high school and university) (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). During 
I 

secondary socialisation, a conversation occurs amongstlthe peer group of the 
. I 

- adolescent (Sternberg, 1997). During this conversation, the adolescent 

evaluates and explores which of the internalised values and beliefs seem to 

appeal to the peer system (school or university commu,nity). The exploration 

' and evaluation of internalised values and beliefs also ifacilitates a sense of 

belonging for the adolescent (Berns, 2001 ). In this pro9ess the adolescent is 

faced with acquiring his / her own values and beliefs !because the process 

challenges the adolescent to find that which works in the individual system, as 
I 

well as being able to maintain interactional homeostasis within the pee'r group 

(Bartle-Haring, 1997) . 

. 3.2.2 Bowen's family system theory 

Bowen's (1978)· family system theory provides a w'ay of thinking about 
I 

emotional and social functioning with reference beyond the individual taking a 
I 

position. that is inclusive of the family of origin (Carter,& McGlodrick, 2005). 

This model is used to examine ways that individuals might project emotional 

difficulties· onto others (Bartle-Haring, 1997; Charles, 2001). The ·central 

premise of the theory is that it is important for individuals to resolve all 

emotional issues with the family of origin before they cah become mature and 

healthy peo"ple (Charles, 2001). Furthermore, accordi~g to Bowen's family 

system theory, resolving all emotional issues with t1e family of origin is 

recognised as being important, rather tnan rejecting the emotional issues or 

passively accepting them (Charles, 2001 ). 

The researcher prefers to focus on self-differentiation in the discussion of 

Bowen's work in this text. Exploring the concept coul~ assist in gaining an 
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understanding of an individual male or female within a ystem, that is, in the 

family and in society. The writer takes a keen inter st in Bowen's work, 

working from the assumption that, following socialisati n, one might feel a 

need to self-differentiate. The need to self-differentiate Jould be motivated by 

the need to resolve the family of origin's emotional issues so as to reach 

homeostasis on the individual system level. This need could occur and be 

catered for during the social construction of identity. 

Differentiation, as described by Bowen, refers to the' extent to which an 

individual can distinguish between emotional and i1tellectual functioning 

(Carter & McGoldrick, 2005). Previous research hasJ described emotional 

functioning-as _being regul~ted by the emotional systenj (Levant, 1984). This 

system includes emotions, behavioural patterns that; are associated with 
I 

emotions, as well as the automatic functions that qre governed by the 

autonomic nervous system, such as the fight / flight reaction. The intellectual 

system is described as consisting of cognitive processes that have to do with 

planning. lntel\ectual functioning is also associated with actions based on 

what feels right or comfortable in response to the reactions of others (Carter, 

1989). According to other researchers, the feeling system is finally described 
I 

as the link between the emotional syst~m and the inttllectual one (Levant, 

1984). The feeling system includes the emotional state, that are in conscious 

awareness (Levant, 1984). Bowen's theory therefore ercourages individuals 

not to be driven by emotions that they do not understa~d but rather to allow 

an interaction between their emotional and intellJctual functioning as 
I 

respective systems (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2004). 

The lesser the degree to which an individual is entangled with the emotional 

processes of the family of origin, the more successful she or he will be in 

reaching differentiation (Levant, 1984). Bowen believes, that the achievement 

of balance between connectedness to the family, as well as that of gaining 

autonomy, is essential for the successful functioning ofl an individual outside 

the family (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2004). This hom~ostasis allows one to 

victoriously voice one's views without causing a dysfu1ctional conflict in the 

system in which one is operating. One is therefore able ~o remain true to one's 
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own desires, goals and views without putting in effort to avoid disapproval or 

gain acceptance (Carter & McGoldrick, 1999). 

In the same breath, Bowen's description of differentiation alludes to a sense of 

self-knowledge and self-definition which does not deper;id on the acceptance 

or approval of others (Carter, 1989; Charles, 2001 ). Thif situation is exhibited 

by the ability to balance thinking and feeling where on1 adheres to personal 

convictions as well as expressing emotions that are i~itiated by individuals. 

themselves (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2004). Ot~er research further 

suggests that the ability of the family to accommodate irltimacy and difference 

is essential in the interpersonal functioning of the famil¥ member outside the 

family (Bartle-Haring, 1997). The level of family differeptiation (i.e. tolerance 

of difference or openness) determines the level of differentiation of self 

(Bartle-Haring, 1997; Carter, 1989; Charles, 2001 ). The extent to which this 

differentiation is being mastered plays a role as a gatekeeper for individuation, 

as well as the materialisation of identity and intimacy tBartle-Haring, 1997). 

This is where one is able to balance the sense .of self a~ a separate entity and 

also as being connected with the relational context, (Carter, 1989). The 

balance seems to be necessary for change (growth) to tjccur in the self and in 

the larger system, that is, the family system and community or context in 
. ' 

which one lives (Charles, 2001; Visser & Moleko, 2003); 

Having said all this, the researcher notes that l3owen's concept of 

differentiation does not describe a destination at which the individuals arrive, 

but rather, a process of growth and maturity that is journeyed through (Carter, 

1989). The researcher furthermore notes that Bowen's v,,ork could also mean 

something different for females._ This point is congrue1t with other research 

that has identified that women could possess a teindency to be more 

emotion~! than men because they tend to be guided by factors such as 
I 

socialisation (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2004). 
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3.3 Gender and gender roles 

3.3.1 Exploring the terms 

'Gender' is said to speak to an individual's attributes as normed by the. 

communal artifact (Matlin, 2000). These attributes are regarded as including 
I 

psychological characteristics which refer to gender rolel>, gender stereotypes 

and other social categories constructed by communitieis (Bu.tier,_ 1999). The 

definition of gender according to the interest of this study is opposed to using 

the ter111 gender to describe factors that explain the physiological make-up of 

an individual, such as those of reproduction (Matlin, 2000). According to Butler 

(1999), gender stems from performativity. Butler (1999) suggests, ~y means of 

this concept, that attributed or social constructs suchl as the ability to fall 

pregnant or child-bearing should not reflect a definition of femininity. She 

therefore rejects norms of society which distinguish between male and female 
I 

(Butler, 1999). This text however, adopts a less rigid stal)ce in this respect. 

· Although the researcher recognises that child bearing is not necessarily the 

definer of one's gender and that gender is constructed by means of social 

processes, her perspective also acknowledges-possibl1 scripts within soc}ety 

or communities which may seek to define male and f7male in the particular 

community, such as gender stereotypes. 'Gender stereotype' therefore refers 
I 

to traits that are _expected to be attributed to a male or \emale and that would 

distinguish the one from the other (Matlin, 2000). Lastly, 'gender role' 

characterises a position that a gender stereotype assigns to the behaviour of 

a male-or female (Baron & Byrne, 2003). 

3.3.2 Socialisation in terms of gender roles 

Research has established that men and women are. socialised differently 

(Bartle-Haring, 1997; Carter & McGlodrick, 2005). According to Gilligan 

(1982), the difference in males and females stems from factors such as social 

status and power. These factors, in combination with perspectives constructed 
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on reproductive biology principles, seem to shape the f.xperiences of males 

and females as well as the relation between the gen1ers (Gilligan, 1982). 

Males and females seem to be socialised differently by means of gender role 
I 

and stereotype assignment (Butler, 1999; Lips, 2006). The researcher 

therefore takes an interest in discussing the development of females 

according to the theory that has explored development from a gender 

sensitive perspective. Gilligan's theory is discussed below in order to orientate 

the reader to the development of females, particula~ly discussing female 

identity and how it is conceptualised according to this th~ory. 

3.3.3 Gilligan's theory of moral development 
' -

Gilligan {1982) explored identity and moral development in early adulthood 

years. She studied the latter by relating the view of self and thinking about 
I 

morality to experiencing moral conflict and making life choices. Some of 

Gilligan's input into psychology, regarding female identity, is referred to in the 

text to offer a theoretical perspective on the topic of ihterest, as well as to 

provide insight in terms of writing the text and relating to, the participants of the 

research process. Gilligan's (1982) research involved , college students and 

therefore seems relevant to the young women with which this researcher 

seeks to engage. 

I 

In Gilligan's work the dominant narrative is also founcil to be that men and 
' 

women employ different approaches to forming a world yiew (Lacombe & Gay, 

1998). While men base their decision making on respecting the rights of 

others, women seem to prioritise responsibility towards others (Carter, 1989). 

According to Gilligan (1982), it appears that the principle of an ethic of justice· 

is primarily preferred by men while women prefer the ~rinciple of an ethic of 

care. The former ethic is concerned with the moral! choice derived from 

weighing the rights of the people involved (KroegerfMappes, 1994). The 

decision that results in the least damage, to the least (lumber of people, will 

be preferred. The ethic of justice appreciates that re)ationships stem from 

one's being a separate entity; therefore individuals are viewed as being 
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separate from each other and individualised (Kroeger-M~ppes, 1994). 

The principle of the ethic of care, on the other hanp, is concerned with 

deciding on right and / or wrong actions based on a responsibility and loyalty 

towards individuals with whom close, solid and meaningful relationships exist 

(Gilligan, 1982). This principle is rooted in sustaining relationships where the 

individual acquires identity in being connected (Kroeger-Mappes, 1994). 

Gilligan suggests that young women have a tendency t<j> think of their identity 

in terms of relationships (Gilligan, 1982). Therefore, 1 the ethic of care is 
I 

primarily concerned with responsibility within relatiom1hips, as well as the 

nurturing of relationships (Bukler, 2005). 

Gilligan's (1982) work derived from the work of Erikson (1956). Erikson 

explores the developmental tasks of individuals and categorised the tasks 

according to ranges in age or life stages (Sadock & S~dock, 2003). For the 
I 

adolescent and the early adult, in whom this research ps interested, Erikson 

identified identity formation vs confusion, and intimacy {esolution vs isolation, 

as being primary tasks respectively (Sadock & Sadocl$, 2003). According to 

Erikson (1956), an individual facing the identity forma,ion l(S confusion task 

explores who they are (or their identity) with the ·opportunity of either 

concluding or mastering the task or of conforming to the environment and 

being confused about their own identity. Furthermore, Erikson suggests that 
' during the intimacy resolution vs isolation phase the Jindividual's task is to 

define relationships, including romantic or intimate rel11tionships, family and 

work relationships (Sadock & Sadock, 2003}. 

Previous research accounts likelihood of girl children to identify with the 
• 

mother during socialisation the mother as the mother is the primary care giver 

and represents the preferred gender role to be internalised by the female child 

(Bartle-Haring, 1997, Matlin, 2000). The likelihood qf the identification of 

females with the mother might therefore cause girls to ~xperience intimacy as 
' a task fused with the process of identity formation, wpile men are prone to 

adopt the tasks of identity formation and intimacy resolution as separate 

(Bartle-Haring, 1997; Lacombe & Gay, 1998; Matlin, 2000). The process of 
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self-differentiation could therefore be more complex fof young women than 

young men {Prochaska & Norcross, 2007). According o previous research, 

intimacy accompanies identity for the female {Bukler, 2005; Carter, 1989; 
-

Lacombe & Gay, 1998). Gilligan further describes a female as knowing herself 

as she is known through her relationships- with others {Gilligan, 1982). In ,·"· 

other words, the identity of a female is conceived in relationship and intimacy 

{Buckler, 2005). 

I 

Gilligan inspires to unshadow the voice of the female, rs she has noted the 

different voices with which men and women speak in their development 

(Gilligan, 1982). Gilligan has hence established thiee stages of moral 

development, namely,. the pre-conventional, conventional and post-

conventional stages, in her discussion of the development of the female 

(Gilligan, 1982). According to Gilligan, the female chilp starts out by solely 

taking care of her own needs (Gilligan, 1982). This sti:\ge is termed the pre­

conventional stage {Gilligan, 1982). The female thereafter progresses to the 

· conventional stage {Gilligan, 1982). The transitions, a~cording to literature, 

are fuelled by the changes in her sense of self (Kroe~er-Mappes, 1994). In 
' the conventional stage, the female child l~arns to act a,ccording to the needs 

of others, so much so that she· is capable of disregardi~g her own interests in 

order to satisfy others (Carter & McGoldrick, 200l5). The goal of the 

conventional stage is to reach a point where self-sacrifice is perceived as 

goodness (Gilligan, 1982). 
1 

Later, in the post~convenlional stage, the female learns about the 

dysfunctional outcomes of disregarding her own needs (Gilligan, 1982). As 

she experiences differentiation {Charles, 2001 ), she acquires the 
• 

understanding that connection in relationships is distorted when she 

disregards her own needs (Lacombe & Gay, 1998). During the third stage, this 

awareness is brought into existence stemming from th? desire to be intimate 

with or close to another person (Bukler, 2005). The latter occurs while the 
I 

female experiences a transition from the idea of goodness to the idea that is 
I 

the truth is that she too is a person. 
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, 
A female in the post-conventional stage of moral development seems to be 

aware that one is still left with conflict regardless of t~e choice one makes 

(Gilligan, 1982). During the last phase of Gilligan's moral development theory; 

the post conventional stage, the individual is encouraged to accept 

responsibility for her own decisions (Gilligan, 1982). lnjthis stage, the young 

woman realises that she does not necessaril~ have to qe the one who is hurt 

after making the decision to be moral (Charles, 2001). the essence of moral 
I 

decision making, according to Gilligan, is to exercise choice and willingness to 

accept responsibility for that choice (Gilligan, 1982). 

Gilligan (1982) identifies the conflict that a female experiences as the 
I 

challenge to disentangle her voice from others and lo find language that 

represents her experiences of relationships and her serise of herself. Gilligan 
I 

terms this challenge as the crisis of identity vs. the !crisis of moral belief 

(Gilligan, 1982). This crisis is characterised by the ·struggle to decide what is 

right for her (women making choices) and what is right for the other person 

(Gilligan, 1982). According to Gilligan, the concept of 'care' for females tends 

to be a concept that suggests self-criticism rather than self protection. 

The crisis of identity vs. moral belief may b_e experienqed as being tricky for 

the young woman because she tends to judge herself jn terms of being able 

to care. She may therefore perceive herself as not havi,ng a choice, therefore 

excusing herself from the responsibility that choice .entails (Gilligan, 1982). 

The female's predicament appears to be a paradox. On the one hand she is 

socialised in the ethic of care where resolution of conflict is communication 

aimed at sustaining the relationship (Charles, 2001; Kroeger-Mappes, 1994; 

Matlin, 2000). On the other hand she is taught to be submissive and care for 
• I 

the male (Kigozi, 2006; Maxwell, 2006). 

3.4 Young women's identity 

3.4.1 Identity through social constructionist lenses 

According to social constructionism, identity seems to be acquired through the 
I 
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exploration of inherited quality such as genetic and physiological attributes, 

the influence of family and community, as well as tre embracing of the 

individual quality of the person (Halperin, 1989). The inqividual possesses the 

freedom- to conduct a dialogue about the prescriptions of the traditional norm 

(Delamater & Hyde, 1998). Social.,constructionism ther~fore opens a door to 

multiple realities and allows the individual to explor~ outside that which 

appears to be essentially natural in terms of the traditional norm (Butler, 1999; 

Halperin, 1989; Matlin, 2000). Social construotionist idep.s therefore allow the 

individual to debate and question the teachings of ~er socialisation. The 

multiple realities, moreover, allow the individual room Jo explore the gender 
I 

role further than that given by socialisation, within th~ limits of maintaining 

homeostasis in ihe system in which the individual lives: The work of Gilligan 

also indicates the expected processes of developmen't which, according to 

social constructionism, could occur as facilitated by the discourse and social 

interaction within which the female lives. 

Social constructionism, therefore, opens a door to diyersity by recognising 

that, although women are similar, they are different (M\l,tlin, 2000). The latter 

point thus represents the value of exploring the similarijies and differences in 

women's experiences in the endeavour to understan_d the social construction 

of women's identity and sexual decisions. 

According to various resources the dominant narrative recites. that women 
I 

appear to be different from one another (Lips, 2005). This diversity stems from 

life choices, personalities, their upbringing and their tesponse to biological 

events (Baron & Byrne, 2003). The differences women experience in 

response to biological events appear to be particularly interesting since . . 
expectations of women as 'women' have been placed on them according to 

their biological constitution (Matlin, 2000). The latter continues to affirm the 

challenge women face in being linked to the confinement constructed by the 

traditional norm. Furthermore, the expected behaviopr placed on women 

could be informed by processes discussed above, suer as socialisation and 

gender role assigr:iment. 
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3.4.2 Young women's identity and socialisation 

Since the primary caregiver in the early years I of development is 

predominantly a female, girls tend to identify with the mqther and expectations 

placed on her development appear to be narrowed into the norm of female 

_behaviour (Butler, 1999; Carter & McGoldrick, 2005; Gilligan, 1982). Although 

autonomy and attachment are functional goals in adulthood, each gender 

seems to be taught to pursue a specific goal according ,to its gender, such as 

men who pursue identity in ·self-expr.ession where lwo
0

men seem to be 

socialised to pursue self-sacrifice in resolving identity jssues (Bartle-Haring, 

1997, Carter & McGoldrick, 2005). Gilligan (1982) thus tmphasises that there 

is not necessarily a single mould of social experience and interpretation that 

follows. Social experience and interpretation of social experience might rather 

involve a more complex endeavour of ongoing separation and attachment in 

the lives of men and women since they pursue different social goals in their 

achievement of developmental tasks (Gilligan, 1982). 

I 

Furthermore, it seems that society views females as being selfish when 

defining their own values or viewpoints that differ from their association with 

the community within which they live (Carter & McGoldrick, 1999). It appears 

that it is anticipated that females endure their needs at the expense of the 

needs of other (Lacombe & Gay, 1998). It seems tr,at females are thus 

predominantly socialised to emphasise solidarity, commµnity and caring about 

relationships which are experienced as being solid ~nd distinct (Gilligan, 

1982). 

3.5 Young women's sexual Identity (sexuality) 

3.5.1 Sexuality through lenses of social constructionism 

Social constructionism perceives a multiplicity in the so called definition of 

sexuality. Because the present text is written with ~ view through social 

constructionism lenses, one should imagine the indefiniteness of the word 
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sexuality. As social constructionism embraces multiple realities, the 
. . 

differences found in the meanings of the word sexuality 
1

are dependent on the 

degree to which culture is perceived to produce sexuality (Blackwood, 2000; 

Breakwell & Millward, 1997). The meaning of this .word is reliant on the 

context in which it is used and experienced (Simon & Gagnon, 2003) since it 

takes its shape from its social character (Butler, 1999; Giles, 2006). 

Michel Foucault (1990) has suggested in his famous work History of Sexuality 

that sexuality seems to be a means of producing porer relations between 

people such as men and women, young people and oldl and so on. He further 

views sexuality as a historical construct rather than a r)atural one. According 

to Foucault (1990), sexuality would hence be constructed in the context of the. 

history and society within which one exists. The construction may be 

characterised by the relations of power produced by !iexuality. The position 

that one adopts in terms of the relations of power prodl,Jced by sexuality may 

therefore facilitate a construction of identity and especially of sexual identity 

(Foucault, 1990). I 

According to Butler (1999), sexuality concerns pow~r in a society. She 

therefore rejects_ all sexual norms of any society and proposes that one's­

sexuality cannot be taken for granted according to what seems to be natural. 

She feels strongly that one is not born a woman or man but grows into being 

one, because the behaviour that defines their malen'ess or femaleness is 
i 

produced by their social context. Simon & Gagnon 1(1986) fundamentally 
I 

concur with Butler (1999) and use the concept of a sexual script stemming 

from scripting theory which has been discussed in th~ previous chapter to 

offer their perspective on sexuality. 

Sexual scripts elaborate on how sexuality is directed by the social context and 

indicate how that direction therefore produces sexual behaviour (Giles 2006). 

The latter is discussed at a later stage in this text whe~ the researcher seeks 

to thicken the story of sexuality. Simon & Gagnon (1986) make use of the 

scripting theory to explain that a social context utiliJes institutionalisation, 

legitimation and reification to compose metaphors that would hold as 
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representations of acceptable perceptions to define sexuality. These 

perceptions will in turn give direction in terms of permittJd or forbidden sexual 
I 

acts, which will thereby speak of one's understanding of ;self as a sexual being 

or of one's sexual identity (Giles, 2006). 

The central conceRt of social constructionism regarding sexual identity and 

behaviour, therefore, is that these are culturally proquced phenomena or 

socially constructed constructs (Butler, 1999; Gi_les, 2096; Simon & Gagnon, _,:. 
I 

2003). This suggestion seeks to regard sexuality a~ being more than a 

biological construct which focuses only on the physical ~evelopment of young 
I 

women (Butler, 1999; Giles, 2006). Social cons)ructionism therefore 

acknowledges sexuality to be a product of social interaction with particular 

desires, meanings and behaviour constructed by culture (Blackwood, 2006). It 

is furthermore acknowledged that a culturally produced / socially constructed 

meaning of sexuality could prescribe how people ougt,t to feel and behave 

(Halperin, 1989; Sternberg, 1997). The latter therefore endorses power 

.relations and inequalities (Halperin, 1989), which the rJ,searcher is interested 

in investigating. On the other hand, social constructioniJm also acknowledges 
' 

that, while culture tends to shape sexuality, it considers I the 'natural' desire for 

sex as the baseline of the cultural shaping process (Blackwood, 2006; Giles, 

2006). It is therefore safe to say that, since meaning is fluid and continually 

open to change through the medium of language, different manifestations of 

sexuality are evident in the different eras of culture <fS well as in different 

contex1s (Giles, 2006, Haperin, 1989). r 

' Previous research also concurs that sexual identity refers to an individual's 
I 

view of themselves in terms of their sexuality, or rather, as a sexual being 

(Breakwell & Millward, 1997). This view takes its shape in accordance with the 

socially shared construction of reality (Friedman, 2006). The experience of 

females found in previous research accounts suggests that the sexual identity 

of women seems to go hand in hand with traditional idE;laS of femininity (Lips, 

2006). These traditional ideas represent relationship-ceftredness and ideas of 

romance and passion as being important aspects of sexuality (Hoggard, 2006; 
I 

Maxwell, 2006). These ideas further include the responsibility for, initiative 

38 



regarding and control of preventative and protective (neasures involved in 

sexual engagement as being the duty of the woman (Leigh, 1989). 

The socialisation of the female in terms of sexuality is thought not to 

necessarily be about sexuality but, rather, focused 6n the boundaries of 

fei:n\ninity (BJ~akwell & Millwar-d, 1997), suggesting ,t~e interrelatedness of 
I 

femininity, sexuality and sexual orientation (Hyde & Jaffee, 2000). The female 
I 

thus incorporates female identity into sexual identity, :which could limit the 

exploration of her sexual identity (Lear, 1995). According to that which the 

writer has been able to identify in the literature, the dominant discourse in 

literature concerning perceptions of sexuality includes the idea that to be 

feminine and sexual is a contradiction in many cultures f Breakwell & Millward, 

1997). I 

3.5.2 Accounts of previous research on the meaning of sexuality to 

young women 

The female sexual identity appears to be informed by the meaning of sex and 

sexuality that the woman possesses (Blackwood, 2?00; Halperin, 1989). 

Researchers have documented that the meaning of sexf may be closely linkeq 

to the young women's first experience of sexual intercourse (Hyde & Jaffee, 
I 

2000). Furthermore, the narrative composed at this first encounter seems to 

carry significance for the meaning given to sex by young women. The 

experience may be a planned event, an out of the blue encounter, anticipated 

but not wanted, amongst others (Mitchell & Wellings, 1998). Depending on the 

meaning acquired at the initial sexual experience togeth'er with the scripts with 

which one is in contact, the young woman creates/ her meaning of sex 

(Halperin, 1989; Lacasse & Mendelson, 2007). 

Previous research indicates that sexuality is closely linked with identity 

resolution (Bancroft, 2008). Since females may associate sexuality or the 

expression of themselves as sexual beings with the act of sex, which they 

may further associate with giving care or intimacy, :sexual exploration or 
I 
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' ' 
sexual identity may be fused with intimacy (Blackwood, 2000; Gilligan, 1982; 

Hyde & Jaffee, 2000). As suggested by Gilligan, the possibility of the fused 

relationship between identity and intimacy for females could cause the 

development of identity and intimacy to occur simultaneiJusly (Gilligan, 1982). 

The latter could cause conflict within the young woman when faced with a 

sexual decision. 

3.6 Sexual decisions 

3.6.1 Sex in the context of this text 

Sex is .described as a· physical act that has symbolic: meaning manifesting 

through verbal and non-verbal communication (Lear, 1'995). Sex could also 

describe factors that refer to the physiological make up of an individual, such 

as those which are involved in reproduction (DeLamt7r & Hyde, 1998). Sex 

is furthermore also used as a term to refer to sexual intercourse (Lear, 1995), 

. which is mostly how it _is used in this text, while con$idering that previous 

research might also refer to affectiQTJ~te_. acts such :as hugging, kissing, 

holding hands etcetera as sex (Rostosky, Galliher; Welsh & Kawaguchi, 

2000). 

3.6.2 Sexual script 

As indicated above, sexual scripts (Simon & Gagnon, 1986), stemming from 

scripting theory, seem to inform sexual decisions. Se~ual scripts appear to 

elaborate on how culture (social context) informs sexual behaviour (Simon & 

Gagnon, 2003). As indicated earlier, as people commune together, they use 

language to provide an understanding and creation of reality (Van Vlaenderen, 

2004). Therefore, according to social constructionism, sexual decision making 

might involve communal interaction and conversation. Language functions as 
I 

a means to communicate the reality experienced and to 'sift out behaviour that 
' 

is acceptable in the specific context and that which is npt (Beyer, du Preez & 

Blokland, 2007). 
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I 
According to Simon and Gagnon (1986), sexual scri~ts are said to be a 

repertoire of acts and statutes that are recognised by the: social group (Laws & · 

Schwartz, 1977). These also include rules, expectations and sanctions 

according to the boundaries of social roles (Irvine, 2003; Laws & Schwartz, 

1977). Sexual scripts therefore offer ':ocabulary and language to refer to 

terms related to sexuality and provide a means to: communicate about 

sexuality (Giles, 2006; Laws & Schwartz, 1977). Scrip~ writing occurs in the 

integration and interplay of cultural scenarios, interperscinal and intrapersonal 

scripts (Irvine, 2003) which a young woman might use Ito construct a sexual 

decision. Cultural scenarios, interpersonal scripts and infrapersonal scripts will 

be discussed below to communicate some ways in which a sexual script 

might inform sexual decisions. 

a) Cultural ~cenarlos 

According to scripting theory, cultural scenarios are cpllective patterns that 

specify appropriate sexual goals, objects and relationships (Giles, 2006). 

These sexual goals, objects and rel~tionships are culturally specific guidelines 

regarding how, when, where, why and with whom to be .sexual (Irvine, 2003). 

Cultural scenarios are thus institutional guides that exist at the. level of 

collective life (Giles, 2006) which could include the micro and mesosystems of 

community systems. 

Cultural scenarios in the microsystem, for example, could correspond with the 

suggestions of certain research studies. These suggestions include that the 

family dynamics, family structure, levels of education and income, family . . 
values, amongst others, seem prone to influence the yovng person in. terms of 

' the symbolic context (Kirby, 2001 ). 'Symbolic context' partially refers to young 
I 

people's understanding of age and gender approprate sexual behavior 

(Campbell, Foulis, Maimane & Sibiya, 2005). With ! regards to symbolic 
' 

context, previous research suggests that single-parent families seem to 
I 

experience difficulty in providing parental guidancti where sexuality is 
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concerned (Meekers & Ahmed, 2002). Furthermbre,'the researcher infers that 

the young person's emotional stability, characteristics of the relationship with 

the boyfriend, their hormone levels, perceptions of se*ual behaviour, skills, 

motivation to have or not have sex appear to play a roje in the sexual script 

pertaining to the symbolic context (Rostosky, Galliher; jWelsh & Kawaguchi, 

2000). 

Furthermore, cultural scenarios can exist as organisational networks 
I • 

(Campbell, Foulis, Maimane & Sibiya, 2005; Giles, 2Q06). These networks 

include non-governmental organisations, health, welfare and education 

representatives as well as local and community leaders and groups 

(Freec;lman & · Combs, 1996). Organisational networks, as part of the macro, 

meso and exosystems, are able to debate issues while (T1aking an impression 

on the individual (Proschaska & Norcross, 2007). Thes!l debates, depending 

on the system of influence, are able to shape the realities experienced by 

individuals to varying degrees (Beyer, du Preez & ! Blokland, 2007). At 

community level, research has suggested that levels ofl iricome, employment 

rate, crime levels, the organisation or disorganisatior of the community, 

etcetera, seem to be key persuasions as regards sexual behaviour (Kirby, 

2001 ). According to previous research, conversations concern!ng women's 

sexual desire, engagement, pleasure, and so forth, are excluded from the sex 

education curricula while, on the other hand, this conversation is included in 

the reality of the women's life (Lear, 1995). Furthermore, according to 

research, the missing discourse from the health, welfare and education 

networks, as well as the experience of sexual conversations with parents, 
I 

seem to encourage the fear and shame approach to sexuality for the female 
I 

(Boyd, 1989; Lear, 1995; Richer, Norris, Ginsburg, 2006j. . ' 

b) Interpersonal scripts 

Since cultural scenarios provide guidelines, the individual might find it 

necessary to compose decision making guidelines which would seem 

individually specific at any given time. Such guidelines are termed 

interpersonal scripts by scripting theory (Simon & Gagnon, 2003). 
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I 
Interpersonal scripts pertaining to sexual activity ch~racterise patterns of 

' integration that allow people to function in sexual situ'ations (Irvine, 2003). 

Individual scripts of sexual situations are constructed from the compositions 

people create as they apply their knowledge to the different situations 

presented to them (Giles, 2006). These compositions -are created as 

individuals ineorporate the guidelines of cultural scenarios to their specific 

situations (Giles, 2006). 

c) lntrapersonal scripts 

It however remains possible that interpersonal scripts rpight not be sufficient 

to resolve a certain sexual situation; ~n this instance, an individual turns to 

intrapersonal scripts (Giles, 2006). Such a script includes the internal 

conversation that gives rise to the clearly differentiated personal description of 

the self, as well as one's own private world of wishes, fantasies and desires 

(Giles, 2006). These are experienced as originating in tt,e deepest self which 

is bound to social life (Simon & Gargan, 2003). In terms of the text concerned, 
I 

the intrapersonal script might serve as a script of interrst since the writer is 

Jnterested in the individual experience and private 1conversations which 

individual females have with themselves that s~ape theirl sexual decisions. 

The intrapersonal script manifests itself in a variety of ways. Young women, at 
I 

times, might depend on sexual partners for gifts, money or clothing (Richter, 

Norris &Ginsburg, 2006). This might occur in the case of someone 

experiencing poverty or also as a means to gain approval or worth from peers 

and sexual partners (Meekers & Ahmed, 2002). The latter is taken into 

consideration because it is acknowledged that the young women being . . 
considered in this research experience peer- approval, as well as intimacy as 

I 

an important task in development (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2004). 
I 

Therefore, the young women might be drawn to sexual engagement as a 
I 

means to maintain homeostasis in the individual system:as well as in the peer 

group (Maxwell, 2006). 
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Previous research acknowledges that the sexual exploration which takes 

place in the developmental period of the young women in which the 

researcher is interested, can be considered beneficial fo( growth, including the 

resolution of identity formation and intimacy (Rostosky, Galliher, Welsh & 

Kawaguchi, 2000). These researchers continue to describe the idea that the 

integration of intimacy and sexual expression has beejn noted as a central 
I 

developmental task in an adolescent and young adult's life (Rostosky, 

Galliher, Welsh & Kawaguchi, 2000). Other researchers have further noted 

that sexual exploration by girls is essential for the fqrmation and I or the 

exploration of identity (Bartle-Haring, 1997; Lacombe 1& Gay, 1998; Matlin, 

· 2000). 

I 

In addition, the scripted refusal represents the narrafive that expects the 

female to initially turn sex down yet agree at a later stage (Lear, 1995). 

Hence, the man takes the refusal of sex as a scripted fo(mality and is prone to 

not taking her seriously (Eaton, Flisher, Aaro, 2003). Jhe woman is hence 

confronted with pressure to make the sexual decision u,ntil she agrees to the 

expectation to please the man (Maxwell, 2006). 

3.6.3 Socialisation and sexual decision making 

While sexual exploration taking place in the context of a romantic relationship 

is regarded as being normative, young women seem to experience double­

bound scripts or conflicting information from systems around them regarding 

sex. It has been noted earlier in the text that the social construction of sex is 

theorized as beginning in primary socialisation (Maxwell, 2006). Young 

women in most cultures during childhood in the process of primary 

socialisation are taught that what the man says is definite (Breakwell & 

Millward, 1997). Young men are socialised to prioritis~ sexual engagement 

and hence tend to require sex in romantic relationshiRS with young women 

(Breakwell & Millward, 1997). The traditional sexual script assigns men the 

role of initiatinge sex, while women are given the role [to be gatekeepers of 

sexual intimacy (Krahe, Bieneck & Scheinberger-Olwig,f2007). Some authors 

44 



I 
I 

refer to this role of women as virgin protectors (Lear, 1 Q95). The discourse of 

'virgin protector' encourages young women to be deci~ion makers regarding 

whether sex will occur or not (Lear, 1995). Sexual exp'loration, or rather the 
. . 

experience of young women as sexual beings, is thus limited since they are 

socialised to be gatekeepers and virgin protectors (Lear, 1995). 

Young girls are furthermore taught, particularly by their fT]Others, that sex is an 

act of shame and danger (Campbell, Foulis, Maimane, & Sibiya, 2005). The 

focus of this narrative is mostly placed on avoiding preg
1
nancy in adolescence 

and early adulthood (Hyde & Jafee, 2000; Leigh, 198r), In addition, young 

women are socialised to be submissive and caring towards men (Kigozi, 

2006). The overall gender norm therefore leaves young_ women experiencing 

sexual pressure, as well as feelings of obligation to ens~re.the success of the 

romantic relationship (Maxwell, 2006). Furthermore; they take on the 

emotional responsibility of the relationship, for example, by holding guilt 

feelings when not having satisfied the man (Campbell, Foulis, Maimane & 

Sibiya, 2005). Young women may moreover assign greater importance to the 

partner's needs than their own and are therefore drawn to unwanted sexual 

activity (Maxwell, 2006). Women are furthermore perdeived to have sexual 
I 

encounter~ function as a means to establish the relatioryship as well as a way 

to retain the relationship with the man (Brooks & EdYfards, 1997; Haggart, 

2006). Consequently, the virgin protector narrative cou)d raise conflict within 

the young woman in a dating context when confronted with issues of being 

submissive and caring for the male. 

Furthermore, included in the double-bound script is the narrative that sexuality 

promotes love and romance, possibly pleasure and freedom (Hyde & Jaffee, 

2000). Ambivalently, this narrative also communicates that sexuality is the 
I 

ticket to unwanted pregnancy, loss of reputation, the boldage of caring for an 

infant, etcetera (Hyde & Jaffee, 2000). The writer ther~fore deduces that the 

latter might therefore confuse young women while att1mpting to establish a 

relatively stable sexual identity. 

I 
With the beliefs that are anchored in socialisation, th~ young women could 
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face further struggles in making sexual decisions. The female's sexual 

decision seems to be linked to her identity, intimacy issues, morality as well as 

to issues of feeling included and accepted by the peer group (Gilligan, 1982; 

Kigozi, 2006; Maxwell, 2006). 

3.6.4 Acculturation and sexual decisions 

Acculturation is described as a process incorporati7g the interaction of 

different cultures as they are in contact with eac~ other (Schwartz & 

Montgomery, 2002). The cultures experience adaptatioh to each other while 

also experiencing change (Rosenberg, 2002). The younb people discussed in 

this study with regards to this topic, experience accultur4tion since they spend 

a significant amount of time at university. They are thus' exposed to people of 
I 

different cultures, necessarily holding various ideas anti constructions about 

identity as a young woman and about sexuality. The young person therefore 
I 

enters a process of adaptation to the new culture of university and might 

experience some anxiety or ambivalence concerning the current topic 

(Meekers & Ahmed, 2000). This becomes apparent a:, the ideas of family, 

peers, media may conflict with her own perceptions (Meekers & Ahmed, 

2000). 

Previous research conducted in the Tswana community in Botswana suggests 

an alteration in female sexual behaviour following contact with the western 

culture (Meekers & Ahmed, 2000). The same research speaks of an increase 

of permissiveness as regards sex by females (Meekers & Ahmed, 2000). The 

alterations spoken of testify to an adapted concept of sexuality. The 

alterations in the concept of sexuality, theorised as being constructed in the 

experience of acculturation, define sex in the context 10! romantic love and 

regard a sexual decision as an individual challenge. Th~ latter appears to be 

opposed to waiting for a marriage to be arranged by thE;l family of the female, 
I 

which would render the sexual decision a community endeavour (Eaton, 

Flisher & Aaro, 2003). Acculturation could also play part:in the young person's 
' 

need to experience open communication with her p*ents about sexuality 
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(Richer, Norris & Ginsburg, 2006). Since talking about ~exuality is per~eived 

to be a cultural taboo, the young person could be left wijh difficulties in sexual 

decision making (Eaton, Flisher & Aaro, 2003). 

3.6.5 Sexual negotiation 

Sexual negotiation as discussed in this text includes co~munication about the 

expectations partners have of each other regarding sexiality, the liberty of an 

individual to experience themselves as sexual beings, as well as 

communication pertaining to the comfort level of one'~ experience of one's 

own sexuality. This communication furthermore includes openness about 

one's readiness to participate iri sexual activity and freedom to make 

decisions in terms of protection and preventative measures. 

As previously mentioned, communication plays an important role in the writing 

of the sexual script, as well as in the role that the actqrs and actresses are 

playing in the production of a desired narrative of the se*ual experience (Lear, 

1995; Mitchell & Wellings, 1998). The researcher, in ag(eement with previous 

publications, acknowledges that silence (a silent narrative) qualifies as 

communication and that sex can be experienced as p. purely non-verbally 

communicated event (Brooks & Edwards 1997; Lear, 1995). 

Sex education at school as well as sexual discussion ih the home seems to 
I 

be discussed at a superficial level (Lear, 1995). In accordance to the gender 

power discourse, the legitimacy of women negotiating ~r discussing sexuality 

in a romantic relationship or any context that involves sexual encounters is 

trivialised (Lear, 1995). Talking about sexuality i~ the !context in. which it is 

central is scripted to deny its passion and spontaneity (Mitchell & Welling, 

1998). The script therefore conflicts with the sexual !negotiation and may 

perpetuate the gender power discourse, the double bound narratives as well 
' 

as the ambivalence and anxiety experienced by women (Campbell, Foulis, 

Maimane & Sibiya, 2005; Giles, 2006; Maxwell, 2006). 
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Previous research narrates that women have found it difficult to express their 

need for sex to their partners (Lear, 1995). The difficulty seems to be 

associated with the physical and emotional scripts a,bout the appropriate 

behaviour of young women (Eaton, Flisher & Aaro, 200~)- It seems desirable 

for young women to maintain their virginity (Lear, 19~5). It is furthermore 

expected of a young woman not to enter into sexual negptiation as. the cultural 

script considers it unacceptable (Mitchell & Welling, 1998). It is worth adding 

though, that, according to previous research, sexual negotiation depends.on 

the level of trust established in the relationship and the level of intimacy 

associated with the sexuality (Lear, 1995). 

3.6.6 Discourses associated with sexual decisions , 

I 
According to previous literature, it appears to be an accepted behavior for 

I 

young men to explore their sexuality from an early age, while on the other 
I 

hand it seems to be unacceptable for women to partiqipate in a process of 

sexual exploration (Mitchell & Wellings, 1998). The dominant narrative 
I 

pertaining to young women's sexuality seems to include the fact that the 

females' earliest experiences of sexual encounters are likely to take place in a 

dating situation (Hyde & Jaffee, 2000}. 

Furthermore, previous research appears to have reac~ed a consensus that 

the context (where sexual decision is necessary) in whic;h sex is most likely to 

occur seems to. be in a romantic relationship (Montgqmery & Sorell, 1998; 

Rostosky, Galliher, Welsh & Kawaguchi, 2000). Certain' research publications 

discuss the 'have I hold' discourse where sexuality is lonly appropriate in a 
I 

committed romantic relationship (Rostosky, Galliher, Welsh & Kawaguchi, 
I 

2000). In this case, sexuality serves as a means to hold;the partners together, 

so that engaging in sexual activity might also help to encourage maintaining a 

relationship that is deteriorating (Leigh, 1989). 

In addition, sexual coercion appears to be acceptable ir:, a dating relationship 

while it is not acceptable in other circumstances (L~casse & Mendelson, 
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2007). The narrative of preceding research moreover communicates that 

coercive sex might be perceived as an indication <pf passion and thus 

acceptable (Eaton, Flisher & Aaro, 2003). Furthermore, previous research 

reports that girls tended to testify that it was acceptable tpr a male to force sex 

on a female who had played a role in increasing his sexual arousal (Lacasse 

& Mendel~on, 2007; Leigh, 1989). This narrative seems to be encour~!;Jed by 

the discourse of rights where young men claim ownership of their sexual 

partners -(Eaton, Flisher & Aaro, 2003). The discourse of rights appears to be 

supported by the social norm that the man has a right 1to sexual intercourse 
. ! 

within the romantic relationship (Eaton, Flisher & Aaro, 2po3). 
I 

I 
. Lastly, it is suggested in lfterature ihat there is a lack of /anguage that.speaks 

to women's experience of sexuality (Lear, 1995). ExiSfing language (or the 

dominant narrative) of women's experience of sexuality:appears to be limited 

to the descriptions of the traditional female role (Eaton,. Flisher & Aaro, 2003; 

Hyde & Jaffee, 2000; Lear, 1995). Therefore, women who view themselves as 

being feminine .are more likely to accept and identify with the social 

representation of sexuality prescribed by the traditiorial female role since 

deviation from the norm mig~t not be readily explored (Brooks & Edwards, 

1997). This dominant discourse of women's experience of sexuality focuses 

on women's disinterest in it as· well as on women; experiencing sexual 

passivity (Breakwell & Millward, 1997). The latter may i/nply that the initiation 

or desire by women to negotiate sexual engagement ~ith their partners, as 

well as the practice of sexual assertiveness by wonjlen, could be limited 

(Breakwell & Millward, 1997; Hoggart, 2006). 

3.7 In a nutshell • 

According to theorist Michel Foucault (1990), identity and sexuality are 

produced in terms of power relations in society. Previous research suggests 

that men and women seem to be differently socialisetl, which could cause .- ' 

males and females to enter into different processbs in their quest to 

understand themselves. According to Gilligan (1982), fJmales tend to acquire 
I 
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their identity in terms of the relationships they have with others. Social 

constructionism seems to . nevertheless acknowledge! the similarities and 

differences of females within themselves as women (Ups, 2005, Matlin, 2000). 
I 

Previous research also recognises that males and females may be socialised 
• I 

differently in terms of sexual identity. As -indieated earlier, Butler (1999) 

believes that one is not born a man or woman but grows into her or his 
' 

gender, gender role and sexuality. Since sexuality is perceived to be a 

culturally produced construct, it could hold a different m~aning from female to 

female (Giles, 2006). The sexual script appears to play an important role in 
' 

the construction of sexual identity and behaviour (Simrn & Gagnon, 2003). 

Previous research suggests that men and women engaµe in sex for different 
I 

reasons (Leigh, 1989). The dominant discourse in rese~rch reports that men 

commonly do so for physical gratification while women _are said to- engage in 

sexuality for emotional expression (Rostosky, Galliher, Welsh & Kawaguchi, 

2000). The difference could occur following cultural scripts that describe and 

prescribe sexual activity for men and for women differently (Maxwell, 2006). 

I 
The next chapter discusses how we will hear two partifular groups of young 

women exp!3rience the above mentioned detail. It examires the group's reality 

in terms of the detail discussed_ in this chapter as well as of the researcher's 
-- . 

interpretation of their story. Much has been said about the topic of interest in 

relation to previous research. However, at this stage, the researcher would 

like to · explore the themes identified in previous literature relating. to the 
' 

particular context of the participants of the current research. Having explored 

previous research, the researcher found no specific ftLidies of this nature 

which where facilitated in the specific context of the said' participants. 

The resea;cher suggests therefore that research of this nature may firstly 

increase insight and knowledge of the social construction of young women's 

identity, sexual identity and sexual decisions within this specific context. The 

latter therefore cou Id facilitate greater insight in either sexual or sexuality 

related programmes currently running on the campus ;so as to render them 
' 

more context specific. In addition, research of this :nature may assist •in 

guiding the process of implementing initiatives to empbwer young women in 
I 
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this context with regards to issues of interest to this research process. 

Furthermore, this research process might stimulate iconversation in this 
I 

research context i.e. the higher institution context, among young people which 
I 

may pmmote enhanced informed sexual decision maki1g with regards to the 

particular context. 
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CHAPTER 4: GUIDELINES OF INQUIRY 

4.1 '.fJle ushering 

i 

This chapter provides the reader with a detailed discussion of what was 

undertaken to obtain, capture, record and understand the stories the young 

women shared regarding the research topic. The discussion encompasses the 

aims and purpose of the research, its design, as well as a consideration of 

processes undertaken to facilitate the research prqcess. These include 
I 

gathering of the participants, obtaining information thrqugh various activities 

such as artistic expressions and focus group dis9ussions, as well as 

meanings made, through discourse analysis. Furthe~ factors deployed to 
i 

facilitate the research process include the ethical proc$dures and guidelines 

of the higher education institutions, the American Psychological Association 

and the Professional Board for ,F?sychology (HPCSA}. 

4.2 Research purpose and alms 

The purpose of this .study is to explore the social q:onstruction of. young 

women's identity, sexual identity and sexual decisions. the research therefore 

aims to answer the following research questions: 

• What is the social construction of young women's identity? 

• What is the social construction of young women's sexual identity? 

• How do young women make sexual decisions? 

The research aims include gaining an understanding of processes that may 

be involved in the defining / making up of young women's identity and sexual 

identity. Furthermore, the researcher would like to acquire an understanding of 

what these women understand sex to be. In adpition, she hopes to 

understand the processes which may be elicited in t~e making of a sexual 
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decision by a young woman. Moreover, the goal of the research iricludes 

exploring the reality that may be dominant when such women are confronted 

with sexual decisions. 

4.3 Research design and method 

4.3.1 Qualitative research approach 

The interest in carrying out this research process is centred on capturing and-. 

understanding the stories of young women pertqining to the social 

construction of their identity and sexual decisions. Ta~ing these factors into 

consideration, the research approach that offers th~ best opportuniiy to 
' optimally achieve the goals seemed to be that of qual\tative research. Such 

research approaches allow for intensive contact '-o/ith the participants, 
I 

providing an in-depth account of the experiences of f he individuals in the 

current research process (Dalton, Elias & Wandersman, 2001 ). The size of 

the group used in the application of the qualitative research approach, 

facilitated the level of detail needed in terms of information gathering (Dalton, 

Elias & Wandersman, 2001) since the group was small (Flick, 2007). As 
' allowed for by qualitative research approach principles, ,in some instances the 

researcher relied on her own experience as a source bf information as well 
. I 

(Flick, 2007). 

Social research can be viewed as either hypothesis-iesting or hypothesis­

generating research (De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 2002). For the 

purpose of this study, hypothesis generating was preferred since such 
' 

research is valuable when the research is performed i~ an under - explored 

area (Campbell, Foulis, Maimane & Sibiya, 2005).l In the hypothesis -

generating research approach, one does not exactly kn : w what one is looking 
I 

for or how best to define the variables of interest (De Vqs, Strydom, Fouche & 
I 

Delport, 2002). It therefore was difficult and subjective to define the variables 

referred to in this research process. The variables did, however, include 

processes involving social construction and social conversations. 
I 

In research where the sample of interest is small, 1 it is not feasible to 
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generalise information obtained from the participarjts (Dalton, Elias & 

Wandersman, 2001 ). Generalisation was thus regarded ~s not necessarily the 

goal of this research process (Van Vlaenderen & Neve~, 2004). Furthermore, 

this text or current research did not aim to represent: fixed knowledge but 

rather desired to open a door to further conversation. In addressing issues 

equivalent to concepts such as reliability and validity in this research, the 

writer prefers to use the terms trustworthiness and auth~nticity to speak of its 
j 

credibility (Dalton, Elias & Wandersman, 2001; Creswell/ 1994). 

'Credibility of research' refers to the extent to w~ich the researcher's 

interpretations of the narrative obtained are congruent with the realities 

constructed by the participants (Babbie & Mouton, 2001 ). Some researchers 

also refer to credibility as the extent to which the research outcome is 

consistently found to be a relatively true and reasonable observation or 
I 

interpretation by the researcher, the participants and t~e reader respectively 

(Creswell, 1994). The researcher attempted to ascertai~ the above mentioned 

by keeping the following in mind; Firstly, during the ~ctivities that involved 

spoken narrative, the researcher actively listened to :the participants. She 

probed, reflected and clarified what the participants said where necessary .. 

The researcher was also transparent about her understanding of the 

conversations and checked her accuracy in this rasped! with the participants 

during and after the discussion. In addition, she also recorded the details of 

the focus group discussion by using a voice recorder.
1 
A transcription of the 

recorded dialogue was typed out by the researcher. The transcription and the 
I 

voice recorder audio file are valuable for the verificatiom of information at any 

stage of the process, as well as at a later stage if necessary. 

Although the outcomes of this .research would hav~ benefited from the 

participants' evaluation of the researcher's written , interpretation of the 

conversation, which is presented in the following c~apter, there was no 

opportunity for such an evaluation, which therefore represents a limitation to 

the credibility of the study. However, in another attempt to ensure credibility, 

the researcher read previous literature to deepen her knowledge of this topic. 

The accounts of what the researcher has read and what she found are 

• 
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reported in the previous chapter. She used previous research to guide ·her 

thoughts about the conversations held in respect of ·thi~ research, in order to 
I 

be able to select themes from these. 

✓ 4.3.2 Narrative approach in research 

The meta-paradigm which guided this research process_ is the narrative 

approach (Creswell, 2007): a qualitative research method which is rooted in 

social constructionism (Hiles & Cermak, 2008). In narrative research the 
I 

primary data source is a narrative or a story (Dalton, flias & Wandersman, 

2001 ). The research strategies used to collect the dat~ obtained in narrative 

research are therefore employed to tell a story or a narrative (Dalton, Elias & 
I 

Wandersman, 2001 ). A narrative may refer to any piece,of writing that is used 

in a qualitative research context (Creswell, 2007). The pieces of writing, 

employed in this research, included the sharing and / or exploration of the 

participants about themselves, their lives or expyriences I particular 

experiences regarding the research topic (Hiles & Cerm(lk, 2008). 

In research language, narrative is a term given to a discourse in a research -

inquiry (Creswell, 2007). The narrative approach as 11 research instrument 

has been applied as a method of approaching the inquiry (Creswell, 2007). It 

seemed that the narrative approach as a tool to guide .the research process 

would best facilitate the capturing of the stories of the participants regarding 

sexual experience, since it allowed for the attainment qt rich, thick and deep 

descriptions of the their stories (Dalton, Elias & Wandersman, 2001 ). The 
' 

narrative research approach facilitated the gathering of !information as stories 

by means of three strategies: a creative I artisti<r re·presentation; the 

application of the nominal group technique and lastly the facilitation of the 

focus groups. All were used to capture parts of the stories of the two 

participating groups with regards to the research questions. In essence, 

t.hroughout the facilitation of all three strategies the res~archer was interested 

in the stories being told. 

According to other writers, there are various ways in which the narrative 
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approach can be used as a research tool (Creswell, :;;oo7; Dalton, Elias & 

Wandersman, 2001; Hiles & Cermak, 2008). The researcher's interest in this 

particular research process lay in the stories of the personal experiences of 

the participants with regards to the social construction of their identity and 

sexual identity as mentioned above. The aim of this method was to 

understand the phenomenon being investigated from th.e inside, that is, from 
i 

the perspective of the individuals participating in the stu~y (Coyle, 2007). This 

involves grasping the meaning of the processes of inter~st as the participants 

experience them. 

4.3.3 Language In research 

Having realised that the meaning of a word is rooted in •the relationship of the 

context in which the word exists (Freedman & Combs, 1996), it is important to 
I 

note the similarity and the differences in the meanings \hat the young women 

would apply to the social construct / s in which this research is interested 
! 

(Friedman, 2006). This was based on the premise that as a group, the young 

women may have shared similar experiences in terms of these constructs and 

may have employed similar language concerning them ...... 

On the othe·r hand, since these young women werl involved in different 

conversations in their everyday life, it seemed fair lo consider that their 

involvement in these may have accounted for the creation of different 
' 

meanings they might have had or applied to the social constructs. As any 

meaning of a word is based on the context in which it ~xists, and because no 

two contexts are the same (Freedman & Combs, 1996), it seemed legitimate 

to say that the meaning of a word in two contexts ~as expected to be 

different. The latter implies that the researcher had an expectation for 

meanings of words or concepts of interest to this; research to not ·be 

necessarily the same for the two focus groups whic;h participated in this 

research process. Furthermore, the meanings of wor~s or the concepts of 

interst to this research may also be different from the details of previous 

research. 
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4.3.4 Roles and relationships 

In order to obtain rich, deep and thick descriptiorr fron1 the participants, the 

researcher recognised that collaborating with th.em seemed to be important 

(Dalton, Elias & Wandersman, 2001 ). This included actively involvin9 them in 

the process of the focus group facilitation (Creswell, 20!)7). This involvement 

encompassed negotiation regarding the researcher-p,4rticipant relationship, 
I 

and discussing the role of the researcher, as weU as thei role of the participant 

(Flick, 2007), which were done at the beginning of the in~uiry. 

The information pertaining to the aims, goals and content of the study was 
I 

made available to the participants by means of an informat~~n letter (Appendix 

A). The participants received the letter before participating in the research 

process so that their ownership could be facilitat~d (Dalton, Elias & 

Wandersman, 2001 ). The researcher's suggestiors concerning how 

participant ownership was to be achieved included the participants' 
I 

consideration of the letter's contents and the individual pecision to participate 
I 

in the inquiry. The letter also included information regarding the participants' 
I • . 

roles in the research process so that they were aware of the expectations 

placed on them (Van Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004). Together with the said 

letter, a consent letter (Appendix B) was made available where the 

participants indicated their voluntary participation· (Dalton, Elias & 
I 

Wandersman, 200~) and their understanding of a1d agreement to the 

information letter (Creswell, 2007). 

The role of the researcher was informed by the researcher's own individual 

stance about the research topic, the research approach used, as well as the 

theoretical framework under girding the research process (Creswell, 2007; 

_ Dalton, Elias & Wandermans, 2001 ). The role of the rrsearcher in this case 

consists of both a participatory role and acting as primary research instrument 
I 

(Dalton, Elias & Wandermans, 2001). In terms , of having played a 

participatory role the researcher was part of the researph situation as she did 

not hold an expert role, but participated in the researcp process equally with 

the participants (Hiles & Cermak, 2008; Van Vlaenderen & Neves, 2004). Her 
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role as a primary research instrument included her p~isonal interest in and 

assumptions made pertaining to the research questions and topic (Coyle, 
! 

- 2007; Creswell, 2007). This role furthermore included her reflections on the 

research process and its outcomes, and the encouraging of group interaction 

during the facilitation of the activities as well as of tre researcher's self­

reflectivity (Barbour, 2007, Creswell, 2007, Elliot, ~005). Self-reflectivity 

includes the resea~cher's awareness of self within the ~recess, including the 

influence she might exert on the process and on th~ research outcomes 

(Elliot, 2005; Hiles & Cermak, 2008). 

The role of the participants was embedded in their knowledge and 

understanding of the details contained in the informati,;m letter .arid consent 

form. Participants could feel free to request further details in cases where the 
' I 

letter did not satisfactorily offer sufficient information. 

4.4 Research inquiry 

4.4.1 Participants and sampling 

I 

To facilitate the research inquiry for this research· prbcess, two groups of 
I 

young women were needed. Ten to fifteen undergradu~te university students 

per group were gathered by means of a system of c~lling for _volunteers. A 

small sample was appropriate as it allowed .for the! achievement of the 

greatest potential in this kind of research (Dalton, Elias & Wanders man, 2001) 

which included participating in focus groups. Volunteering participants were 

thought to accelerate the process by having had a keen interest in the topic 

(De 1/os, Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 2002). It also appeared easy for 
I 

volunteers to gain ownership of the research procrss (Dalton, Elias & 

Wandersman, 2001). Participant ownership was important to capture the gist 

of the research's aims. 

The participants of this research were students at a South African higher 

education institution. The participants were young women from various 
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backgrounds of culture, beliefs; community contexts su~h as some were from 

urban areas, others from semi urban and others fro1 the townships. The 

participants age groups range between 18 and 20. i The cultural groups 

r-epresented in this research process were composed oflWhite (5 participants; 
• I 

3 participants in group 1 and 2 participants in group 2), english (3 participants; 

1 in group 1 and 2 iri group 2) and Afrikaans speaking (~ partic;;ipants; both in 

group 1 ); Black (15 participants; 11 in group 1 and 4 in g~oup 2 ), Se Tswana (3 
' 

participants; 1 in group 1 and 3 in group 2},. Zulu (2 partif:ipants; both in group 

1 ), Venda (1 participant; in group 1 ), SePedi (6 participants; all 6 in group 1) 

and Sotho (2 participants; 1 in group 1 and 1 in group 2) 'speaking groups. 

The table below shows Group 1 and Group 2 participants' cultural and 
I 

language groups. 

Group 1 Group2 
I 

White 3 
' 

2 

• English 1 2 

• Afrikaans 2 0 

fill!g 11 4 

• SeTswana 1 3 

• Zulu 2 0 

• Venda 1 I 0 

• SePedi 6 I 0 I· 

' 
• Sotho 1 I 1 

The young women followed various study ·directions ~s well. Some of the 

participants were in the law field, while some were in accounting and finance, 

medical field including MBChB and physiotherapy, teaching as well as sport 

psychology. Two groups of participants were gathered. Group 1 was 

composed of 13 participants while Group 2 had 6 participants. The 

composition of the groups of participants is shared with te reader to assist in 

acknowledging where the participants come from in their backgrounds and in 
I 
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their views. The researcher therefore acknowledges t~e diversity of these 

groups and takes it into account when facilitating the res~arch process as well 

as in the writing of the research. 

In order to maximise the functioning of the focus groups, it was thought 

beneficial that the members share at least one importqnt characteristic. The , 

characteristics shared could potentially have been that ihey are facing similar 

developmental processes,they are university students Jt the same university 
I 

and are females. The members of the groups displa¥ed more potential to 

identify with each other, as well as to share mutual und~rstanding, than if they 

had not been homogeneous at the suggested levels (Dalton, Elias & 

Wander,sman, 2001 ). It was however useful to assign homogeneity in terms of 

background rather than attitude or point of view regardi~g a certain concept or 

concepts related to the topic of the research (Barbour, 2po7). The main factor 

concerning the sampling method seemed to be the insights advanced by the 

participants, rather than a concern with the number of Reople obtained (Flick, 

2007). 

Participants became interested in the research after reading the information 

letter (Appendix _A) which they received from the researcher. The prospective 

participants would have known of the proposed researc~ by means of word of 

mouth. Before becoming part of the focus group, a prospective participant 

needed to submit a consent form (Appendix B) to jhe researcher as an 

acknoWleagement of the research expectations listed o~ the information letter. 

A prospective participant would also have to be available for the scheduled 

two hours of the inquiry situation. 

4.4.2 Activities designed for obtaining information , 

' 
To obtain information that would supply guidance and 1insight into answering 

I 
the questions asked in this research process, various aptivities were included. 

Previous research has acknowledged the benefit of intluding an appropriate 
I 

variety of material in an inquiry process (Flick, 2007). It has been suggested 
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I 
I 

I 
that a variety of material is helpful when it is different en?ugh to c·over a range 

of experiences or attitudes to the issue of interest (Flidk, 2007). The inquiry 
I 

took place in two phases. The first phase included; icebreakers and an 

introduction, while the second incorporated a !creative or artistic 

representation of the participants' sex stories, a nom)nal group ·technique 

exercise as well as a focus group discussion. The researcher met with each 

group once for two hours respectively to facilitate the two phases of the 

inquiry. 

Group 1 provided valuable information that furnished! an idea of possible 

answers tq _the questions the inquiry posed. To obtain thicker, richer and 

deeper descriptions of the reality of young women, th~ researcher took the 
I 

decision to facilitate another focus group. Facilitati~g a second group, 

seemed to offer more potential to assist the researcher ~nd the reader to gain 

further understanding of a young woman's life with reg8ird to the issues being 

investigated. Group 2 also had the potential to echo or ,disagree with the first 

group, therefore advancing suggestions that might open up a reality of which 

the researcher and / or the reader had not been aware, or possibly had been 

aware of, but which could then been brought to the !<)reground for the first 

time. 

I 

Group 2 was facilitated in a similar way to Group 1, w\th some adjustments. 

Group 2 undertook the same activities with the same aims as Group 1. In 
I 

Group 2, however, participants included a written nfrrative with their art 

expression. The aim of these narratives was to obtain a ;deeper understanding 

of the symbols and expressions which the participan* had used than had 

been achieved in Group 1. The discussion below gives the reader a detailed 

description of the activities, which includes an explanation of what the 

activities entailed, the aim and rationale of the various activities and how the 

activities were facilitated. 

a) Icebreaker 

The first phase of the inquiry was aimed at introduci~g the researcher, the 
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topic and the research context, as well as allowing the p~rticipants to become 
I 

acquainted with each other and with the research situation. The researcher 
I 

therefore introduced herself al the beginning of the ihquiry sessions, and 

communicated her research stance. The participantb were afforded an 
I 

opportunity to introduce themselves to each other by sharing about 
I 

themselves with each other, for example, telling each other where they were 

living, what they were studying, and so forth. The researcher also shared her 

expectations of the sessions and invited the participants to share their 

expectations. The process was briefly introduced as Jell. Participants were 

encouraged to share their views. and ideas about the questions asked in the 
I 

research process. 

I 

During this phase consent f~rms were collected; participknts were welcome to 

ask questions in order to clarify what they did not understand in the 

information letter and in the researcher's introduction. Participants were also 

welcome to add or adjust aspects of the inquiry's ipreliminary plans as 

communicated by the researcher in the introduction. T~e participants held a 
I 

conversation with each other about topics which were unrelated to the topic of 
I 

this research, such as discussing their upcoming te~ts, hostel .food, and 

~ etcetera. The random conversations were helpful in building group rapport 

and assisting the group members to become comfortable with each other 

before moving into the activities related to the research questions. 

b) The creative/ art expression 

The second phase included a creative or artistic representation of the 

participants' identity, sexual identity and / or sex stories. This activity indluded 

the use of paper and / or pens, crayons or koki pens either to make a drawing, 

write a song or poem or make / construct something with paper which would 

represent the young woman's story (Oaklander, 198~). In both groups of 

participants, the creative or artistic expression served ~s a thought provoker 

for the participants. In the second group the creative pr artistic expressions 

also formed part of the written narrative. These furthermore facilitated rapport 
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I 
building, as well as group cohesion processes in both gr~ups. 

The probe provided in order to stimulate participants to engage in the creative 

/ artistic expression took the form of a statement. This !lOught to engage the 

participants' thoughts in terms of representing the social construction of, and/ 

or factors that contribute to this construction of identity, sexual identity and 
• I 

sexual decisions, but without holding any discussions ,with each other. The 

probe was therefore communicated as follows: 

• Please pick up a sheet of paper and together with the art material in 

front of you to create a creative / artistic ~xpression that would 

represent how you understand yourself, includil}Q,.)•~:d,91+"" · _ 

~nderstand yourself as a sexual being. TR& ¢.8~'.ilti~:.; -,;·"~-- ":• 
expression could also include factors that contribute to the sexual 

decisions you would make. The creative I artistic representation can 

be a drawing, a writing of any form or even using the paper to build 
' 

anything that m_~Y be representing how you/ understand yourself, 

your sexual identity and / or how you make (Dr would make sexual 
I 

decisions. . I 

c) The nominal group technique (NGT) 

The NGT is a simple but structured technique used to f/3.cilitate discussion by 

eliciting individual input, stimulating group discussion and also developing 

group awareness (Moon, 1999). It seemed advantageous to use the NGT in a 

setting where a focus group would occur, as it prevented a single person from 

dominating the discussion (Delbecq & Vande Ven, 19171 ). Furthermore, the 
' I 

use of the NGT may have also encouraged passive group members to 

participate (Delbecq & Vande Ven, 1971) in the focui group later on. The 

principles of the NGT were consequently used to fafilitate the process of 

discourse among participants (Dobbie, Rhodes, Tysinger & Freeman, 2004). 

The NGT {Sample, 1984; Dunham, 1998) was used during the second phase 

to explore themes stimulated by the creative or artistic representation activity. 
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Without engaging in discussion, the principles of the N~IT were applied in the 

group activity, for participants to identify the group narr tive pertaining to the 

topic of discussion. Although it did not constitute a st ong conversationally 

expressive activity in itself, the NGT supportively I facilitated sufficient 

openness for the participants to share their stories verbally. 

The NGT was facilitated in the same way in each group of participants. The 

researcher posed the three research questions which are stated earlier in this 

chapter. In the event that the participants requested the researcher to clarify 
-

the questions or to elaborate on them, the researcher expressed the 

queslions in the following manner: 
I 

. • What is the social construction of you~g wom~n's identity? 

I 

What particularly in your social environment constitute~ your identity or may 

be factors which play a role in your identity as a wori,an, that is, how you 

understand yourself as a woman? 

• What is the social construction of young women's sexual identity? 

What particularly in your social environment constitutes your sexual identity or 

may be factors which play a role in your sexual identit~ as a woman, that is, 

how you view yourself in terms of your sexuality 6r as a ~exual being? 

• How do young women make sexual decisions? 

What particularly in your social environment constitutes 'your sexual decisions 
• 

or may be factors which play a role in your sexual decisions? 

Each group member was accorded an opportunity to reflect on her creative or 

art expression in answering the questions above. The main ideas / factors 
• I 

were written on a sheet of paper so that the whole groyp could see (Sample, 

1984). The facilitator (the researcher) read out the ide~s on the sheet, after 
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which the group was afforded an opportunity to ask queitions about what had 

been captured. The participants therefore were given a crance to explain their 

ideas further, while still avoiding a discussion. The participants thereafter each 
I 

respectively wrote down ideas that seemed important \o them in rank-order 

(Dunham, 1998). After the group members had expres:sed their ideas while 
I 

working alone, the views of the group were represe~ted in rank-order of 

priorities (Sample, 1984). The views were placed in thi~ order by means of a 
I 

voting system (Dobbie, Rhodes, Tysinger & Freeman, 2004). The NGT .·- -

therefore assisted in identifying the guiding metaphor, the dominant narrative 

of the group, as well as in facilitating a communal artifact. 

d) Focus group 

Since the researcher's interest centered on hearing thEjl participants' stories, 
I 

focus groups were facilitated after the NGT to permit I further discussion of 

these. The facilitation of the focus groups assist~d in gaining fuller 

descriptions of the said stories (Dalton, Elias & WandJrsman, 2001 ). Focus 

groups in the research world are formed for the purpose of conducting a 

discussion (Barbour, 2007). Such a group in this research inquiry was 

preferred, in order tq aim for interaction amongst the group members, as 
j 

opposed to gathering information by means of an interiew. In conducting a 

focus group, the researcher was more interested in gjoup consensus while 

listening to the respective narratives of individuals (Flick 2007). The dominant 

narrative is important to the aim of a focus gro p because common 

knowledge is elicited in the process (Van Vlaenderen ~ Neves, 2004). Focus 

groups assist one in aiming to provide_ descriptions ofl the making of social 

situations (Flick, 2007). The views of individuals are, hqwever, not viewed. as 

unimportant since social constructionisrri considers m~ltiple realities (Beyer, 

du Preez & Blokland, 2007). The aim of facilitating a focus group was to 

identify the common voice amongst the participants. This would be regarded 

as the dominant narrative: Other voices such as views differing from the 

dominant narrative are also considered as they may f~rm part of either the 

silent, shadow and I or counter narratives. 
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The researcher acknowledged that the narratives te told in the form 

determined by the participants and not in one guideq. by the researcher's 

questions or interest (Dalton, Elias & Wandersman, 2001 ). The researcher 
' 

however provided a probe to the participants as a mearis of getting the focus 

group started. It was worded as follows: 

• So we have done the creative / artistic expression to break the ice 

and provoke our thoughts in terms of the toJic we are discussing 

today. We have also, without much talking tol each other, explored 
I 

the topic a little further by using the activity we have just done now 
' 

(referring to the NGT). So, at this point, we lwill take the process 

further and talk to each other about the top,ic we are .discussing 

today. I would like for us to share our thoughts on the factors that 

play a role in how we understand ourselves ,as young women, as 

sexual beings, and in how we make sexual d$cisions or things that 

contribute to the sexual decisions we make. 

The participants then engaged in the focus group discussion. At some points 

. of the focus group discussions, particularly at the beginning of group 2, the 

discussion contained an exploring of the meaning of the words, 'social 

construction', 'identity' and 'sexual identity' within the context of each group 

specifically. These explorations led to and formed part of the discussion about 

the topic of this research. 

4.5 Meaning making 

• 4.5.1 Discourse analysis (DA) 

From a social constructionist point of view, data is not split or reduced but is 

used to understand and create reality (De Vos, Strydo , Fouche & Delport, 

2002). Discourse analysis (DA) seemed to be the mo t relevant method of 

analysis for the current research as it is a method used to study how the use 

of language is utilised to create reality (Schiffrin, Tann n & Hamilton, 2001 ). 

DA offers a way to investigate meaning (guiding metapti;ors) and to show how 
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meaning constructs everyday life (Wetherell, Taylor & Yates, 2001 ). Discourse 

analysis therefore presents a strategy to deconstruct sjories and open them 

up (Creswell, 2007). The latter can be achieved by exposing dichotomies, 

examining silences, attending to disruptions and contradictions, hearing the 

most frequently told stories, and so on. For the pi;rpose • of this research 
I 

process Feminist. Poststructuralist Discourse Analysi9 (FPDA) was used 

(Baxter, 2003). 

I 
4.5.2 Feminist poststructuralist·discourse analysis I 

The feminist position is focused on the stance pertainingito issues that women 

face in a way th_at seems relevant to them and the ~pectacles they wear 

(Fonow & Cook, 2005). Feminism is viewed as offering a perspective to study 

the social construction of gender (Lear, 1995). Poststructuralism approaches 

meaning as being context-dependent and fluid, implying continuous change 

(Coyle, 2007). Furthermore, the poststructuralist pofition is insistent on 

viewing the meaning of experience as constituted in lanµuage (Gavey, 1989). 

Discourse comprises conversations held within a groyp of people in which 

meaning specific to the group is constituted (Flick, 2007). FPDA therefore 
I 

provides a way to study the information gathered acpording to the above . . 
mentioned assumptions. 

Since the research sought to understand the experiences of young women, 

FPDA was the method chosen to facilitate this process. The ·1anguage of 

young women was studied in this case since it is thought to transparently 

reflect their unique experiences (Gavey, 1989). From a theoretical 

perspective, the FPDA thus offered a ~pacific method to study the language of 

women as it. also took the feminist position into account. To obtain the 

meaning of the conversations held in the research iqquiry, the researcher 

needed to do the following, according to FPDA: Firstly, she identified 
I 

discourses and, secondly, presented a synchronic-aiachronic discussion 

which refers to issues of power in the discussion. In aJdition, the researcher 

presented a denotative-connotative discussion whidh includes concrete 
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descriptions and institutional / social discourses in the di,cussion. Thirdly, she 

assessed intertextuality and lastly provided a FPDA pommentary (Baxter, 

2003). -

The researcher identified discourses by considering which words-,-terms Of-•· 

phrases were used repeatedly in the focus group discussion as obtained from 

the transcript. Th('/ researcher also looked at themes and issues which were 

common in the transcript. Furthermore, the researcher examined viewpoints 

which seemed to be contradictory to or in opposition wit~ each other. 

To present her discussion in terms of the synchronic-~iachronic dimension, 

the researcher identified, and demonstrated by m~ans of quoting, the 

moments where speakers experi~nced shifting posi~ions of power. The 

speakers negotiated power by what they said, how they! said it and when they 

said it. The participants also negotiated powerfulness or powerlessness by 

encouraging discourses or shifting between discourses. Also included in the 

synchronic-diachronic discussion was the researcher's noting which speaker 

may have been considered as 'powerful' in terms of the responses to the 

speaker in given moments. These include moments I where the 'powerful' 

speaker ~poke, remarked verbally or non-verbally arn;l also used facial 

expressions to respond to the other speakers' resll)onses or comments 

etcetera. The researcher also noted the verbal and no~-verbal ways in which 

speakers interacted with each other and observed how the two ways of 

interaction positioned speakers in terms of power. 

In presenting the discussion of the denotative-conn(j)tative dimension the 

researcher took note of concrete descriptions of what was occurring in the text 

by making reference to verbal and non-verbal interactions of participants. She 

furthermore actively sought to identiiy institutional or !JOCial discourses that 

seemed to appear in the transcripts and in the research ~ontext. 

The researcher looked for dominant discourses cpntained in the two 

transcripts obtained from the focus groups and for ho1 these were reflected 

differently or similarly in the respective texts. She therefore assessed 
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intertextuality by foregrounding and highlighting. ways it which the dominant 

discourses in any spoken narrative were reflected in othrr discourses such as 

in tlie silent, shadow and counter narratives. 
I 

I 
Finally, in producing a FPDA commentary, the resear9her investigated how 

social construction of gender had been placed in the ce~tre of the inquiry. This 

was done by considering gender to be a significant discourse in terms of 

understanding the practices of the group of speakers. The researcher 

proceeded from the assumption that various sources may have contributed to 

the story of the young wo~en. She therefore basical/y wove together the 

voices of the participants by hearing a common voic~. The latter may be 

considered to represent the story of a young woman.w~ich may be contained 

in the contributions made by society, the participafts, the researcher's 

previous knowledge and the literature read in order tq inform this research 

process. 

4.6 Ethical considerations 

According to the ethical principles and code of conduct of the American 

Psychological Association, such principles provide a guideline for 

psychologists as regards attaining the highest ideals I of psychology (APA, 

2002). One of the purposes of such a code is that I it forms a dominant 

narrative _ among psychologists, as a way of conducting themselves when 

interacting with people outside the profession (APA, 2002). According to the 

aim of this text, the setting to be applied to the above ~entioned principles is 

a research context. The ethical principles of the Anrerican Psychological 

A~sociation, the Professional Board for Psychology's (f-/PCSA's) ethical code 

of professional conduct, as well as the Health Professions Act of 1974, were 

followed to ascertain good ethical practice during tHis research process. 

Furthermore, research principles as laid down by the respective higher 

eaucation institutions involved in this research were also; followed. 

I 

It is important that the ethical implications regarding jhis research process 
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have been verified by the universities concerned. The I process of obtaining 

permission from the university where participants ar1 registered for their 

undergraduate degrees was followed so as to ensure! that the participants 

were respected and not taken advantage of. The necessary applications•t0· 

have the participants partake in the research process were approved by the 

higher education institutions concerned. The Ethics Committee of the said 

institution approved the application and communicated its expectations to the 

researcher. The supervisor of this research process was also requested to 

verify the legitimacy of the research process. 

One of the trends that have become evident in the curret,t research process is 

the issue of transparency. Adequate information as well as opportunities to 
I 

ask questions ab;ut the process was also provided to the participants. While 

participants were involved in the process of sharing their 

confidentiality and privacy were highly prized (Flick, 2007). 
' 

stories, 

Clauses 

pertaining to confidentiality, the use of a pseudonym' at the request of a 

participant and information about informed consent ~ere included on the 

consent form. 

The researcher was .also aware that the details of the research process, 

especially in the focus group discussions, could potentially impact on the 

participants in some way or another. Debriefing was therefore offered to the 

participants and referrals to the phone numbers of iupport services were 

made available to participants (Barbour, 2007). Partici~ants could also have 

access to the material obtained in the research process. They could 
I 

furthermore avail themselves of the opportunity to be irivolved in the process 

of confirming the accuracy of the transcription of t~e recordi.ng and the 

reflections of the researcher on the information. obtained, (Creswell, 2007). 

Lastly, the researcher took responsibility for beneficence. This refers to 
' protecting the wellbeing of the participants by seeing jo it that unnecessary 

harm is not wrought through the research process (Flick, 2007). It was also 

important that the participants were aware of the berefit and the burdens 

placed on them by the research process so as to :ensure justice in the 
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research process (Barbour, 2007). 

4. 7 In a nutshell 
I 

The aim of this research was to capture the storifs of young women 

pertaining to the social construction of their identity and sexual decisions. A 

qualitative research approach seemed fitting as it offered room for intensive 

contact and discussion with the participants. The meta-paradigm guiding the 

research inquiry was the narrative approach. The emphasis of the research 
I 

inquiry was placed on becoming acquainted with the various narratives in the 
I - . . 

lives of the participants, including identifying the domi~ant narrative and the 

exis_tence of possible silent narratives. These narrativt,s were ldentified by 

encouraging discourse and using discourse analysis (FPDA) to study the 

conversations that had been held in the focus group. IA variety of activities 
I 

were used to capture the stories of the young women in jterms of the research 

questions, including a creative / art expression, and N(;iT as well as a focus 

group discussion. The information gathered in the process using the above 

mentioned activities will be discussed in the next chapter. Possible answers to 

the research questions are also considered in ct:iapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 5: INQUIRY FINDINGS AND DIS~USSION 

5.1 The ushering 

The aim of writing this chapter is to communicate to the ~eader the inform;3.tion 

gathered· daring the research inquiry. Furthermore a discussion and 

interpretation of the information gathered will be provided in this chapter. The 

first part of the chapter will summarise information gathered during the various 

activities mentioned earlier in chapter 4. The second part •includes an 

interpretation of the information according to FPDA. Listly, the threads are 
' 

tied together as a summary, in an attempt to furnish an~wers to the research 

· questions. t . 

The researcher notes that, while writing this chapter, r~flections of her own 

interpretations, founded and grounded on cultural, I social, gender and 
' personal politics brought to the research process, ma~ have been played a 

role in the thought process and they are provided (Creswell, 2007). The 

writing of this research therefore reflects a point of view within a social 

constructionist stance and in. terms of the assumptions that the researcher 

has made pertaining to the research questions and the ~opic (Beyer, du Pree? 

& Blokland, 2007, Creswell, 2007). It is therefore cons\ructive and beneficial 

for the researcher to engage in self-disclosure since sh~ is considered to be a 

participant in the study. Self-disclosure, according ; to previous writers, 

provides opportunity for transparency and acknowle~ges the role of the 

researcher as an active participant in the research (Hile~ & Cermak, 2008). 

5.2 Creative or art expression 

The creative or art expression activity was used to allow participants to 

represent their stories stemmin·g from the research questions in a creatil£e or 

artistic manner. The assumption of the researcher was that the young women 
' 

would project their stories onto their creative or artistic expression (Oaklander, 
I 

1988), which might provoke their thoughts and warm them up regarding the 
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research questions for the purpose of the discussion. 

5.2.1 Group 1 

Most participants produced drawings. Of ·those who di9 so, most included a 

heart on their drawings. The rest made drawings using riatches of colour on a 
. I 

page or represented their stories by symbols such as a
1 

stove, a cup, a book 

and flowers. Some of the participants described their ~tories by drawing a 
I 

path with some depicting a hand. The participants 
1
who did not create 

drawings told their stories by making mind-maps and used paper to make a 
I 

bird as a description of their story. 

5.2.2 Group 2 

All participants preferred to make drawings. There was a common theme in 

the form ofa drawing depicting a sun. The participants used the sun to refer to 

light because they saw themselves as a shining light in some way or another. 

Other participants employed the colour pink to symbolise femininity, 

gentleness .. and softness. Most drawings hacf a ~story to tell about the 

participants' roles as those who provide nurturance. ·Most drawings also 

depicted relationships and connectedness. 

5.2.3 Integrative remarks 

It is interesting for the researcher that there was a pattirn in the participants' 

producing a drawing according to a common theme in tre respective groups. 

While Group 1 participants created a drawing of a hearti Group 2 p~rticipants 

drew a sun. The acknowledgment of this pattern compels the researcher to 

assume that connectedness (Gilligan, 1982) had conFtituted an important 

aspect of the research situation from the begin?ing of the inquiry. 

Connectedness showed itself even before the participa1ts had an opportunity 

to speak to each other. 
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5.3 The nominal group technique (NGT) 

Adhering to the three research questions, the NGT aimdd to obtain prioritised 
I 

themes related to the three topics of interest. The discus~ion belov.i w~I _furnish 

an outline of the themes obtained in ranked order accortling to each question 

asked. Themes which participants considered to play the same role in their 

identity, sexu~I identity and / or sexual decisions, or fa~tors that participants 

could not necessarily rank one higher than the other, are grouped together in 

the list below. The following discussion will also explore and elaborate on the 

themes identified, according to the participants' interpretation of the themes 

listed. The themes will first be discussed for every group and each research 

question separately. The researcher will thereatt9'r provide integrated 

remar~s. 

5.3.1 Themes related to identity 

a) Group 1 

Themes obtained listed in prioritised order 

• Parents 

• Need to be wanted, and confidence 

• Friends (peer pressure) 
I 

• Independence, and expectation referring to so~ial norms 

• Social acceptance 

• Looks 

• To be different, and role of emotional bei~g 

The researcher acknowledges that all of the above themes relate to other 

people than group members as individuals in some way or another. The group 

however prioritised parents, the need to be wanted and ~onfidence, as well as 

friends, as factors that play a significant role in the J construction of their 

identity. The meaning that the group attached to their: parents involved the 
I 
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norms and grooming that the latter had taught them in previous years, 

-especially during primary sociaiisation. The meaning of ~arents also included 

the expectations of the parents regarding them 1as· females. These 

expectations seemed to be informed by the cultures anp traditions as well as 
I 

religions with which the parents affiliate themselves. I 
I 
I 

According to previous literature, socialisation is a proceis whereby individuals 

acquire the knowledge, skills and character traits that enable them to 

participate as effective members of a group (Berns, !001 ). In the group's 

discussion of the theme of parents, the latter ryference is evident. 

Furthermore, according to the literature such as Gilfgan, 1982 men and 
I 

women seem to be socialised differently. The group s~emed to be aware of 

this factor. The acknowledgment of differences in soci13 lisation appe~red to 

give rise to the next prioritised theme. 

The second such theme, according to Group 1, was the need to be wanted 

and to feel corifidence. The group attached the need for acceptance·/ to be 

wanted, or rather the need to fit into their groups of affiliation and groups with 

which they are associated, to the theme of confidence. The group reported 

experiencing a need _to be wanted, which they fulfilled by adhering to the 

norms taught by their parents and significant others, wliich in turn gave them 

confidence. The group therefore felt that it was important to them to pursue 

self-sacrifice so that they could fulfill their need to be wanted and therefore 

feel confident about themselves. This is congruent with the findings of 

previous literature which suggest that women may not b~ as accepted by their 

immediate environment when they hold views ind~pendent from their 

significant others (Carter & McGoldrick, 2005). 

Thirdly, members of Group 1 considered peer pressure is a factor that played 
I 

an important role in their identity or social construction I of their identity. Peer 

pressure, according to the group, included how well t~ey fit into friendship 
I 

relationships, opposite-sex relationships, how well they perform academically, 
' 

as well as how well they are accepted by the universityjenvironment in terms 
' of fashion, varsity life, and so forth. The more the younq women felt that they 

75 



fitted in the various contexts, the better they felt about 1emselves. When the 

participants felt confident about themselves they ide tified themselves as 

good, successful and as people who are able to achie e. The theme of peer 

pressure may be linked with the proposal of Gilligan (1482) that women may 

be likely to know themselves in terms of the connec\ions they have with 
I --

others. The researcher infers that it seemed important for the group to be 

connected with their friends. She furthermore infers that the group may have 

felt as though they fit into their peer groups according to the above mentioned 

factors. 

b) Group 2 

Themes obtained, listed in prioritised order 

• Beliefs 

• Parents 

• Values 

• Being a child 

• Family 

• Love 

• Self-knowledge 

• Friendships 

• Society 

• Norms 

• Stereotypes 

• Bravery· 

According to Group 2, beliefs, parents and values wen~ prioritised as factors 

that play a- role in the construction of their identity. Acpording to this group, 

beliefs included the rules by which one lives, whether ttiese were informed by 
I 

culture and I or religion. The group reported that th!y had acquired their 

beliefs by means of socialisation and that they seemed ~b modify them as they 

grew older. The latter appears to the researcher as cpngruent with Butler's 
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I 

I 

(1999) suggestion that one is not born a woman but jgrows into one. The 

young women participating in this research expressed lhe reality of growing 

into women as they grew older within their res9ective cultures and 

communities as well as in their interaction with-other people. 

' I 
According to literature, communities ente! a pro_ceps of

1 
negotiation as to the 

rules by which they will live in order to maintain homeostasis in the community 

(Burr, 2003). Freedman and Combs (1996) suggest a process of typification, 

institutionlisation, legitimation as well as of reification to ,achieve the latter. As 

the individual grows up she or he may enter into further regotiation with other 

contexts to which they are exposed and acquire an at·usted or new reality 

(Delamater & Hyde, 1998, Halperin, 1989). This may i valve the process of 

secondary socialisation as discus~ed in chapter 3.The rocess of secondary 

socialisation may also therefore somewhat inform the process of self­

differentiation as defined by Bowen (1978). 

Similar to Group .1, Group 2 identified the role of parents as an important 

theme in the construction of their identities. The theme qf parents involved the 

norms and teaching of their parents as informed by socialisation. The theme_ 

also included the expectation of p_arents regarding the pp.rticipants as women, 

according to the gender role that has been assigned to t~em. 

Group 2 prioritised values as a third factor in their identity construction. Values 

also included processes of socialisation, particularly sef ondary socialisation. 

According to previous literature, secondary socialisation includes the 
I 

exploration and evaluation of internalised values whic~ were learned during 

primary socialisation (Berns, 2001). The individual in thelprocess of secondary 
' . 

socialisation may therefore acquire her own values pertaining to a certain 

matter, which may or may not be related to the values learned in primary 

socialisation (Bartle-Haring, 1997). The researcher !hEJrefore infers that the 

individual may therefore master a certain level of growth in their view of 
I 

themselves or understanding of themselves. 
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c) Integrative remarks 
I 

According to the theory of social constructionism, identity is acquired by the 

exploration of inherited quality such as genetic and pHysiological attributes, 

the influence of family and community, as welJ as t~e embracing of the 

individual characteristics· of the person (Halperin, 19~9). According to the 

themes that were identified in the groups, the latter suggestion would appear 

to be confirmed. It seems that processes of socialisatipn, both primary and 

secondary, may be important in the social con,truction of identity. 

Furthermore, it appears that these processes may havejto be taken further to 
I 

explore self-differentiation. It moreover seems as if, ~hile these processes 

occur and may seem to be important, females may ne~ to feel connected to 

the people with whom they· are in relationship. According to Gilligan (1982} . I 
females know themselves as they are known through ttieir relationships with 

others. 

5.3.2 Themes .related to sexual identity 

a) Group 1 

Themes obtained listed in prioritised order 

• Values, and experiences 

• Parents and upbringing, peer relationships an·d mental state 

• Culture and religion 

• Expectations as in social norms 

• Media 

• Friends (Peer pressure} 

I 

With regards to themes related to sexual identity, Group 1 prioritised values 
I 

and experiences, parents and upbringing, peer relationsrips and mental state, 

as well as culture and religion, as important factors thrt play a role in their 

view of themselves as sexual beings. The meaning thatlthe group attached to 

values is similar to that of Group 2, as discussed ab4ve regarding the first 
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question. The group defined values as the rules onj lives by to assess 

behaviour that would seem acceptable or not to oneself. As mentioned above, 

the process of secondary socialisation as well as self-di~erentiation may play 

a role in informing the values one would have. 

Experiences, according to the group, referred to previou~ encounters, such as 

sexual experiences with the opposite sex, conversation with parents and I or 

peers, as well as the previous experiences of those close to them. The group 

related their experiences to their values because they felt that the values they 

held would be strongly informed by their experience~. The young women 

reported that they viewed themselves as sexual be·r'ngs. The researcher 

suggests that the latter may be info"rmed by Gilligaa'.s (1982) idea of 'what 

would be right for me and right for the ·other person' i terms of the values 

they held as informed by their experiences. The crisii of identity vs. moral 

belief (Gilligan, 1982) therefore seemed to be apparent ~ere. 

With regards to sexual identity, the theme of parents seemed to be defined as 

the group defined the theme of parents for the first question response. The 

group furthermore added the theme of upbringing and .separated this theme 

from the theme of parents as they viewed them '.to possess different 

meanings. The group defined upbringing as the parents' own views on 

parenting, excluding the expectations of culture ard other factors as 

discussed above. Upbringing, as defined by the group, 1ade provision for the 

acceptance of people being socialised differently, depending on the specific 
I 

family in which they were raised. Previous research ma}I concur with this point 

as it suggests that although women are the same they are also different (Lips, 

2005; Matlin, 2000). Women differ in a number of ways, ranging from the life . 
choices they make, their personalities and upbringing a$ well as responses to 

biological events (Lips, 2005; Matlin, 2000). Van Vlaederen (2004), as well as 

Beyer, Du Preez and Blokland (2007), reinforce this vi~wpoint in suggesting 

that a family, as a system level, may create a local knoy-iledge for itself which 

may accord it a different reality from the bigger system i~ which they exist. 
I 

I 
Group 1 furthermore defined peer relationships as tlie relationships of its 

' 
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I 
I 

members with their friends. These include·the people Vl(ith whom they live in 
I 

communes or residences at the university, people wi\h whom they attend 

classes, as well as people with whom they engage, on a regular basis 

including parties, church, social clubs, sports and clubs. According to the 

group, their relationships with their friends were important in their 

understanding of themselves as sexual beings, since these relationships 

affirm them and fulfill a need for acceptance and belonging. This theme also 

appears to be congruent with the findings of Gilliga,n's work where she 

highlights the importance of connectedness in the life of, females with regards 

to their identity. Furthermore, the thoughts behind the theme are evident in the 

previous literature which suggests that sexuality may ;be a concept that is 

produced in social inter.action (Blackwood, 2006; _Fouca~lt, 1990_; Giles, 2006). 

The young women therefore acquire the view of their oym sexuality from the 

social interaction in which they are involved. I 

The group furthermore referred to one's mental state as an important theme 
I 

informing sexual identity. The group related the theme bf mental state. to the 
' 

themes of parents and upbringing, as well as the the1e of friends, because 

they thought that the t~emes informed each other. ThT participants felt that 

one's own thoughts and feelings about _sexuality mc!Y be constru~ted or 

informed by the information one receives from parents and one's upbringing, 

as well as from friends. The group therefore defined m!ntal state as 1he way 

one feels about oneself in relation to sexuality. The \inking of the themes 

makes the crisis of identity and moral belief evident for the researcher. 

According to Gilligan (1982), this crisis is characterised ~Ya woman's struggle 
' 

to disentangle her voice from the voices of others so ap to discover her own 

language. The researcher therefore suggests that the social construction of 
• 

young women's sexual identity, according to Group 1, involves the conflict that , 
young women may experience inside themselves. 

Group 1 referred to culture and religion as the rules and norms by which 

society lives. These communicate behaviour which is acceptable to society 

and behaviour which is not. Group 1 therefore reported culture and religion 

and the related rules and norms as informing their views of themselves as 

80 



sexual beings. The participants reported holding diffeJ13nt rules and norms 

from each other. They also reported that this differe~ce was informed by 

various cultures and religions, including religious ideas Jar beliefs which they 

held. According to previous literature, from a ~ocial constructionist 

perspective, sexuality appears to be a product- of social interaction with 

particular desires, meanings and behaviour constructed by culture 

(Blackwood, 2006); therefore sexuality may be regarded as a socially or 

culturally produced construct (Foucault, 1990; Giles, 200p). 

b) Group 2 

Themes obtained, listed in prioritised order 

• Beliefs 

• Internal conflict 

• Self-knowledge 

• Parents 

• Values 

• Self-esteem 

• Norms 

• Peer pressure 

• Fear 

According to Group 2 beliefs, internal conflict and self-k?owledge are key role 

players in the social construction of their sexual identity) These are discussed 

in further detail below. 

The group defined beliefs as they did in response to the previous question. 

These also included beliefs about sex and sexuality, which were reported as 

being informed by significant others, as well as pulture and religion. 

Furthermore the said beliefs were reported to be inffrmed by one's own 

processes of forming independent ideas, including I processes such as 

secondary socialisation and self-differentiation. ' 
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Internal conflict, according to the group, included viewtoints that one would 

hold which are different from those informed by significa I institutions such as 

parents, family, friends, culture' an·a religion. Accordin , to the researcher's 

understanding of the group's meaning of internal conflict, it seemed to be 

closely related to the crisis of identity and moral belief a~ described by Gilligan 

(1982). The young women appeared to experience a! challen~e in feeling 
' satisfied with the acceptance of their own voices by thf mselves and others. 

However, they expressed a need to speak in a differer! voice from others, 

because this would make them feel like individuals. Thi~ opinion also sounds 

somewhat like the concept of self-differentiation as ~escribed by Bowen 

(1978). As Gilligan has described, females experiende this conflict: while 

desiring to be self-differentiated, they also have the ne~d to be connected to 
I 

others and have also been socialised in the ethic of car~. The reference to the 

theme of internal conflict may also identify the women;s moral development 

stage. 

Inferring from Gilligan's work, the researcher proposes that the young women 

of this group may be situated between the conventional and the post­

conventiorial stages of moral development. Females in ttie conventional stage 

seem to be concerned with the . needs of others, so much that they may 

disregard their own (Carter & McGoldrick, 2005). ~emales in the post­

conventional stage, however, are aware of the dysfunctional outcomes of 

disregarding their own needs. She, therefore, .recognises that connection may 

be distorted when she disregards her needs. It see s therefore that the 

internal conflict to which Group 2 is referring to may have to do with the 

managing of the needs which the women have in rela ion to other people's 

needs. Group 2 may therefore find the constitution of t eir sexual identity in 

the midst of the internal conflict or, in Gilligan's words, .i;n the crisis of identity 

vs. moral ·belief. ' 

Group 2 also identified self-knowledge as a factor in th4ir view of themselves 

in terms of their sexuality. The group defined self-kr
1
owledge as the way 

people know themselves and how comfortable they are n the knowledge they 

have of themselves. According to Bowen (1978), s If-differentiation also 
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I 

includes a.sense of_ self~knowledge which does not depe
1

nd on the acceptance 

· or approval of others (Carter, 1989; Charles, 2001 ). [The group therefore 

reported-themselves as referring to self-knowledge to obtain information about 

their own sexuality. According to the literature, females r'nay engage in sexual 

expression as a means of bringing affection or intima~y to the relationship 

(Hyde & Jaffee, 2000). The researcher therefore infers that the group may be 

concurring with Gilligan's suggestion that females ma;y experience identity 

exploration as fused with developmental tasks concerning intimacy {Gilligan, 
' 

1982). 

c) Integrative remarks 
I 

•. I • 

The researcher finds that in both groups, the pa1icipants · regard self-

differentiation as an important aspect in their views of hemselves as sexual 

beings. The latter seems also to be heavily informed byt scripts written by the 

process of socialisation. These appear to be received f~om significant others 

and the social context. Considering self-differentiation ~nd soc_ialisation, the 

researcher proposes that the crisis of identity vs. mora\ belief is central. The 

females may therefore experience a tug of war betw~en self-differentiation 
I 

and socialisatio~ in the social construction of their sexual identity. 

5.3.3 Themes related to sexual decision making 

a) Group 1 

Themes obtained listed in prioritised order 

• Perceptions of love relationships 

• Experiences 

• Values, religion, and mental state 

• Responding to natural desires 

• Acceptance, insecurities, issues, and social acceptance 

• Loneliness 

• Boredom 
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In terms of sexual decision making, Group 1 priori~ised the themes of 

perceptions of love, experiences, as well as values, relirion and mental state 

as important factors that inform their sexual decisions.I The group regarded 

values, religion and mental state as a-third priority, as they-felt that the three 
I 

factors seem to inform one another-regarding sexual decision making. 

Group 1 defined the theme of perceptions of love as the ideas or views they 
I 

have about what love is, how it is expressed and the thoughts they have 
I 

about love in relation to sex. Part of ·their concepts abqut love, as related to 

sex, included the notion that sex was an expression 
1

of love. According to 

previous research, the experience of sex for femal\ls includes ideas of 

passion and romance (Haggart, 2006; Maxwell, 2006) .. According to this 

group, sexual decisions are therefore made with the aim of giving care and 

nurturance to the partner. This thought is also expressed by Gilligan (1982) 

who considers that women are more prone to act in af way that will provide 

care to another person, in terms of the ethic of care. 

' 
Furthermore, according to previous literature women m13-y view sex as a way 

to love a man because they may have been socialised Ito prioritise his needs 

by being submissive and providing for his nE)eds from a young age (Kigozi, 

· 2006). Since men are socialised to prioritise sex in romantic relationships 

(Breakwell & Millward, 1997), women may feel the opligation to meet that 

priority (Maxwell, 2006) by perceiving it as being lo~e. Previous research 

seems to suggest that the context in which sex is most likely to occur is in the 

. romantic relationship (Montgomery & Sorell, 1998; Ro~tosky, Galliher, Welsh 

& Kawaguchi, 2000). The researcher therefore inf~rs that the romantic 
I 

relationship may be the context in which the theme of perception of love may 

be mostly evident. 

Group 1 furthermore prioritised the theme of experiences regarding sexual 
I 

decision making, as they did with regards to sexual identity. Here, previous 

sexual experiences also played a role for this group. ~ccording to previous 

research the meaning one accords to sex, which maJ relate to subsequent 

sexual decisions, may be informed by previous enco~nters, particularly the 
I 
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first sexual encounter (Hyde & Jaffee, 2000). Depen1ing on the meaning 

acquired at the initial sexual experience together with ~he scripts with which 

one is in contact, the young woman may create a meaing of sex which may 

inform the sexual decisions she makes at a· later st ge (Halperin, -1989; 

Lacasse &_ Mendelson, 2007). The researcher there! re suggests that the 

young women in Group 1 may have been proceeding from a similar point of 

view as that identified in the research mentioned. 
I 

Group 1 furthermore prioritised values, religion and me~tal state, as they did 

when considering previous research questions. The growp felt that values and 
I 

religion both inform an individual as to what the appropriate behaviours are 
I 

with regards to sexual behaviour. The gr_oup, in addition, regarded the mental 

state of an individual as important in accepting the scripts written by values 

and religion. The mental state of the individual included the amount of conflict 

in so doing. The latter may also refer to the crisis of iden,tity vs. moral belief as 

discussed by Gilligan (1982). Furthermore, the mental I state that Group 1 is 

referring to may be related to one's intrapersonal script7 about sex. According 

to the scripting theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1986) wit~ reference to sexual 

scripts, intrapersonal scripts include internal conversatiohs that give rise to the 
' clearly differentiated person.al description of self, as well as one's own private 

world of wishes, fantasies and desires. The researche,r therefore infers that 

where females' scripts, written by values and religion, are more aligned with 

the intrapersonal script, the less conflicted they will be t their mental state. In 

the latter case, the sexual decision may therefore be a l~ss conflicted one. 
I 

b) Group 2 

Themes obtained, listed in prioritised order 

• Personal vision 

• Beliefs 

• Perception of love 

• Parents 

• Peer pressure 
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• Dependency/ neediness (fear of losing the relationship) 

• Acceptance 

• Affirmation 

• Maturity 

• ·Fear 

• Curiosity 

• Status 

• Loneliness 

According to Group 2, personal vision, beliefs and perception of love play a 

significant role in affecting a sexual decision. Furthermore, according to Group 

2, person1:1I vision, beliefs and perception of love may inform each other in this 

respect. The group however placed them in order of priority as to how they 

would go about making the decision. 

According to Group 2, the theme of personal vision referred tci one's own 

desires and goals for life and romantic relationships. The personal vision for 

the group included prioritising gaining their degrees, building meaningful 

relationships with other females, as well as developing themselves to be 

better people and avoiding pregnancy. 

According to Group 2, beliefs included scripts written by different sources. The 

meaning the group accorded to beliefs was similar to the sexual script 

according to the scripting theory. Cultural scenarios as informed by various 

factors were discussed. These scenarios include institutional guides as set by 

family, family dynamics and values. In addition the cultural scenarios 

discussed include symbolic contexts, such a!I, the young person's 

understanding of age- and gender-appropriate sexual behaviour. These 

various factors include the young person's emotional stability, characteristics 

of the relationship with the boyfriend, sexual behaviours of peers and so on. 

Interpersonal scripts according to different situations were also discussed. 

Group 2 felt that beliefs could be negotiated to reach a consensus with the 

partner about a sexual decision. lntrapersonal scripts particularly pertaining to 
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avoiding pregnancy and not engaging in sex constituted part of the discussion 

of this group. 

Group 2 defined perception of love as did Group 1. Group 2 also felt that the 

ideas one holds about love in relation.to sex would inform the person's sexual 

decision. Group 2, like Group 1, linked the sexual decision with a romantic 

relationship. 

c) Integrative remarks 

It seems clear from the two groups that a romantic relationship sets.the tone 

for a sexual decision. The young women therefore refer to the sexual scripts 

in order to be informed about the decision they will be making. It seems that 

the factors constituting a sexual decision for them are also surrounded by the 

double bind script, as the young women are on the one hand taught that sex 

is an act of shame and danger while on the other hand they are taught to be 

submissive to males and meet the needs of the young m.~n. Because the 

yoµng men are socialised to prioritise sex in the romantic relationship, the 

young women are therefore faced with making a Sexual decision should the 

young man require sex in the romantic relationship. The young women may 

therefore pose as gatekeepers or .virgin-protectors and the young men as 

initiators of sexual intimacy (Lear, 1995). ~ sexual decision may therefore b~ 

met with ambivalence and anxiety by the young woman. 

Other scenarios such as acculturation and the like create a different picture 

from the one depicted above. When young women have been exposed to 

other cultures and social s~tting, the meaning of sex may be adjusted and be 

met witti less conflict in terms of. the above suggested double bind script. 

Acculturation may assist the young women to deviate from the norms of 

viewing sex as a cultural taboo. The deviation may move the young women to 

openness to talking about sex, to negotiation regarding sex and possibly 

opening doors to an adequate vocabulary to express the sexual expression 

and experience of young women 
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5.4 Feminist poststructuralist discourse analysis (FPDA) 

The focus group conversation transcripts will be considered in the discussion 

below. The dominant, silent, counter and shadow narratives will be considered 

so as to ideniify the discourses in the focus group. A consideration of the 

synchronic-diachronic and denotative-connotative dimensions will follow. 

·1nrertextuality will· thereafter be assessed and a FPBA:·commentary will be 

provided. 

a) Identified discourses 

The identified discourses included the stories of the young women, both heard 

and unheard. The researcher wished to acknowledge the stories of the young 

women on various levels and thus identified discourses so as to communicate 

the stories she recognised as part of the discussion. The researcher includes 

a discussion of the words of the participants related to the identified discourse 

together with the supporting theory as discussed by her in chapters 2 and 3. 

She also includes evidence of her inferences according to the words of the 

participants. The latter is supplied by discussing particular words or parts of 

sentences from the transcription of the focus group so as to to illustrate these 

identity discourses. The words of the participants are denoted· in quotations 

and are taken verbatim from the transcription. The quotations are therefore 

not edited by the researcher although the researcher may select portions of 

quotation to illustrate the respective discourse that is being discussed. 

• Dominant narratives 

Narrative of parents as primary constitutes of social construction of young 

women's identity. sexual identity and sexual decisions. 

According to the focus group discussion held amongst the two groups parents 

seem to form part of the dominant narrative. They are viewed by both groups 

as important factors in constituting identity, sexual identity and sexual 

decisions. The young women's socialisation by their parents as well as 
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parents' expectations of them appear to dominate the social construction of 

these young women's identity, sexual identity and sexual decisions in both 

groups. The latter inference is derived from the following quotations: 

Quotation 1 

I think it's interesting that actually everybody agrees with the whole social 

construction, uhm, your parents, your family relation, that your family was 

number one for everybody 

Quotation2 

When you make a sexual decision, ehm, lots of things come to mind, like what 

are peoples' exceptions of you, my parents expectations and religion and.all. 

that kinda thing .. • ~ 

Quotation 3 

My parents will kill me if I have sex with you but ooh! My goodness, that man 

there in front of me. 

Quotation 4 

But then especially the perception of love and relationships we.got them from . . 
our parents 

According to the above quotations, the opinions and expectations of parents 

seem to be important in the decisions of the participants, and also in the 

thought process leading to the decision. In quotation 1 the participants are 

agreeing that parents are "number one" for everyone in terms of the topic of 

discussion. The quotation seems to relay that, when the participants consider 

sexual decisions or ~he way in which they understand themselves, their 

parents will be regarded as primary. Quotations 2, 3 and 4 seem to support 

quotation 1. In quotation 2, the participant puts her point across in the very 

words that when a sexual decision is to be made, then parents' expectations 

are accorded importance. Quotation 4 relates that the perceptions held by 

women are communicated by parents. In the same quotation the word 

"especially" is used to convey the primary role that the parents are playing in 
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constituting the ideas the participants have regarding the discussed topic. 

Quotation 3 contains the word "kill" to illustrate the depth of expectation 

displayed by parents that their adolescent and young adult children will not · 

engage on sexual activity. 

As suggested by. the process of typification in chapter 2, the participants 

seemed to have accepted the reality which their parents and society have 

adhered to regarding the topic of interest. The gender norm of expected 

female behaviour suggested by Carter & McGoldrick (2005) and referred to 

earlier in the text seems to be illustrated here. Carter & McGoldrick (2005) 

have proposed that since the primary caregiver in the early years of 

~evelopment is the mother, who is female, girl children tend to identify with 

her. Furthermore, because of the latter, the expectation placed on the girl 

child's development seems to have been narrowed into female norms such as 
having to display self-sacrifice and being viewed as selfish when defining her 

own values or Viewpoints. The researcher infers that this point seems to be 

clearly illustrated, particularly in quotations 2 and 3. 

ln quotation 2, the participant communicates that "lots of things come to her 

mind• when she is thinking ~bout the topic of discussion and parents seem to 

be one of these. This remark suggests to the researcher that the participant's 

mentioning that "lots of things come to her mind" emphasises that parental 

expectations are important as a theme. The latter is evidenced by 

acknowledging that the participant has isolated "parents" from the "lots of 

things" that she could have been thinking about. In quotation 3, it is clear that 

in experiencing conflict when she has to make a sexual decision, the 

participant is faced with the expectations of her parents, to the point that she 
-

feels that she will be strongly penalised ii she decided against these 

expections. The latter is demonstrated by the use .of the word "kill" 

Narrative of self-differentiation and crisis of identity vs. moral belief 

Personal insight with regard to self-knowledge and value systems, as well as 

the need to self-differentiate, also seem to play a large role in this regard for 
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the two groups. Related to the latter, the crisis of identity vs. moral belief 

seems to dominate the social construction of the young women's identity, 

sexual identity and sexual decisions. The young women appear to live ·in the 

reality of the struggle to disentangle their voices from other voices in their 

contexts. They therefore apparently live in the reality of conflict when 

considering factors that constitute their identify, sexual identity and sexual 

decisions. These inferences made by the researcher are based on the 

following quotations: 

Quotation 5 

So I think it's about who you are, I would like stress on the point that it is who 

you are and ·how far you take things; and I think it's not only about the 

f:!n"Vironment you are in but it's about who you know as yourself, who do you 

know as yourself; if you love yourself then you will be able to;(pause) if you 

love, accept and know yourself, 

Quotation 6 

So where do we get to the point where we can actually say, I know who I am? 

(pause), 'cause I think like with a lot of decisions like· I still like I don't know, so 

then I then I think of what my parents would say and then I go to my beliefs 

. and then that's what my beliefs say but when is it ever me making the 

decision? 

Quotation 7 

Wanna be the housewife you know but a CA. ..... I wanna be a CA 

In quotation 5, the participant uses the words"/ would like stress-0n the point . 
that it is who you are: which demonstrates the need to know oneself separate 

from other people. The researcher wishes to emphasise the word "stress" to 

illustrate this point. Furthermore, the participant speaking in quotation 6 

makes the same poir:it by asking the question "but when is it ever me making 

the decision?" To the researcher it feels that when the factors to make a 

sexual decision are considered, the participant or young woman may 

experience a sense of being disempowered possibly by social pressures and / 
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or expectations. Such pressures and the like are evident in findings by 

previous researchers where young women are encouraged not to engage in 

sexual activity as a means to avoid pregnancy or as a way to possibly 

maintain the perception that sex is a shameful act (Campbell, Foulis, 

Maimane & Sibiya, 2005; Hyde & Jaffee, 2000; Leigh, 1989). 

Young women are furthermore taught by their mothers to be submissive to 

men and be caring towards them by looking after their needs (Kigozi, 2006). 

These conflicting inputs may leave one in conflict, hence experiencing what 

the participant speaking in quotation 6 may be referring to. The needs for self­

knowledge and self-differentiation seem to be important for the participants in 

terms of- making decisions about their lives, for example, career choices, as 

well as owning ·the choices that they make. Another conflict referred to in 

quotation 7 may furnish evidence for the latter. While the latter may be true 

the participant speaking in quotation 6 expresses a sense of powerlessness in 

the phrase "/ don't know". 

In a nutshell, having parents as the dominant narrative of the discussion 

suggested inferences about the participants' experiences of self-differentiation 

_ as discussed by Bowen's family syst_em theory. As observed by Gilligan 

(1982), women find their identity in being connected with others, which made 

itself apparent in this discussion. Parents, experiences, values and norms all 

refer to relationships the participants have with others. Being content with 

those relationships seemed important to the participants which was to be 

expected according to Gilligan's work. The dominant narrative therefore 

prioritised responsibility to others. 

• Silent narratives 

Narrative of anxiety around discussing sex and sexuality 

The researcher suggests that the silent narrative of both of the focus groups is 

contained in the silences, giggles, laughs and pauses in the discussion. She 

adds that these could represent an anxiety that may be attached to the topic 
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of discussion. Considering that talking about sexuality may be a cultural 

taboo, participants might have been uncomfortable with the topic and 

therefore held back. In addition, the researcher suggests that these responses 

may have been linked to the shortage of words to express the participants' 

views. According to Lear (1995), -there seems to be limited words or 

vocabulary to express the sexual and related experiences of women in 

society. The following quotation contains words such as "uhm, ehm, sho, ya" 

which may allude to the anxiety being discussed. 

Quotation 8 

I mean when you are sitting by yourself and maybe John has just left and has 

asked you to like ehm think about it and we might do it next time you mlght 

think but at the exact same time you might think sho! my mommy would kill 

me but I love John so much, we have been together for so long so you 

personal reasoning and your personal desires come forth and could possibly 

override what your family up bringing has taught you 

In the above quotation the speaker uses "ehm" as a break to finish her 

sentence at the place where she would have referred to engagi11g in sexual 

activity. She referred. to sexual activity as "it" which may further confirm the 

possible discomfort she may have experienced in talking about sex. 

Quotation 9 

I think, ehm, it is a very important, ehm, because for example I have a friend 

that, who with her perents they talk about sex often and they are very 

comfortable with it, and she can share with her mom her sexual experiences, 

like very openly and ehm whereas in some familfes ehm you know up right up . 
bringing as you said you are not in a such a a relationship and you kinda 

perceive sex as a more ehm ehm like a ya a big thing to overcome and uhm 

ya something to be careful about 

The researcher suggests that in this above quotation, the use of "ehm"is also 

used as a break to possibly shift the focus away from sex .. Although the 

participant is referring to her friend who is comfortable in talking with her 
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mother about sex, the participant also seems to be expressing a discomfort by 

referring to sex as '1t" and also using '\:Ihm" in her sentences. 

The use of "ehm"as well as referring to sex as "it.in the above quotes may-be, 

relating a silent narrative as regards talking about sex or issues .referring to 

sexuality or of a sexual nature. The researcher notes that the discomfort or 

anxiety in this regard is not blatantly referred to by the participants but can be 

inferred from the use of grammar or words by the participants. Words such as 

"ehm, it, uhm" seem to be used particularly in response to referring to sex and 

related issues. 

• Shadow narrative ........ 

Narrative of relationship of sexual intimacy with emotional intimacy 

The shadow narrative may be characterised by the themes of sexual intimacy 

being linked to emotional intimacy. The focus groups did refer to the theme 

but it was unexplored. The researcher feels that the participants did not offer a 

thick enough indication of how they experience }his theme. Previous research, 

however, suggests that women may experience sexual intimacy . as a task 

fused with that of emotional intimacy (Breakwell · & Millward, 1997) which 

provides the legitimacy of the identified theme. 

Part of quotation 8 

But I love John so much, we have been together for so long 

In quotation 8, the participant relates her decision to have sexL1al intercourse 
• 

with John to how long they have been together. The researcher infers that the 

reference to the length of the .relationship may refer to an emotional intimacy. 

In turn, the researcher suggests that the participant's decision to have sex, 

that is, sexual intimacy, may be linked with emotional intimacy. The researcher 

is aware that this inference may be farfetched. However, she refers to the fact 

that this idea has not been explored in the discussions; hence it may be 

referred to as a shadow narrative. The participants also explored the idea of 
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being married as the context of having intercourse which may support the 

inference that the researcher makes. The following quotes refer to the 

participants' exploration of marriage as a context for sexual activity: 

Quotation 10 

It got to 21 and that was the aim, get to 21, without getting into it and then 

she is alright, she's great, then she is a woman whatever but when you, or for 

me it was getting to marriage 

Quotation 11 

Let's say I am going to keep my virginity until 21 or I should keep my virginity 

until I am married you 

After the participants were asked to comment specifically with respect to 

sexual decisions, they replied using the quotations below, amongst others. 

Quotation 12 

Being in a relationship for the first time you don't know anything about it you 

are not really clear on what is_ expected of you in the relationship 

Quotation 13 

Relationships are important in our lives 

The researcher consequently uses these two quotations (12 and 13 above) to 

support her inference that the narrative speaks of a relationship between 

sexual intimacy and emotional intimacy. The inference is made based on the 

heavy weight that the participants accord to the importance of being in a 

relationship, that is, emotional intimacy, as a context necessary to have 

intercourse or making a decision to do so. This heavy weight is assumed as 

the participants only refer to a relationship context as a context for sexual 

intercourse, not to any other. 
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... 

Narrative within the internal conversations 

In addition, the researcher posits that the shadow narrative may also be 

contained in the pauses occurring in the focus group conversations. These 

pauses may reflect unexplored stories as they appear frequently in the 

transcript yet remain uncharted. Often the pauses occur in a moment when 

the speakers are seemingly uncomfortable with what they are saying or are 

about to say, or when what they are talking about seems to be socially 

unacceptable. The pauses . may contain a narrative of the intemat 

conversations that participants had with themselves during the discussion. 

Similar to the reasons for the pauses, the researcher argues that there may 

be a use of other words that appear to be general when they are most 

probably used' to' refer to 'something sp;cific. These words are· for example 

'hmm, wow, okay, ya' etcetera. The silences and the uncomfortable nature of 

some moments in the conversation may suggest reference to the topic of 

discussion being a cultural taboo. 

Consistent with the theme of the narrative of internal conversation was a 

recurring pattern of participants deviating from the topic. The researcher 

suggests that, since women seem to identify with each other in the context of 

connectedness, they may have preserved the pattern as a means of their way 

of maintaining homeostasis in the focus group. The pattern may have a story 

to tell in terms of the questions asked, but one which remains private to the 

group of participants. Also consistent with this kind of narrative, there seem to 

be no quotations to evidence this narrative as the participants seem to have 

not voiced anything in connection with it. The internal conversation would 

furthermore be a non-verbal conversation that the participants may have held . ' 

with themselves and is therefore without words. 

Narrative of not trusting self: decisions made in connectedness 

Finally, the researcher infers that one of the stories told as a shadow narrative 

is the narrative of the participants' not trusting their own experiences or 

judgments to make decisions suitable for themselves. This may possibly be 
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consistent with the notion that young women make decisions that are 

appropriate to the ethic of care or in terms of prioritising a relation or a 

connectedness (Gilligan, 1982). This story is highlighted in the following: 

Quotation 14 

So where do we get to the point where we can actually say, I know who I am?( 

pause), 'cause I think like with a lot of decisions like I still like I don't know, so 

then I then I think of what my parents would say and then I go to my beliefs 

and then that's what my beliefs say but when is it ever me making the 

decision? 

Quotation 15 

I have some mom'ents where I don't trust my own experiences, like I'd rather 

ask, I'd rather call my mom first or sometimes I even, like even with dumb 

things like what to wear, I still ask my sister do I look good in this because I 

don't know like (long pause), ya, I'd rather learn from what I have been told 

than from my own experiences and I am not saying it's a good thing or a bad 

thing I'm just saying. 

In quotation _15, the participant firstly rE:fers to not trusting self by employing 

those very words. The participants speaking in both quotations explain the 

process they follow in making decisions which involve ensuring a homeostasis 

in a relationship. This homeostasis is ensured by consulting people with whom 

the participants are in relationship with such as friends, family and so on. It 

seems to the researcher that ·the participants are communicating that when 

they make a decision without consulting with others in their lives then the 

decisions may not have been adequately thought through. In both groups the 

participants. have alluded to the importance of other people's involvement in 

their decision making. Although the latter may highlight the importance of 

connection to these young women, it may also tell the story of l')Ot trusting 

self, as one participant explicitly stated above. The researcher recognises this 

narrative as a shadow narrative, particularly because the participants 

communicate their need to be connected as a dominant story which at the 

same time is unexplored. 
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• Counter narratives 

Narrative of fhe story of acculturation 

The counter narrative is categorised as the story of acculturation. Instead of 

falling into the expected female norm behaviours, the participants expressed 

their exercising of choice. The career options, such as qualifying as a CA, 

. seemed to be appealing to the young women particularly in Group 1. In Group 

2, the young women were occupied with ideas suggesting the need to 

individualise, which appear to be deviating from the traditional norm. The 

researcher posits that the wish of the participants to individualise may be 

informed by interacting with contexts and cultures which are different from the 

environments in which the young women have b~en traditionally bro~ght up . .,. · 

The young woman may therefore not only have her own culture and norms to 

consider when constructing her identity and sexual decision, she may also 

conduct a conversation with other stories outside of her culture and norms. 

The young women furthermore expressed a need for communication about 

sex ·with their parents, particularly their mothers. The latter need also moves 

away from the traditional strategy for handling sexuality (Eaton, Flisher & 

Aaro, 2003; Richer, fl!or.ris & Ginsburg, 2006). The quotations below .indicate 

how the participants may have told the story of acculturation. 

Quotation 7 

Wanna be the housewife you know but a CA. ..... I wanna be a CA 

In quotation 7, the participant seems to be experiencing a conflict which may 

be a result of input from two different sources. The one source may be the 

culture. from which the participant stems, while the other could be the 

envelopment to which the participant may have been exposed during 

secondary socialisation. The use of the word but gives evidence of the conflict 

between the two priorities that the participant seems to be exploring. The 

pauses in between the sentences also offer proof of this conflict. Particularly 

in the context of the university, the participants are necessarily exposed to 

different ways of doing things from those in the culture within which they had 
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experienced their primary socialisation. By referring to the desire to be a 

housewife together with the desire to be a CA, the participant seems to be 

experiencing conflicting priorities, which may be a by-product of acculturation. 

Quotation 16 

In this time where they are preaching independence and you know you don't 

have to be housewife, you don't have to, do the cooking and cleaning and 

looking after your man and like if you want to do it then you-know. ... it's great, 

cos before it was just a matter of that's who you are, that you were, that you 

would be defined as that, that you 9 month footed in the kitchen but now it's a 

matter of you want to do that and it's not everyone who wants to do that, I am 

sure that in the past even if they didn't want to they had to do it /:}ut now it's a 

matter of living the way that you want to, do you want to take care of your 

kids, do you want to take care of your husband but I think now if you were in a 

situation that you were forced to do it, it might have been a different story, 

where it wasn't coming from yourself, and the fact that your mother, seeing 

your mother doing it and the role that she played in taking care of you and 

fe°eding you and nurturing you, you want to fulfill that role in some, and it's it's 

natural but in some way if you were forced to do it, it would have been a 

different story, you know 

The above quotation (16) further affirms the deviation from the traditional 

norm. The participant shares the view that one no longer seems to be 

expected to fulfil the traditional definition of femininity such as cooking, 

cleaning , caring for one's husband and so forth. This quotation therefore 

thickens the narrative of the story of acculturation by challenging the 

traditional norm. 

Quotation 17 

So I think it's about who you are, I would like stress on the point that it is who 

you are and how far you take things; and I think it's not only about the 

environment you are in but it's about who you know as yourself, who do you 

know as yourself; if you love yourself then you will be able to;(pause) if you 

love, 1;1ccept and know yourself, 
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ln addition, the above quotation (17) further affirms the story of acculturation. 

In it a challenge is posed to the traditional norms of the environment one has 

comes from as important to affirm one's decision. This challenge is uttered by 

placing the focus on the person making the decision and on what is important 

to that person. The words yourself and you are used numerous times to 

highlight the importance of this focus. 

In the three quotations (7, 16 and 17) above, the traditional norm seems to be 

challenged. The researcher suggests this takes the form of the story of 

acculturation. As participants come in contact with influences different from 

their traditional norms, they in turn challenge these norms. The latter is 

evident in the radical difference from the dominant narrative and contradiction 

to the traditional norm found in the above three quotation.s. 

b) Synchronic • diachronic dimension 

The participants' negotiation for power with each other, the researcher and 

other conversations to which they·may have been exposed (Baxter, 2003), will 

now be discussed as part of the synchronic - diachronic dimension of textual 

analysis. The researcher discusses the latter by providing her reflections Or\ 

the ways in which the negotiation of power may have occurred and supports 

her views with extracts from quotations or full quotations from the respective 

focus group discussions. She Jurthermore comments on these extracts or 

complete quotations by offering a justification fof her reflections. This 

justification may for example include a discussion of a certain word or a 

phrase in the quotation. 

Firstly, the researcher acknowledges the groups' need to agree. The group 

used the word "ya" to demostate agreement. This word is commonly 

employed in day to day conversations in order to agree or communicate 

agreement within a group of. people. The word "ya" is used ten times 

throughout the whole discussion in Group 1.The participants' need to agree is 

congruent with Gilligan's (1982) work where she suggests that females find 

connected learning to be important. Noting the need women have for 
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connected learning, it appeared likely that they would spend most of the 

conversation negotiating to agree. Agreeing may have made them feel 

connected and might ther~fore have been fruitful for them. 

i;;urthermore, the young women did thus undertake a constant .negotiation for 

power so that they could agree. Several of the participants stated their 

individual views about what was being asked, while also at times arguing what 

the person or people who spoke before them had been talking about. They 

ultimately reached their main themes and stuck to them. The participants' 

negotiation of power to agree may have been taking place in the following 

statements: 

Quotation 18 

I think it's interesting that actually everybody agrees with the whole social 

construction, uhm, that your parents, your family relations, that your family 

was number one for everybody and I believe that is true 

Quotation 19 

I agree with, um, what L(participant's name), was saying a~out parents being 

absolutely crucfal in the social construction of women's identity 

Quotation 20 

Group quarrels. 

In quotation 18 the participant argues that "everybody agrees" while in the 

next quotation (19) the participant states that "she agrees· with anoth~r 

participant The latter implies to the researcher the great importance accorded 

to agreement. In addition, in the last quotation (20) the participants quarrelled 

as soon as they experienced much difference of opinion. The researcher 

regards the group quarrel as still firmer evidence of how necessary it was for 

the participants to agree. The participants seemed to have quarrelled to show 

each other where the other was coming from, so that the other participants 

could accept their views; this may have served as a means of agreement. 
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According. to the researcher's observations, some participants were allowed to 

talk more than others even if this may have felt uncomfortable for some 

participants. The participants non-verbally agreed on who amongst 

themselves exercised the most power. The young woman silently nominated 

as possessing the most power had the opportunity-to speak more than others 

in both groups. She had a longer period to talk; her comments were almost all . 
the time lengthy. She was the first person to talk and was referred to by other 

participants in their comments, particularly in Group 1. The main themes 

included comments made by the person who spoke first and the person who 

spoke the most, as well as the one who was accorded the most floor time in 

both groups. The participants furthermore negotiated power by commenting 

on each Qthers' views and / or deviating from the previous point of view and 

starting a discussion about a different point, particularly in Group 2. 

Moreover, the participants negotiated power with previous conversations in 

their lives that had been related to the topic under discussion. These moments 

could have taken place in the silences, in the laughs, pauses and quarrels that 

occurred in the focus group discussion. These could have also occurred in 

some of the comments expressed, for eXc!,mple: 

Quotation 21 

You don't have to, do the cooking and cleaning and looking after your man 

and like if you want to do it then you know (hesitation) it's great, cos before it 

was just a matter of that's who you are, that you were, that you would be 

defined as that 

The use of the hesitation in the above quotation (21) in the researcher's view 
• 

seems to imply an internal conversation. This might have taken the place of a 

previous conversation that the participant may have conducted prior to this . 

focus group discussion .. The words of the participant also seem to suggest 

that the participant is neither for nor against the cooking, cleaning etcetera 

and may be debating this in the internal conversation while expressing her 

conflict verbally. The researcher therefore reflects on the latter as a 

negotiation of power between the participants in the focus group discussion 
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and the viewpoints established in previous conversation. 

During the focus group discussion of Group 2 terms such as 'easy girl' were 

used to refer to a girl wt:lo is not perceived to be assertive or who is 

promiscuous, as perceived by the .participants. The use of this term. may have 

been involved in the process of negotiating power. The researcher infers that 

h~d there been a young woman in the group of participants, who had been 

termed an 'easy girl' at a conversation outside this conversation (or a young 

woman who perceived herself as an 'easy girl'), she would have possibly 

adopted a position of powerlessness, influenced by the use of the word. 'Easy' 

· might have confirmed what previous conversations would have said to the 

young woman. The story of being an 'easy girl' may have been thickened by 

the group discussion where she may have not had the power to defend 

herself, even had she desired to, since she could have been outnumbered. 

These terms are contained in the following extracts: 

Quotation 22 

But maybe I don1 know about the experiences, because if for example learn 

from your experiences and you are sleeping with a guy and it makes you feel 

terrible then you are not going to do it ag~in, but then girls who (pa~se) are 

{pause) 'sluts' (pause) ehm, then do they just ehm, obviously they learn but do 

they just keep doing it because that's what their priority or because that's the 

role they've been put into in their little (pause) group like, at the party, like they 

are put in a box like she's the (pause) like 

Quotation 23 

Well I feel because everyone wants acceptance they want to be or they need . . . 
to be d~pendent but it's a choice where you are going to put that deperydence 

and I think once you have made that choice, it will be hard to, to change 

especially for those people who maybe make the wrong choice (long pause). 

Cause I also think like the, the 'easy girl' whatever (some participants laugh) 

are like, if she decides this is not what she wants then she suddenly like, 

starts acting like no she doesn't want to what what what then (pause) I think 

then people then don't know how to treat her, ya, and I think it's really difficult 
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'cause people now think she is a hypocrite or she just changing her mind al! 

the time, I think it's (pause) mmm, hard. 

The researcher claimed her power in both groups by occupying the 

researcher'i; position and being the one who knew the procedures of the 

inquiry. She possessed the power to begin and end the discussion. She did, 

however, present herself as being liberal and open to participants' ownership 

of the process. 

The use of an audio recorder played a role in the process of shifting and 

negotiating power amongst the participants. In addition, its use performed the 

iole of negotiating power between the researcher and participants, particularly 

in their interaction. Its employment facilitated the process of denying the 

researcher the expert role because it acted as a tangible instrument to show 

who dominated the conversation at different moments in the conversation. 

The researcher was therefore able to facilitate the conversation rather than 

dominate it as an expert or the person who spoke the most. 

c) Denotative-connotative dimension 

In this section, the researcher will discuss how institutional and I or social 

discourses were operating in the research process by means of the 

denotative-connotative dimension of FPDA (Baxter, 2003). As in the 

discussion of the synchronic - diachronic dimension above, the researcher 

will offer an indication of her reflections while supporting them with quotations 

and I or extracts from quotations. Some of the researcher's comments will 

likewise include observations that she has made. 

According to some previous studies discussed throughout this text, there may 

be certain discourses that are tied into the topic of interest. One of these 

discourses has been discussed in the work of Maxwell (2006) and Campbell, 

Foulis, Maimane and Sibiya (2005). These researchers have included in their 

work what the current researcher refers to as the double bind script. This 
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social discourse has been evident in the current conversation of this research 

process as noted under the NGT discussion earlier, as well as in the 

discourses identified above. 

As elaborated earlier Jn this text in reference to the double bound script, 

young women seem to be, on the one hand, socialised to please the man and 

be submissive while on the other hand they are taught that sex is a shameful 

act from which a young woman needs to stay away. This social discourse 

appeared to form part of the discussion as highlighted in the following quotes; 

Quotation 24 

You know up right up bringing as you said you are not in a such a relationship 

and you kinda•'perceive sex as a more ehm ehm like a ya a~big thing to 

overcome 

In the above quotation (24) the participant seems to be demonstrating a 

perception congruent with the above mentioned socialisation as in being 

taught that sex is a shameful act. The researcher infers this based on the 

words the participant uses, expressing the view that sex is "a big thing to 

overcome". The "upright upbringing" she mentions seems to refer to traditional 
' . 

cultural / societal views, which are likely to represent the environment where 

the view that sex is a shameful act is to be found. 

Part of Quotation 8 

My mommy would kill me but I love John so much, we have been together for 

so long so your personal reasoning and your personal desires come forth and 

could possibly override what your family up bringing has taught you 

Here the-participant expresses her conflict, where she wishes to please John 

though she is aware that her mother would "kill her" if she went through with 

the sexual act. This appears to be a classic example of the double bound 

script. The researcher infers that the participant communicates to the group 

what her mother's reaction would be if she engaged in sex with John because 

of the teaching she had received that sex is a shameful and act and an 

activity she should stay away from. However, she seems to experience a 
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need to please John as they have been together for a long time. 

The discourse of desiring to adhere to the traditional norm while being 

exposed to. acculturation was also highlighted in the discussion. The following 

extracts may serve as an example for this kind of discourse. These quotes 

may also suggest the conflict the young women may be experiencing in terms 

of the crisis of identity vs. moral belief. While acculturation may suggest that 

the young women can be independent and make decisions that are not 

necessarily linked to others, the cultural norm may be telling the young 

women to be relationally driven. In addition to the quotations below the reader 

is advised to refer to quotation 16 

Quotation 25 

Oh! Okay. I think that ehm, women (pause) do know themselves (giggle), we 

.all have certain values that we believe in but sometimes because of society, 

peer pressure ehm, it makes issues like sexual-activity seem okay and if you 

are not involved you feel like you are not conforming to society, so I feel that 

we all have as women we have self-knowledge ehm, manners in which we 

take things but sometimes ehm peer pressure from society makes us ehm 

make certain decisions 

Quotation 7 

As you will soon be in the corporate world, so how you soon as you going to 

view yourself as a woman ofa household, that is what I thought as sexual 
~ 

identity cos for me (pause) I grew up with a mom who was like you know 

house wife, you know she was there all the time at home, cooking, doing all 

that stuff so my sexual identity I think, I fell like I'd wanna like do that, you 

know I wanna be the housewife you know but a CA (laugh) , (group laughs), I 

wanna be a CA, I wanna do that stuff, I wanna, I feel like that part of me, that's 

part of my sexual identity, that's part of me being a woman, that's part of my 

femininity, doing that stuff, cooking for my husband, cleaning, providing a 

good (pause) household of warm loving place, I don't know, you know, ya 

that's how I feel, that is sexual identity 

The quotation (25) above seems to demonstrate the participant's statement 
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that although women may know what they want, they may be greatly 

influenced by the expectations of society. The words "so I feel that we all have 

as women we have self-knowledge ehm, manners in which we take things but 

sometimes ehm peer pressure from society makes us ehm make certain 

decisions'; may serve as evidence of the latter. Furthermore, in the above 

quotation, the participant giggles after she mentions that young yvomen know 

themselves, which may suggest an internal conversation that might be 

questioning the legitimacy or agreement of her suggestion with institutional 

expectations. 

The young women speaking in quotations 7 and 16 may be expressi.ng the 

same conflicts as the participant speaking in the abfve _quotation. The person 

in quotation 7-seems to wonder how to balance tile demands of the corporate 

world with the expectations of her culture and society which may define her 

female identity, such as cooking, or her own view of being a woman in a 

household. The participant speaking in quotation 16 seems to be experiencing 

conflict with herself while speaking, as to whether she wants to fulfil the role 

she had seen her mother fulfill. Her considering the evolution of life's 

demands, and societal norms, expresses the view that women must adhere to 

the traditional expectations of women in her society. She seems to highlight 

the evolution of norms by making an entrance using the word independence. 

She furthermore remarks that females are no longer forced to do things the 

way traditional norms expect them to. The researcher consequently hears the 

voices of these participants expressing the .social discourse relating to the 

impact of acculturation on traditional discourses. 

In addition the participants speaking in quotation 7 and 16 seem to be 

expressing the conflict arising from questioning whether they should please 

themselves or others. They seem to acknowledge what others, or society, say 

while at the same time wanting a different outcome for themselves. The yot:ng. 

woman speaking in quotation 25 expresses the view that although she knows 

what she wants she may feel cast out by society or as if she is not conforming 

to it. The participant speaking in quotation 16, expresses her awareness of 

learning new ways of doing things. It seems to the researcher that she 
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consequently attempts to make sense of how to adhere to the expectation of 

being a housewife or playing the traditional female role at the same time. The 

researcher nence identifies the latter as possibly a demonstration of Gilligan's 

suggestion that women may struggle with either pleasing themselves or 

others, that,is, asking "what is right for me and what is right for others?" 

(Gilligan, 1982). She terms this the crisis of identity vs. moral belief (Gilligan, 

1982). 

Secondly, the scripted refusal discourse was alluded to in the discussion. This 

discourse seemed to be congruent with the discourse in previous literature 

where it is suggested that women may feel obligated to initially tell their 

partner that they do not want sex when /. while they may agree at a later stage 

(Lear, 1995; Maxwell, 2006):·Men' th~refore apparently d~ not regard the 

refusal as definite because they may expect the woman to tell them 

something different at a later stage. The following extracts offer an indication 

of how the scripted refusal discourse may have been discussed in the two 

groups: 

Quotation 26 

It's also like, he says let's go on .a date and you say yes then to a kiss then 

you got to like next step you say yes and say yes and you can't tum around 

on it now (laugh), I think that influences a lot 'cause that that's what they think 

is who you are and that's who you act and it might not be who you are, but 

It seems to the researcher that, according to quotation 26, there is a certain 

expected way to behave in a romantic situation. The participant remarks, 

"that's what they think is who you are and that's who you act and It might not . 
be who you are" as though a certain response in a romantic relationship may 

accord one definition in terms of identity or sexual identity. The researcher 

therefo_re infers that a script may occur in communities in terms of responding 

to romantic relationship situations relating to sex. The researcher also infers 

from the quotation that to say 'no' rather than 'yes' may be acceptable. A 

scripted refusal is therefore implied. 
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Quotation 8 

I mean when you are sitting by yourself and maybe Jr,hn has just left and has 

asked you to like ehm think about it and we might do It next time you might 

think but at the exact·same time you might think shol my mommy would kill 

me but I Jove John so much, we have been together for so long so you 

personal reasoning and your personal desires come forth and could possibly 

override what your family up bringing has taught you. 

This speaker alludes to a situation where she may have been sitting with John 

and he might have asked her to think about it and they would be engaging in 

sex next time as a hypothetical situation. The researcher infers that the 

participant's speech as well as the group acceptance of it may seem to be 

common scenario to propose. The way -in- which the speaker refers to this 

possibly common situation, gives the researcher the impression that it may 

seem to be normal first to refuse, be asked to think about it and later agree. 

The speaker also communicates a possible "yes" next time which she poses 

as most · likely to happen as she thinks about her mother's reaction. The 

researcher therefore gains the impression that if this is a common situation 

and common process, then a scripted refusal is implit:;id. 

d) lntertextuallty 

The aim of engaging in a consideration of intertextuality is to foreground and 

highlight the ways in which the dominant discourse had been contained in the 

other discourses. Earlier in this chapter it was pointed out that the dominant 

- discourse included parents, the need for self-differentiation or to individualise, 

as well as the crisis of identity vs. moral belief. 

The researcher is of the opinion that the silent narrative may have been 

loaded with the dominant narrative .. The silent narrative, as observed earlier, 

may contain the discourse that sex is a cultural taboo no_t subject to 

discussion. Since parents are the people who communicate and decide what 

is taboo or not (Gavey, 1989), participants may have conveyed the dominant 
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narrative into this silent narrative. The need to self-differentiate may however 

motivate the participants to engage in this kind of conversation, since it may 

be important to them at the time according to the environment they find 

themselves in, for example, that of romantic relationships. The crisis of identity 

vs. moral belief may therefore raise anxiety during the discussions which may 

have displayed itself in the form of giggles and other gestures. 

The discourse of missing vocabulary or words to express women's sexual 

experiences and / or related experiences (Lear, 1995), may also be conveyed 

by the dominant narrative, again particularly that of parents. The researcher 

suggests -that during the processes of typification, institutionalisation, 

legitimation and / or reification certain words may or may not be allowed in the 

vocabulary of women. The latter may also occur or form· part of the 

socialisation in which parents are involved. On the other hand, as the female 

grows up and seeks to express herself, she may experience the need for 

these words. 

The researcher posits that the amount of acculturation which women allow in 

their lives may be regulated by t_heir parental input, their success in self­

differentiation, as well as by how the female copes wi.th the crisis of identity 

vs. moral belief. She further suggests that the latter, together with the change 

that acculturation may bring, may inform the ext~nt to which young women 

are prepared either to be closed or open to acculturation. 

e) Feminist poststructuralist discourse analysis (FPDA) commentary 

The above discussion in this chapter may have-the potential to tell a story 

about the experience of being a young woman in South Africa, where issues 

of young women's identity and sexuality were previously and may still be 

taboo topics. The limited vocabulary in this regard may be fostered by the 

previous position in which women found themselves in our country. However, 

in the liberated environment that South Africa aspires to be, where freedom of 

speech is advocated, these taboo topics may begin to expand, and the 

110 



hitherto limited vocabulary could be enlarged. 

This silent narrative may have told a tale about the psycho-political experience 

of young •South African women which possibly has not been narrated 

previously. It may convey the theme that a communal artifact amongst young 

women may be necessary to enrich the vocabulary and create the platform to 

discuss their story. 

5.5 In a nutshell 

The researcher has taken advantage of this section of the text to summarise 

the overall ideas that ·have been threaded through the two focus group 
., > 

conversations. Firstly, the young women have suggested that the social 

construction of their identity is achieved in a relationship context. The young 

women find connectedness to be important in gaining a definition of their 

identity. In both conversations or groups, the researcher argues, the young 

women felt that a communal artifact is essential to the social ·construction of 

their sexual identity. She arrives at this interpretation because the young 

women in both groups mentioned contexts that involve or are sources of 

communal artifacts, such as parents,. beliefs, peer relationships _etcetera. The 

factors the young women identified as playing a role in constituting their 

sexual identity also included the crisis of identity vs. moral belief. Lastly, they 

felt that the intrapersonal script narrates one's sexual decision. The ethics of 

care also informs the decision making process. 
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CHAPTER 6: CLOSING THE CURTAIN 

6.1 The ushering 

This chapter concludes the text by furnishing a brief discussion of how future 

research could build upon the current study. The writer will offer an indication 

of what could have been of benefit for this study in the hope that other 

researchers can use her observations to thicken and broaden the story of 

young women pertaining to the social construction of identity and sexual 

decisions. The writer also shares• her final thoughts about this text and her 

stance pertaining to this text. 

6.2 Inquiry findings 

In the previous chapter the researcher has noted the findings of this research 

process. The topic was explored in this study in terms of a three-pronged 

purpose that, firstly, sought to understand the factors that contribute to the 

social construction of young women's identity. Secondly, the researcher 

. sought to understand the factors that constitute the social construction of the 

sexual identity of young women. Thirdly, and finally, she sought to understand 

how young women make sexual decisions as informed by the social 

construction of the identity and sexual identity of young women. This section 

therefore includes a summary and integration of information obtained in the 

research process, as well as its application and integration to relevant 

previous research that has been discussed earlier in this document. 

• The participants in this research process seemed 19 be clear about the 

dominant character of their socialisation by their parents as well as the input 

they had received from parents, particularly mothers, in the process of the 

construction of their identity. As discussed earlier in the text, socialisation 

allows an individual to exist harmoniously within_ a social group (Beyer, Du 

Preez & Blokland, 2007). The existence of a shared metaphor in a community 

is therefore shown to be important in the social construction of young 
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women's identity. The latter is therefore thoroughly understood from a 

systems theory point of view, which has been discussed in chapter 2. The 

participants suggest that it is essential for them to achieve a form of 

separatedness from their family, which the researcher formulates as a form of 

self-differentiation, as discussed by Bowen in chapter 3. 

This need to self-differentiate, according to the participants, is motivated by a 

need for self-knowledge and self-definition that is not dependent on others. • '•'° - ... 

Carter (1989) and Charles {2001) have established the same finding in their 

previous work. While the participants felt a need to self-differentiate to come 

to know themselves, they have also highlighted the significance of 

connect~d.o~s~..to oth@i;s by means of relationships in their lives, in relation to 

how ·they come to und~rstand themselves. The -latter suggestion is regarded ~,, 

by the researcher as congruent with the views of Gilligan {1982). The 

participants reported that a relationship context is essential for the social 

construction of the identity of young women. It appeared, from their reports, 

that connectedness is importaot in.defining identity as a young woman. Also, 

as emphasised earlier in the text, Gilligan (1982) suggests that women get to 

know themselves in terms of the relationships they have· in their lives. 

According to other rese~rchers (such as Bukler, 2005; Carter, 19~9; 

Lamcombe & Gay, 1998), intimacy accompanies the identity of females, which 

further theoretically grounds the findings of this research. 

The par:ticipants have also found conversations to be significant in their 

decisions and construction of meaning, pertaining to how they understand 

themselves as well as their sexual identity. The latter seems to echo the 

suggestions of Burr (2003) that the heart of social constructionism is language 

and, in turn, discourse since people use language to discourse (talk) and 

construct meanings. The position adopted by the participants, that 

conversations are important, suggests to the researcher that this position is 

consistent with the concepts of social construction, that is, discourse is 

significant in the processes involved in meaning construction. 

The researcher therefore accepts the participants' position as not only 
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acceptable in social construction theory but also one that could be firmly 

, established in such theory. Conversation may occur during primary 

socialisation with parents and / or authority figures as well as in secondary 

socialition with peers (Sternberg, 1997). This conversation may also include 

the questioning of the teachings of socialisation that the participants· may 

enter into because of various factors (Burr, 2003) which may -include self­

differentiation, processes of acculturation and the like. The existence of 

multiple realities therefore allows room for the individual to explore the gender 

role further than that which was acquired during socialisation. This 

exploration, according to systems theory, is likely to occur within the limits of 

maintaining homeostasis in the system or community and context within which 

each individual lives. The researcher finds the latter also congru_ru)t with 

Bartle-Haring (1997): 

The conversation that may occur during the social construction of sexual 

identity and which may inform the social construction of identity and of sexual 

decisions may include various items discussed in chapter 3: some of these 

have been referred to by the participants. They may include the socialisation 

of females within the boundaries of femininity according to the specific.context' 

rather th_an allowing any exploration of sexuality by . young worrien. As 

mentioned, young women are taught that sex is a shameful and dangerous 

act (Campbell, Foulis, Maimane & Sibiya, 2005) with the focus on the 

avoidance of pregnancy in adolscent and early aduthood years (Hyde & 

Jaffee, 2000, Leigh, 1989). Young women are also socialised to be 

submissive and. caring towards men (Kigozi, 2006). Such caring is defined by 

satisfying the man's needs and obeying his instructions (Campbell, Foulis, 

Maimane & Sibiya, 2005; Maxwell, 2006). 

These items may also furthermore include the role of the gatekeeper of sexual 

intimacy (Krahe, Bieneck & Scheinberger-Olwig, 2007) or the discourse of the 

virgin protector as it is termed by other authors (Lear, 1995). These items, as 

also described by the participants, tend to shape how the young women see 

themselves as sexual beings. This view also tends to inform the sexual 

decisions that they make. Since, according to Gilligan, women seem to judge 
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themselves in terms of their ability to care, a crisis of identity and moral belief 

may be experienced in the case of making a sexual decision following the 

socialisation process discussed above. This crisis is characterised by the 

struggle to decide what is right for the female while the ability to care is 

characterised by prioritising responsibility and loyalty towards the other. 

The participants took the above mentioned process further by expressing the 

need to self-differentiate. They felt that in a situation where they would have 

gained adequate self-knowledge and were able to find approval from sources, 

excluding other people, they would be able to make sexual decisions that 

might leave them satisfied. The latter confirmed for the researcher that the 

ideas of Bo.wen (1976) remained important to ackno.wledge for the purp9se of · 

this .study. The latter confirmation stems from Bowen's discussion of self­

differentiaiton which prioritises the same aspects as do the participants. 

The participants finally reported that one's intrapersonal script appears to 

inform the sexual decisions of young women. They seemed to hold the view 

that such a script is informed by socialisation, context (family, friends, religion, 

beliefs and so forth), as well as by past experience, among other factors. This 

view is congruent with the suggestions made by Giles (2006), as well as 

Simon & Gagnon (2003), when discussing sexual scripts. According to the 

researcher the participants categorised family and religion and beliefs as their 

cultural scenarios. Romantic relationships ·seemed to be important to the • 

participants for a sexual decision to occur. The researcher is of the opinion 

that the romantic relationship seems to constitute the interpersonal script for 

the participants. The participants confirmed that personal insights, seH­

knowledge, would comprise what the researcher wou)d term the intrapersonal 

script informing the sexual decisions they would make. 

In conclusion, while acknowledging the dominant narrative of this study, the 

researcher also acknowledges the differences between women. These may 

stem from and might include differences about life choices, personalities, 

upbringing, the responses of women to biological concepts as well as the 

thoughts that the participants might have had about the inquiry (Baron & 
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Byrne, 2003; Butler, 1999). The researcher therefore acknowledges that if the 

questions of this research were to be posed to the same participants at 

another !ime,.different answers might be obtained. 

6.3 Strengths and weaknesses of the inquiry 

The research process reflected a few strengths and weaknesses which the 

researcher would like -to discuss. This discussion-may serve as a means .for 

the reader to acquire 'inside information' so as to understand the inquiry and 

its outcomes better. 

The limitations in the process as .a whole i,ncluded the fact that the research 

project was registered at a higher education institution different from the one 

where the participants in the inquiry were registered. This implied that both the 

higher education institutions needed to give permission for conducting the 

research. The process of obtaining permission prolonged the planned 

schedule, which caused frustration for the researcher. The expected 

completion time was also prolonged. The latter resulted in having the inquiry 

take place at a pressured time of the year for the participants of (;lroup 1. The 

researcher and the participants of Group 1 were therefore fatigued, which may 

have affected their concentration during the inquiry. T.his may have limited the 

potential information that might have been gathered. 

On the other hand an advantage of selecting students from a different higher 

education institution is that the participants may have felt more comfortable 

and open to discuss their stories. The contents of their stories could have 

represented delicate and private information. The participants may have been 

reassured by the fact that individuals who would have access to the material . 
were not from the same university, and hence were comfortable and open to 

discuss their stories for the purpose of this study. The researcher was familiar' 

with the environment in which the -students were living as she had been a 

previous student at the same university and had been working at the 

particular campus at that time. She therefore formed part of the same 

community as the participants, which made gatekeeper(s) unnecessary as the 
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participants should have f_elt safe. A possible increased openness to the 

researcher and the inquiry could therefore have yielded thick descriptions of 

the participants' stories. 

One of t~e most valuable strengths of the research process on the whole 

included the establishment of a strong r~searcher-participant relationship. As 

was discussed in previous chapters, the establishment of such a relationship 

offers numerous advantages. In short; the participants were accorded room to 

own the process and were therefore free to share as much as they were 

comfortable with. A strong relationship of this kind was expected to encourage 

thick descriptions, which were indeed obtained. Furthermore, the researcher 

was young, unmarried and still studying,· with Which the participants could 

identify. This created a comfortable, nonthreatening environment which also 

facilitated thick descriptions of the participants' stories. Furthermore, 

participants volunteered to be part of the research inquiry, which likewise 

fostered thick descriptions. 

The participants' life stories were not considered during the inquiry. The 

researcher was only interested in hearing th~ narratives of the participants' · 

stqries regarding the topic. However, her not having taken their life stories into . 

account may have restricted the scope of the stories pertaining to the topic of 

discussion. Moreover, while the art expression served as an icebreaker and 

thought provoker in the inquiry the resulting narrative was not explored in 

depth, which might have thickened the stories. 

The decision to extend the inquiry by facilitating a second group seemed to be 

valuable to the research process as it appeared to thicken the narrative found 
• 

in group 1 pertaining to the topic of interest. The researcher was more fully 

equipped and empowered as she had been through an inquiry process 

previously: that of focus group 1. The new group of participants brought 

freshness to the inquiry with different group dynamics. The inquiry occurred 

over the weekend, which the participants appreciated. Their activities after the 

inquiry were fewer; they were therefore more relaxed than if the focus group 

discussion had occurred in the week. 
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The participants of Group 2 seemed awkward to talk about the questions 

posed, which therefore limited the thickness and richnes~ of the narrative. 

They were also a smaller group thari had been expected. Therefore, they may 

have not experienced enough debate and / or heard-a sufficient variety of 

views to exchange and bounce off each other. 

The researcher however .acknowledges that sexually experienced women 

may have a different story than the participants of this research process. The 

inquiry findings are therefore discussed from the point of view of the 

participants of this research process. The researcher would like to highlight for 

the reader that information about how sexually experienced or not 

experienced the participants were, was not requested. The researcher viewed 

the social construction of sexual identity and sexual decisions ;s a more 

important focus than sexual experience. However, it may have been valuable 

to consider the participants' sexual experience as it may have given the 

information obtained a sharper focus. 

The literature or previous research that has been explored to inform this 

research was appreciated from various sources and authors or researchers 

from diverse cultural context as well as research facilitated in various cultu'.al 

contexts. The researcher acknowledges that although it remains beneficial to 

explore South African specific literature to inform this research, Western 

literature has had a dominant voice in informing this research process. Efforts 

have been made to acquire South African sources to inform this research 

hence the work of Kigozi (2006), Campbell, Foulis, Maimane & Sibiya (2005), 

Meekers & Ahmed (2000), Rosenberg (2002) as well as Richter, Norris & 

Ginsburg (2006) has been used. The. researcher therefore acknowledges the 

limitations of the South African, cultural and context relevant literature used in 

this research process as compared to previous studies consulted in this study 

carried out by researchers from other countries, such as the American 

context. The researcher furthermore hopes that this research text can be 

included in increasing the existing knowledge in the field of psychology and 

sexual related studies in this country. Culturally, context specific and relevant 

· research may assist the particular communities to be informed about their 
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own functioning so as to be more empowered- and achieve a sense of growth . 

. 
The interpretation of the information obtained in the research inquiry was done 

by the researcher. As a primary research instrument the researcher's own 

experiences -and motivations of choosing the topic of interest- need to be 

acknowledged as having played a role in the interpretation process. The role 

of the researcher in interpreting the information obtained included obtaining . . 

clarity form the participants about words they used., reflecting and probing 

when necessary during the inquiry. The researcher also used her own 

experiences whether personal or related to her experience in working with 

young people in the sexual related field to do the interpretation. The 

researcher's background in psyq~ology training and knowledge of psychology 

theory'a!so played a role in'thi{ interpretation of the information obtained. The 

researcher would like to highlight to the reader that the participants did 

however have the opportunity to contribute to the interpretation of the 

information as invited by the researcher during the inquiry introduction. The 

researcher is not particularly aware of the reasons of the participants not 

contributing to the interpretation of the information. The researcher therefore 

refrains from making assumptions of possible reasons for the participants not 

contributing to the interpretatio(l. 

6.4 Looking ahead 

A brief discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of the inquiry has been 

furnished above. At this point the researcher examines how the research 

could be improved and how other researchers could build on the current 

research .• 

She suggests that more focus groups may be helpful to research of this kind. 

The thicker, deeper and wider the stories obtained from the participants, the 

more the researcher should be able to gain a clear picture of the experiences 

of the young women (Dalton, Elias & Wandermans, 2001). It may also be 

beneficial for future research processes to invest in time to run focus groups 
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in more than one setting. Other environments may include more than one 

-• higher education institution or settings that are not higher education 

institutions. Furthermore, young women who are not in higher education 

institutions could be involved in the research process. The benefit of exploring 

more than one context may be that context specific meaning could be 

obtained and assessed. Moreover, an exploration of other settings could also 

include holding a focus group or groups with males of the age of interest. 

Although focus groups are useful for considering the individual participants' 

voices, as well as for obtaining a group meaning, the researcher suggests 

one-on-one interviews for future research processes. Such interviews may 

assist in thickening the voice of the individual and also in identifying the 

individual experience of each young woman (De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & 

Delport, 2002). While the researcher attempted to hear the stories of 

individual young women by means of art and creative expressions she 

considers that one-on-one interviews might help to capture more of the stories 

of the young women. In addition, the person's life story, otherwise termed her 

life history (Creswell, 2007, Hiles & Cermak, 2008), may constitute another 

avenue to explore in terms of obtaining thicker and deeper individual stories. 

The definition of sexual in this text also needs to be considered. Future 

researchers may wish to use the word 'sexual' to mean something else. Such 

researchers may also wish to employ the definition used in this text, whilEfalso 

building in other references· to the meaning or definition of sex. Other writers 

have already indicated the use pf 'sex' to refer to hugging, kissing or other 

affectionate actions (Rostosky, Galliher, Welsh & Kawaguchi, 2000). In a 

similar manner, identity and sexual identity may be given another definition 

according to what the research may be aiming to achieve. 

6.5 The end 

The researcher acknowledges the insights gained in this process and hopes 

to have contributed to the academic world and other sectors of society that 
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may be interested in the topic. She hopes that, through engaging in 

conversation, those who have partaken in the research process may have 

developed new meanings about the social constructs discussed. It is her hope 

that, by means of this research, the young women who participated in the 

process, including the researcher, will have expanded their reality as regards 

the social constructs under discussion. The researcher anticipates that further 

conversations might be sparked in the contexts where the young women live . 

. , .• lo. the event that this occurs, she hopes that unchallenged aspects in the lives 

of young women pertaining to the interests of this researcher may be 

questioned. This may further empower young women pertaining to the 

interests of the research. Furthermore, the researcher hopes to spark 

conversation in the given contexts so as to further equip young women to 

make .. more informed decisions . 

. The interest of the researcher regarding this research process lay in obtaining 

the reality or 'truth' pertaining to the social constructs discussed and explored. 

In conclusion, ·the researcher wishes to pose this question: Who determines 

the truth, what is the truth, where does truth come from, why is there truth at 

all? The researcher leaves the reader to answer the question in the reality of 

her or his contexts. S(nce research is humanly made or facilitated anq written, 

the researcher concludes this document knowing that no research brings us 

closer the 'the truth", but that it represents a part of the reality and a truth 

amongst other truths. This research gives us a glimpse _of the truth for this 

group of women. Others may experience similar truths, while others may 

construct their worlds differently. Other researchers are welcome to explore 

this text and to build on the work done. They are also welcome to disagree 

with the contents of this text and are also welcome to add to the work 

pertaining to this text. The researcher suggests that all truth may make up one 

Truth, where we are all similar. 
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· APPENDIXA 

UNIVERSITY OF THE FREE STATE 
UNIVERSITEIT VAN DIE VRYSTAAT 
Faculty of the Humanities 

· The social construction of young women Identity and sexual decisions 

INFORMATION LETTER FOR PARTICIPATING YOUNG WOMEN 

Dear partidpant 

Thank you fur your openne~s to participating in this research regarding the social 
construction of young women identity and sexual decisions. As. the researcher, ·r hope that 
this Is as exciting fur you as it is for me. I also hope that It will be an insightful learning 
process for you as I anticipate it to be for me. I hope that the process will offer an added 
opportunity for you to be empowered and also offer resources to empower other young 
women outside of this process. This letter Is to ask you to be part of this research process. It 
also serves to Inform you about the alms of the research as well as providing an outline of 
your role in the research. This information is provided so that you can make an informed 
decision to be part of the research process. 

Goals of the research 

This research project is part of the requirements for a qualification in MSc (Counselling 
Psychology) at the University of the Free State. The following are the alms of the research 
process. According to the research approach the goals may be adapted as considered by the 
researcher and the participants during the research process: 

• To understand the social construction (processes that are involved in the 
defining/making up) of young women's identity 

• To explore young women's sexual identity 
• To gain an understanding of what young women understand sex to be 
• To understand what processes are elicited In making sexual decisions 
• To explore the reality that dominates when confronted with sexual decisions 

The role of the participant 

The participant that Is needed for this process is a young woman In undergraduate study at 
the University of Pretoria. The participant input is seen as equally important as the researcher 
participation in this research process. The l<!tter rises from the acknowledgement that both 
the researcher and the participant have experience and knowledge to bring to the table. The 
experience of each young woman is essential In making the research process fruitful. 

The participant is Informed about the confidential nature of the Information shared during the 
research process. It is however important for the participant to note that since the research 
process ls part of academic•study requirements, the researcher's supervisor and assessors will 
have access to some information. It is therefore expected that the participant will make the 

132 



researcher aware qf information that the participant seeks to keep from the supervisor and 
assessors. Furthermore, it is important to note that the researcher is also bound by 
psychology ethics. Participants therefore are willipg to participate in the research process with 
the knowledge that the information shared will be included in the -writing-of a dissertation as 
a form of a report of the process undertaken. · 

Furthermore, it is the participants' choice whether they want their real names or a 
pseudoname to be used in the writing of the dissertation. All information regarding the 
participation of the participants will be available to participants and is subject to adjustment 
as,.regar_c)~J;,y the participant so as to present a more accurate reflection_ of the proceedings. 
The participants are also welcome to possess as copy of the material shared as well as the 
outcome of the process. Finally participants are free to withdraw from the research process at 
any time without any consequences. Since the participants are involved in the research 
process as volunteers; no monetary remuneration will be awarded. 

The research process will take place in two phases. The first phase serves as an introduction 
to the research topic and a space for relationship building amongst the researcher and the 
participants as well as amongst the participants. The second phase involves the sharing of 
our stories as young women. These stories are those that will add value to the research 
process. As being involved .in the research process includes the sharing of your story, 
participants are encouraged to note that they will not be expected to go deeper thatthey are 
prepared to do in their sharing. The participant is furthermore encouraged to take note that 
the research activities do not include therapy. 

Participants can feel free to request for more information in cases where this letter does riot 
satisfactorily offer enough information. It is the desire of the researcher that participants feel 
knowledgeable and have understanding of their role and the proceedings of this research. 
The latter will assist in the participants' informed consent and will allow the research pro£ess 
to reach its_ po}eritial. 

Contact information 

For further information or questions, please feel free to contact Neo Pule at Student Support 
or at 0821759703. If necessary; participants can contact the supervisor of this research at 
naudel.hum@ufs.ac.za. 

Thank you for taking time to read this. I hope that this will be a matter of interest to you. 

Yours sincerely 
Neo Pule 
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OPRENPIX 6 

UNIVERSiTY OF THE FREE STATE 
YUNIVESITHI YA FREISTATA 
UNIVERSITEIT VAN DIE VRYSTAAT 

Faculty of the Humanities 

The social construction of young women Identity and sexual decisions 

Consent form for participants 

I hereby declare that I have read the information letter. I agree with the contents of the 
letter. All Information concerning the research process has been satisfactorily communicated. 
I am aware that I am free to request any further information at any stage. In acceptance to 
the following, I volunteer myself to be part of the research process: 

I know that: 
• My participation In the research is voluntary. 
• I am free to withdraw from the research at any point. 
• I am aware that some of my personal information may be used at the condusion of 

the process in writing the dissertation. 
• I am free to select my own name or pseudoname to be used In the activity. 
• I will not receive any monetary compensation for my participation as my participation 

is voluntary. 
• The supervisor and assessors of this research will have access to the information 

shared in the research process. 
• The. information shared during the research process as well as the name of the 

tertiary institution the participants are registered with will be held confidential. 
• The research process does not serve as therapy. 

Name of participant 

Signature of participant Date 

f .JV • q,.. 

j BL(;i'.'; C:.,f"s;- •~t 

,t..;'t~u1-. " r,' J 
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