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Young black women and sexual agency: Mothers and daughters talking sex
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Reproductive health issues like HIV/AIDS and teenage pregnancies are pertinent in the mental health development of young women in South Africa, especially young women in low-income, disadvantaged communities. Inadequate theoretical frameworks and limited data on sexuality in different South African communities hamper effective preventative interventions in this area. The aim of the larger study on which this paper is based, was (1) to address the urgent need for data on female adolescent sexuality in different South African communities and (2) to gain a psychological understanding of female adolescent sexuality. Quantitative data about the sexual behaviour of 589 young girls in a historically disadvantaged community in South Africa was collected. Interviews were also conducted with 25 of the sexually active young girls between the ages of 14 and 17. The grounded theory method was used to analyse the interviews. The absence of sexual agency was prominent in the respondents’ narratives. This paper will elaborate on this phenomenon and how the way mothers and daughters relate around sexuality seem to be an important factor in this phenomenon. The implications of these indications for reproductive health interventions will also be discussed.

1.
Introduction

Reproductive health issues like HIV/AIDS and teenage pregnancies are pertinent in the mental health development of young women in South Africa, especially young women in low-income, disadvantaged communities. Inadequate theoretical frameworks and limited data on sexuality in different South African communities hamper effective preventative interventions in this area. An overview of the literature suggests that if all people are to be provided with effective reproductive health programmes, current sex research should focus on people of colour, women and adolescents. Social constructionists have also recently started to advocate a more encompassing conceptualisation of human sexuality. Research should therefore not only focus on the frequencies of specific sexual behaviours, but should  also provide an understanding of sexual behaviour. The different contexts (for example ethnicity, culture, gender relations, socio-economic class) which influence sexual behaviour, must be accounted for (Brunswick & Banaszak-Holl, 1996; International Planned Parenthood Federation, 1996; Tiefer, 1995; United Nations Secretariat, 1996; Ussher, 1999; Wyatt, 1994). 

This presentation is based on data that was gathered as part of a larger study. The larger study attempted to address the need for data on female sexuality in different South African communities by focussing on young ¹“coloured” girls living in a semi-rural community in the Western Cape Province, South Africa.

2. Research objectives

The aim of the study was to collect quantitative data about the sexual behaviour of the young girls and to gain a psychological understanding of female adolescent sexuality. Approximately 558 15 – 17-year old girls in one secondary school in a Western Cape coloured community completed sexual behavior questionnaires. The questionnaire data was analysed to give an indication of (a) the range of sexual behaviours and (b) the prevalence of high-risk sexual behaviour. In order to  explore sexually active female adolescents’ experience of sexuality, in-depth interviews were conducted with 25 sexually active girls and well as with 10 mothers of these girls. Grounded theory analysis was used to analyse the interview data. 


1The use of the term “coloured” is controversial. It is viewed by some as derogatory, whilst others argue the importance of a “coloured” identity. Here and throughout the term “coloured” will be used descriptively.
3.
Method

3.1     Grounded theory

The grounded theory method was used in this study. According to Annels (1997) grounded theory is especially suited to encompass social process, social structure and social interactions. It helps to account for social structural influences on the experiences of respondents. Based on several urgings in the literature that these factors should be taken into account when female adolescent sexuality is studied, grounded theory seemed to be indicated.

In grounded theory method, theoretical categories are derived from the data and relationships between key categories are then analysed. This means that the researcher develops theory through systematic data collection and data analysis.  This differs from the traditional empirical approach where theory is developed in deductive ways from an existing grand theory without the generation of data.  In grounded theory method, the researcher first attends to the lived experience from the data and this data then informs the researcher’s further data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 1990, 1995;  Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The grounded theory method aims “to build theory that is faithful to and illuminates the area under study” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 24).

3.2
Respondents 

The respondents all attended one secondary school in a semi-rural area. This school is situated in a “coloured” community. This school was selected because available statistics indicated that the highest frequency of teenage pregnancies in the larger semi-rural district occurred in this community. All the girls attending the school were targeted. No sampling was therefore used. Five hundred and fifty eight adolescent girls completed the questionnaire. When the girls completed the questionnaires during the first phase of the study, they were asked to volunteer for interviews. If they were willing to participate they were asked to give their names and contact details. Inclusion criteria for interviews were that (i) the girls had indicated that they had had sexual intercourse; (ii) they volunteered for interviews and (iii) they provided contact details. Those respondents who indicated on the questionnaire that they had experience of sexual intercourse and who also indicated on the attached consent form that they would consider granting interviews, were separated from the larger group. Eighty out of the 558 questionnaire respondents indicated that they had sexual intercourse. Thirty-six of these 80 girls, volunteered for interviews. Thirty-two of the 36 girls were contacted. The other four girls’ addresses were either incomplete or they have moved. Of the 32 girls who were contacted, twenty-five consented to participate in the interviews. 

3.2.1
The demographic details of the interview respondents are presented below:

Table 1: Age Distribution of interview respondents

	Age
	Frequency
	Percent

	14
	 1
	    4

	15
	 5
	  20

	16
	 8
	  32

	17
	 7
	  28

	18
	 3
	  12

	19
	 1
	    4

	Total
	25
	100


Table 1 shows that most of the interview respondents were between 15 and 17 years of age.

Table 2: Parents’ employment status

	
	Fathers (%)
	Mothers (%)

	Unemployed
	  4
	   4

	Unschooled work
	  8
	  24

	Schooled work
	52
	  20

	Tertiary education
	   0
	  12

	Housewife
	   0
	  20

	Missing data
	 36
	  20

	Total
	100
	100


Table 2 indicates that most of the interview respondents’ mothers did either unschooled work, schooled work or were housewives. The interview data established that the six unschooled work mothers worked as chars. The schooled work entailed shop assistance and basic administrative work. Those mothers who received tertiary education worked as teachers and nursing sisters and had college training. The incomplete data percentage of 20% can be explained by the fact that five of the girls did not live with their mothers and did not have information about their employment. According to table 2 most of the fathers did schooled work. The schooled work mostly entailed working as artisans. The incomplete data percentage of 36% can be explained by the fact that nine girls did not live with their fathers or did not know their fathers or had no contact with their fathers. They, therefore, could not provide information on their fathers’ employment. The unemployment percentage is very low. Based on both parents’ employment status it seems that most of these girls are from a working class background. Severe economic deprivation seems to be the exception.

3.3     Interview questions

The interview questions were formulated as open-ended as possible. Most of the questions directed at the respondents asked them to describe an event or their feelings and perceptions during an event, instead of asking them directly why they had sex the first time.  The reasons for this interview format were firstly to elicit rich and detailed data in the respondent’s own voice and secondly, not to force the interviews into a preconceived direction.  We began by asking respondents about the first male they were romantically interested in, what happened with this boy and then followed it through up to their current relationship and sexual activity. This format worked well and provided the interviewer with a basis to ask clarifying questions about contraception, mothers, gender relations, sexual pleasure and masturbation. 

3.4
Procedure

The interviews were conducted in small interview rooms. The purpose of the interviews was explained and it was emphasised that the respondents could refuse the interview or refuse to answer any particular question. Respondents were assured of their anonymity. No identification of the subject, except her first name, was made on the audio-tape of the interview. The respondents were also assured that the names of the specific community and school would not be given in any documentation on this research. The interviews were audio-taped. The issue of confidentiality and the interviewer’s duty to report abuse of the respondent was discussed. The respondent was asked to read through the consent form in her own time to make sure that she understood what she was giving consent for. None of the respondents raised any queries or doubts about the consent forms. 

The duration of the interviews varied between one hour to two hours. The interviews were audio-taped. After the completion of the interview, contraceptive counselling was given to those respondents who either demonstrated inadequate contraceptive information or practices. The girls were also urged to obtain more extensive contraceptive counselling from a clinic in the centre of town, since they were often afraid to visit the clinic in their own community.

3.5
Interviewers 

The research assistants were selected based on their excellent interpersonal skills, open-mindedness, and ease with the subject of sex and sexuality. They were trained in interviewing skills by extensive role-playing and listening to other interviews. 

3.6
Processes of validation

A qualitative study cannot present the reader with guarantees for traditional validity of results in the same way that a quantitative study can. Other processes of validation can, however, be employed (Mishler, 1986; Riessman, 1993). The processes of validation that were implemented in this study were:  reflexivity; method triangulation; investigator triangulation; and theoretical triangulation.

4.  Grounded theory analysis of the data: Mothers and the discourse of danger

Various themes emerged during the grounded theory analysis. I found  that the girls’ construction of meaning of their sexual experiences was characterised by a lack of agency in the negotiation of sexual interaction; the need to have a boyfriend; and a lack of pleasure and desire narratives.  All three factors compounded to create young women almost devoid of sexual agency. Sexual agency  can be defined as the ability to use certain principles to reflect on the suitability of different options regarding sexual behaviour, as well as the ability to envision and choose between different options and to act on that choice (Harré in Beyers, 1996; Lancaster & Di Leonardo, 1997).  When this definition was applied to the respondents, the lack of sexual agency was even more prominent. It is clear that these girls did not identify a range of possible actions regarding their sexuality, nor did they reflect on the suitability of different options, nor did they manifest the capacity to choose between different options and to act autonomously on that choice.

In this presentation I will argue that mothers can be considered as agents of sexual disempowerment.  Firstly, I will discuss how mothers present sex to their daughters as a dangerous activity. Secondly, I will discuss how this message contributes towards secrets between mothers and daughters. Thirdly, I will discuss how daughters’ deception of their mothers maintains mother-daughter connection.

4.1
Sex is dangerous

The girls spontaneously related their mothers’ warnings and communication about sex. Respondent 2’s mother  said:

 “You must take care that you don’t come home pregnant and that you must first finish your academics and things and then… I don’t know”.

 Respondent 6’s mother checked her once at the age of fifteen to determine whether she was still a virgin: “One time my mother looked to see if I was still a virgin. She saw that I still was one, because afterwards my mother didn’t… She didn’t think that I still would have been one… And now I think, what if my mother looks again to see if I’m still one. Then there’s going to be trouble”.

Respondent 7’s mother said: “She told me that I can get a baby and that it isn’t nice to sit with a baby. The fathers’ don’t care and they hit the women. Like the milk and those things for the baby and maybe they don’t have money and then he hits her because of that, because he doesn’t want to work for it and so…”. Respondent 10’s mother said: “You can have a boyfriend, but you must never have sex”.

It is clear that the mothers conveyed the message that sex is dangerous and that they tried to instil fear of sex in their daughters. It is therefore not surprising that  the girls were afraid that their mothers might find out about their sexual activity. Respondent 25 articulated this as follows:

Then she (mother) says to me: If you get a child, then you must know that your father already said you will go out the door and you will not come back. …I’m afraid that my mom and them will find out (having had sex once), because my father said that if he finds out about it then my bag is already packed. Then I was glad that she didn’t tell them, because if my parents find out then I must leave the house.

Respondent 2 recalled the following conversation with her mother:

My mother sometimes talks to me about contraception. In the old days in my mother’s times they also thought that they were too young for contraception. In those times many of them fell pregnant at 18. My mother says to me: I don’t want you to follow in my footsteps. Then I say: No Mommy, of course I won’t.

All of the above excerpts show that mothers did not explicitly articulate sex as sinful and they did not explain why it is wrong. Sex was implicitly framed as wrong and dangerous. The mothers conveyed to their daughters that their daughters’ early sexual activity would be a disappointment to them. The implication of their message was that sexual activity would bring an unbridgeable rift between mother and daughter. In their communication with their daughters about sex they hinted of the great calamities that will befall one as a consequence of having sex. This calamity usually entailed the dire consequences of unplanned children. The mothers assumed that their daughters would instinctively understand the catastrophe of bearing unplanned children at a young age. 

Only respondent 11’s parents spoke openly to her about sex and contraception. They told her about their own sexual relationship starting at the age of 17. They wanted her to use contraception from the age of 13. What she remembers about those conversations is:

R:
One time we watched a tv programme and they asked what are those children doing…Then they said I must look after myself and they told me what was happening so that I could also understand.

I:
What did they mean when they said you must look after yourself?

R:
I must be aware, because life is dangerous. I walk to my grandmother in the evening.

I:
What is it that they want you to do?

R:
They don’t want me to walk so late in the evening. I must tell them to come and  fetch me at my grandmother’s.

I: 
What did they tell you can happen to you if you’re not careful

R:
They said I can maybe be raped, because many people say they know you and then they want to. But it does not matter if they know you or not, they will still want to rape you.

I: 
And what did your mom and dad tell you about sex?

R:
They said I must not go with more than one person. They say I must stay with one person. Because the boys are very talkative. Because say that this evening I am with one boy and then tomorrow then he tells his friends. 

I:
What did they tell you specifically about sex?

R: 
They told me about what it would be like the first time. My mother said, it is very…how can I put it…not sore. But as the man’s when it goes in then it will be a little bit sore or so.

I: 
What else did they tell you about sex? 

R:
They said that when I…When I neck with a boyfriend and I maybe neck in a car then I musn’t drive with him all over the place. I musn’t jump into cars and so. Because a time ago there were many cars here and so. Young men with cars. Every young man has a car and so.    

I: 
What can happen to one when you drive around in cars.

R: 
They say some boys just want to do it and then they leave you.

I: 
What has your mother told you about contraceptives?

R:
They said that I must maybe go on the pill or something. But then I didn’t really know what it was. Then I asked them why must I use it. Then they said maybe for protection. Because you never know when they will attack you and rape you

It is clear from the above excerpt that little of the information given was about sex. Most of what she retained about these conversations was about the dangers of sex and the dangers of men. This respondent did not recall being told about pleasure and possible physical and emotional experiences that she might have during sex. Although she was “protected” via a contraceptive pill from the age of 13 and warned against predatory men, her parents did not prepare her for love, sex with a boyfriend and sexual pleasure. This is illustrated below:

Respondent 11:

R:
Then he talked to me and then he asked me if I wanted to do the thing. Then I asked him what thing? Then he told me the thing, if I wanted to have sex with him. Then I asked him whether he wanted to. Then he said yes. Then I asked him if he loved me, then he said yes. Then he asked if I loved him. Then I said yes. And then he asked. I told him that I did not really want to do it, but later on I said that I will because I loved him very much.

I:
And what did it feel like for you?

R: 
It almost felt as if I was dirty. Because it was my first time. You don’t know if the boy is going to tell or not.

It does not seem as if the girl was prepared for negotiating sex in a safe relationship where her consent for sex was asked. She applied the rule of “sex is okay if both partners love each other”. Her first sexual experience was tainted, however, with the dangers that her parents highlighted. In the following excerpt it can be seen that her subsequent sexual experiences were not conveyed with words of pleasure or enjoyment and did not indicate an awareness of her own physical experience. It is packaged in the words “love” and “respect”.  Her experience was a reaction to what she “knows” about male sexuality. Whether her words represent her real experience or whether the words were chosen for the benefit of the interviewer, it still is clear that the girl’s own experience and pleasure is not a familiar or validated topic. 

Respondent 11:

I:
The times you had sex after the first time, what was it like for you?

R: 
Sex is…how can one put it. If sex is only done by two people and if people have respect for each other and so on.

I: 
While you and X are busy having sex what is it like for you then?

R: 
It is not really nice to do it. If you love the person then perhaps you should do it and then it will be like that. If a person… 

L: 
It seems that you’re saying that one has sex because you love someone. Does that mean that it is not nice for you? What do you get out of it? Why do you do it? 

R: 
Maybe because I love him then.

I: 
And what do you think sex is like for him?

R: 
It is nice for him. He enjoys it.

Ironically, most of the mothers’ only communication with their daughters about sex consisted of urging their daughters to tell them when they have sex so that they may provide their daughters with sexual information and contraception.

 Respondent 8:

I:
The first time you kissed. What happened? What was it like for you?

R:
I was very surprised. I didn’t know what would happen and I was afraid that my mother would find out and that she would perhaps scold me or hit me. But she just warned me. She just gave me warnings and told me that when I begin to sex I must tell her. Then she will take me to the clinic to get an injection.”

Respondent 19:

She just told me that if I do those things I must tell her. I must be honest with her. But she also said that she is not going to put me on the pill, because she doesn’t want to give me reason to sex.
It seemed that the mothers did not initiate conversations with their daughters about sex, the experience of sex and how it can fit into one’s life. If they did talk about sex it was about the dangers or about contraceptives. Flaake (1993) argued that mothers often do not positively affirm daughters’ first discoveries of their sexual bodies. Mothers prevent their daughters’ sexual pleasures and activities and make it impossible for daughters to develop a positive attitude toward their sexuality. In adolescence mothers and daughters seldom discuss all aspects of the daughters’ sexual development. Experiences, feelings and desires are not discussed (Flaake, 1993). Mothers are often instrumental in making daughters into objects of desire for men, not for themselves and not for women. Daughters also learn from their mothers that sexual display is necessary to attract a man (Flax, 1993). Flaake (1993) posited, however, that mothers could also be instrumental in teaching their daughters about the value of their bodies and allow their daughters to experience their bodies as a source of pleasure.

4.2     Secrets between mothers and daughters

The consequence of firstly the warnings about sex and secondly, the absence of open communication about sex is that the girls kept  their sexual activity secret from their mothers. Only one of the 25 girls confided in her mother regarding her sexual activity. The other girls all reacted with horror and disbelief when asked about this possibility. They anticipated rejection or punishment if their mothers should find out about their sexual activity. A typical response was: “I think my mother would have hit me…she would not have believed that I do such things”. Although they could not substantiate this anticipation, they still felt very strongly that confiding in their mothers was not indicated. In fact, their contempt and negativity towards this possibility equalled their disgust and contempt for fellatio, anal sex and masturbation. These were the sexual behaviours that the girls felt  were inappropriate and abnormal.

The absence of open communication about sex contributed to girls not using contraception. They feared that their mothers will either find the contraception, or realize that the daughters do not menstruate anymore (using the injection) or find out that they have been visiting the health clinic. They firmly believed that via these means a mother is sure to find out that a daughter is sexually active. This, they felt, must be prevented at literally all costs, rather than preventing pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases.

The other consequence of the secrets between mothers and daughters, is that it contributed to the daughters’ lack of sexual agency. These young girls were left to their own devices on their way to first sexual intercourse. They received no guidance and had no space where they could reflect on their experiences as they negotiated their way to first sexual intercourse. 

In conclusion it seems that the mothers’ intentions to keep their daughters from harm and from pregnancy were defeated by the method they applied.  The method firstly entailed the labelling of early sexual activity as very wrong, undesirable or hazardous. Secondly, mothers’ implored their daughters to tell them when they have sex before they provide information and contraception. The first part of the method, however, guaranteed the second part to fail. What daughter will willingly risk her mother’s rejection and displeasure by disclosing her sexual activity? 

4.3
Deception maintains connection

All of the respondents thought that their mothers knew that they were sexually active. The girls often relayed conversations where their mothers voiced suspicions about their sexual activity. However, the daughters denied this very strongly and the mothers seemed to accept the lies and stopped inquiring. Respondent 12 was already pregnant when her mother asked her if it was not time for her to start using contraception. Even then she found it necessary to hide her sexual status and pregnancy.

Respondent 12:

R:
My mother did tell me about those things. Then I was already pregnant and my mother said I must use the injection. Then I said to her: No, Mommy, I don’t have to use contraception. 

Respondent 1 related the following incident:

R:
My mother found them (contraceptive pills). It was in my cupboard. The day we had our sports event and my pills were in my pocket. I then put it under a pair of pants in my cupboard. I don’t know what my mother was looking for and she came upon the pills. But she kept it for a very long time. She kept it in her thoughts and then suddenly one day she asked me: “What are those little pills?”. But of course she knew exactly what pills it was. She knows what pills it was, but she asked me what it was. Then I told her; “No, it’s not mine”. It is another person’s who lives down the street. Then she said to me that I mustn’t lie. I must tell the truth. Then I said: “But Mommy, it’s not mine. It’s somebody else’s that I keep for her and she doesn’t want her mother to find out that she uses it”. Then my mother said:” OH”.

I: 
And she believed you?

R: 
Nods her head affirmatively.

These daughters all wanted their mothers to view them as obedient girls. Being sexually active did not, however, translate into being an obedient girl. The girls were convinced that if they were sexually active and wanted to have their mothers’ love and approval, they had to keep their sexual status from their mothers. Respondent  12 articulated it like this:

R:
 My sister already has a child. I was always the one who had to be a better example. I did not want to hurt my mother’s heart too much.

Lying seemed to be the smaller sacrifice or sin in comparison with one’s mother knowing about one’s sexual status. It seems that these girls did not want to lose the connection with their mothers that they had as “little girls”. Gilligan (in Tolman, 1997) argued that many girls experience a crisis of connection during adolescence. They have difficulty to resolve the issue of being themselves while maintaining relationships with others who do not want to know the truth of their experiences. Many girls resolve this issue by not voicing their potentially disruptive thoughts in order to maintain significant relationships.

It seems that these girls’ mothers constructed young female sexual activity as unwanted and wrong. One implication of  this construction is that some mothers would reject  or disconnect from their daughters once their active sexual status become known. In this manner, young girls’ sexuality means inevitable disconnection and separation from the mother. Often girls mentioned that a sister had disappointed a mother by having a baby at an earlier stage or had displeased the mother in other ways. It was very important to these girls that they were not viewed in the same way. 

Respondent 9: 

R:
I have two sisters and a brother and none of them reached the age of 21 without having a baby. It will be embarrassing to tell my mother. … I’m the baby in the house. She expects a lot of me.

Mothers and daughters’ silence about the emotions or sensations accompanying the daughter’s sexual development; about desires or fantasies or about the desire to explore the changing body or sexual preferences, is not new  (Flaake, 1993).  Apter (1990) found that the American and British girls in her study also tended to anticipate parental knowledge of adolescent sexual activity as a catastrophe. It is argued that mothers do not welcome their daughters’ discoveries of their own bodies and prevent their daughters’ bodily pleasures and sexual activities because it confronts them with the upcoming separation from their daughters as well as their own aging process. Their daughters’ development can remind the mothers of their own unsatisfied sexuality, her own longing for autonomy and her own problems with femininity. How a mother sees her future life and how she values her own body and sexuality, determine the nature of her relationship with her adolescent daughter (Apter, 1990; Flaake, 1993). The applicability, however, of the psychoanalytical understanding of mothers and daughters to this community is unknown. Apter (1990) argued that the barrier that adolescent girls perceive between their parents and them regarding sexual activity, has to do with the girls’ self-definition. It has more to do with her thinking that her mother could not take it because they see themselves in relation to their mother as children, than it has to do with mothers being unable to accept their daughters’ sexuality. Apter (1990) also posited that the mother’s warnings and her attempts to halt sexual development are not signs of envy, but of fear. She wants to protect her daughter from danger. She uses disapproval to control her daughter, because she knows that her daughter is not fearful of dangers.  According to Apter (1990) there is nothing that a mother can do right regarding sexual communication, since the indications are that girls who receive positive messages from their mothers suffer the same amount of confusion as those receiving negative messages. This could mean that the societal messages regarding acceptable female sexuality and behaviour are so potent that a mother’s message is insignificant in comparison.

Other researchers (Baumeister, Flores & VanOss Marín, 1995) have found that adolescents who communicated poorly with their mothers were likely to engage in sex at a younger age and also more likely to abstain from using contraceptives.  Hepburn (1980) and King and Larusso (1997) concluded that direct transmission of sex information is only a small part of the sex communication process. Much of the communication appears to be indirect. Mothers and fathers appear to convey sexual attitudes and values indirectly through general family discussions and through comments on the behaviour of other people. Darling and Hicks (1982) have found that the most frequent message given by parents was that sex is a dangerous experience and that personal sexual education for females is usually deferred until they become involved in intimate relationships. Oosthuizen (in McLeod, 1999) attributed the lack of parental communication to parents’ refusal to acknowledge their daughters’ sexuality with the result that parents often leave their daughters’ sexual education to chance or natural instincts.

Research indicates that 40% of adolescents in the USA reported never receiving information on contraceptive use (Baumeister et al., 1995). Most children in American society also report that they have never had a single meaningful discussion with their parents about sex, while most of the parents reported that there had been meaningful discussions. Parents and children thus differ in what meaningful discussions entail. Parents often think that moralising about sex is meaningful discussion, and they underestimate the extent of information that their children want about sexuality.  In a study conducted on black South African girls it was found that communication with caregivers was limited to hygienic matters following menarche (Mayekiso & Twaise, 1993). It also seems that children may be more likely to discuss sex with their mothers than their fathers because mothers are often viewed as emotionally more expressive, more likely to answer questions about intimacy, and, as a result, more approachable (King & Lorusso, 1997). 

4.4

A conclusion

In the above section I argued that mothers can be viewed as powerful agents in their daughters’ lack of agency.  Mothers’ construction of sex as dangerous for young women contributes to the creation of silences and lies about sexuality between mothers and daughters. This, in its turn, leads to daughters being left to navigate their sexual path on their own without adequate knowledge, support and guidance. It may also lead to a general silence about the sexuality of girls. One can, however, also redefine this positively. I was struck by the importance of mothers in the respondents’ narratives. Mothers can therefore be seen as a valuable potential resource in the sexual empowerment of women. It will be meaningful to reflect on ways that mothers can contribute to daughters’ sexual agency.

4.5     Implications

Mothers can be key figures in their daughters’ sexual empowerment. If mothers can reconstruct their daughters’ sexuality as valid, valuable and in need of guidance and empowerment, sexual activity will perhaps no longer necessitate secrecy and distancing from the mother. Daughters’ sexuality and sexual development may even provide a basis for connection and closeness between mothers and daughters. Perhaps then daughters will not find it necessary to attempt to deceive their mothers, while they are actually in need of a relationship where they can share their experiences, reflect on their experiences and receive guidance.

Parental communication about sex is a very important factor in adolescents’ reproductive health. The provision of positive and instructional verbal and nonverbal communication that offers guidance on what children should do and not only on what they should not do, seems to be very beneficial in aiding good reproductive health (Ward & Wyatt, 1994).  Even though mothers may not always have a close relationship with their daughters, they are close enough to them to notice behavioural and emotional changes that can indicate that their daughters are becoming sexually active. Mothers can provide a safe space for daughters to talk about feelings and experiences around sex and men. In this way they can empower their daughters by giving them space for reflection, giving them words for experiences and facilitating ideas about what is beneficial for the girls. According to Flaake (1993), mothers can confirm their daughters’ sexuality. They can allow their daughters a sense of their own body and femininity as an important source of satisfaction. Without their mothers fulfilling this role, girls are either dependent on a friend or they keep it to themselves. Either way, the scope for reflection on their sexuality is very limited. This causes them to be even more dependent on their boyfriends’ perception of their sexuality. The question is, however, whether mothers in this community can provide these spaces. They are often uneducated and have grown up in a community where male dominance is the rule.  The community does not validate a positive female sexuality that acknowledges women’s sexual needs, preferences and pleasure. This means that the mothers are also likely to be disempowered and cannot provide these spaces. Perhaps the only viable solution then is to empower young girls to open up that space for themselves and ultimately to offer that space to their own daughters.

4.6       Recommendations for a new discourse of sexual agency for young women

Regarding the content of a new discourse of sexual agency for young women, Thompson (1990) suggested that instead of a “just say no” message, the message to young women should be “just say, not until I know I want you”. For this last message girls need a sexual education that validates body exploration, masturbation and orgasm as real and valued experiences in young girls’ lives. A new discourse of sexual agency for young women should therefore:

· acknowledge and validate that young women are sexual beings with sexual needs, desires and pleasures;

· acknowledge and validate that sexual development and the exploration of sexual needs, desires and pleasures are a valuable and essential part of normal adolescent female development;

· promote the idea that parents and educators should encourage girls and young women to explore and reflect on sexual needs, experiences, desires and pleasures.

· promote the articulation of and reflection on sexual feelings, desires and pleasures in appropriate interactional spaces; and

· promote the idea that the relationship with mothers should provide a safe space where daughters can articulate and reflect on sexual feelings, desires, pleasures and other sexual experiences.
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