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Part I
Rethinking sexual
agency

Sexual stories lay down routes to a coherent past, mark
off boundaries and contrasts in the present and provide
both a channel and a shelter for the future.
Ken Plummer

Chapter 1
Introduction
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Chapter 1
Introduction
1.1

The problem with autonomy
Well, if you like somebody a lot, but you don’t know if you want to go
further, that’s hard. Because you want to pay attention to the other
person and you don’t want to be rude. […] And well, if you’re in a
situation where you don’t want to say bluntly “no” but you don’t feel a
heartfelt “yes,” either... So, then it’s difficult, in the ten minutes before
your clothes are off, to figure out what you do or don’t want.

This quote comes from an interview I had with a young woman in 2010. Her
story about her subtle navigation of boundaries, and the stories of other
participants in my study on negotiating intimacy and sexual boundaries,
led me to contemplate the complexity of sexual negotiations and the
shortcomings of conceptualising sexual consent as saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 1.
Their stories also stressed how sexual negotiations between individuals are
deeply embedded in gendered social norms and discourses. For a few years
after I finished the report, a question kept lingering at the back of my mind:
how can we rethink sexual agency beyond autonomy?
Autonomy is a powerful endeavour. Being a feminist myself, I
have been strongly imbued with the ideal of women’s and young people’s
empowerment. In the past 28 years, I have worked for two NGOs2 that aim
to achieve social change to increase people’s power to make decisions
about their own body, sexuality and relationships, free from coercion,
stigmatisation, social judgments, or aggression. As Shannahan (2009, p. 60)
argues: ‘To grant someone sexual autonomy is to admit “your body is your
own, your sexual desires and orientation is inherently linked to that, you can
say yes as well as saying no, and no one, or legal system, can interfere with
that”‘. Thus envisioned, ‘consent provides individuals with a certain kind of
power over their “territory”’ (McGregor 2005, p. 106). My current work for the
Dutch NGO Rutgers is based on this sexual rights perspective. The vision of
Rutgers states that people are free to make sexual and reproductive choices,
respecting the rights of others, in supportive societies. This discourse of
sexual and reproductive rights is dominant in sexual health policies and
practices in the Netherlands. Many young people, boys and girls, get the
message from their parents that they are free to start a sexual relationship
when they feel they are up to it, as long as they practise safe sex. Young
people have access to condoms and contraception. In case of an unwanted
pregnancy, abortion is easily available. Marriage is open to non-heterosexual
1
2

The article on this study is included in this book as Chapter 6.
From 1994 – 2007 I worked at TransAct on the issue of sexual violence and abuse; from
2007 to the present I have worked for Rutgers on sexual and reproductive health and rights.
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couples. On television, many soap series contain gay characters, and gay
vloggers are popular on YouTube. One could say that young people in the
Netherlands are raised to be liberal, free agents.
However, while studying the stories young people in the Netherlands
told about their sexual practices and choices, I found that free choice was
a problematic concept and agency was not as autonomous as it sounds.
Young people were navigating multiple desires, expectations and social
norms, and combining different social identities. This raised the question
of how sexual agency could be conceptualised in a way that included this
sociality, because I believed that acknowledging the challenges young
people faced would help them to navigate the bumpy road of multiple
identities, sexual desires and practices. Moreover, acknowledging the
necessity of navigation could diminish feelings of self-blame and guilt if they
ran into trouble, for example being bullied if they did not act ‘manly’ enough,
or being called a slut because they posted a sexy picture. So the question
came to my mind whether I could develop a theory of the sexual agency of
young people that included and acknowledged their social navigation. And
from that question, the next question arose: whether sex education is on the
right track if the main message for young people is that they should know
what they want, be assertive and make their ‘own’ or ‘good’ choices. How
should sexuality education be transformed in order to prepare young people
for the complex social navigation of sexuality?
In April 2015 I started to explore these questions in depth in the
form of a dissertation, resulting in the book you are reading now. In this
introductory chapter, I will first elaborate on the conceptualisation of sexual
agency. Second, I will introduce the analytical lens I use to study young
people’s sexual agency. Third, I will introduce the research questions and the
way I worked towards answering them, using my analytical approach. Finally,
I will reflect on the methodology and the ethical challenges of my research.

1.2

Conceptualising sexual agency

Sexual agency is a key concept in this project. Agency, and sexual agency as
well, is always connected to concepts of power. Spencer and Doull (2015)
summarise four main ways in which power is conceptualised connected to
agency: power to, power within, power over and power through. ‘Power to’
refers to an individual’s capacity to act and influence others, whereas ‘power
within’ is concerned with subjectivity, self-esteem, and personal control. In
contrast, ‘power over’ refers to varying forms of domination, underscoring
people’s power to exert control over others. ‘Power through’ draws attention
to power operating through discursive practices, through dominant norms
and ways of knowing. In this paragraph I will explore different perspectives
on agency, using these four dimensions of power, in order to conceptualise
sexual agency.
(Sexual) agency and structure
The concepts of power through and power over lead to the much-debated
structure-agency dualism. Agency and structure are often conceptualised as
each other’s opposites, where structure is defined as externally determined
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constraints that reduce individuals’ agency. Agency may be understood
as the capacity to act within given social structures, which allow for more
or less agency (Giddens 1976). In contrast, some scholars see agency as
liberation from social structures, the ultimate expression of free will, such as
Dedman (2011, p. 511) who defines agency as ‘the ability of individuals to
operate, through their own active will, regardless of wider social structures
that may otherwise limit the choices that they may possess’. Others explicitly
recognise the conflicts between individuals and the power structures around
them. For instance, McNay (2000, p. 16) defines agency as ‘the capacity to
manage actively the often discontinuous, overlapping or conflicting relations
of power’. Other scholars broaden this definition of managing conflicting
relations of power to include resistance to social structures, such as van
Eerdewijk et al. (2017): ‘Agency is expressed not only in the actual decisions
but also in the resistance, bargaining, negotiation and reflection’.
Bourdieu (1977) uses habitus as a theoretical concept to understand
how the structural and class positions of individual subjects come to be
embodied as dispositions. The objective structure enters into the subjective
awareness of the agent. Consequently, the agent incorporates that structure
into her interpretation of the expectations of her role. Mahmood’s (2001)
contribution to the structure – agency discussion offers a new perspective.
Mahmood illuminates how people’s agency is not just limited and repressed
by structures but also created by domination. ‘One may argue that the set
of capacities inhering in a subject—the abilities that define its modes of
agency—are not the residue of an undominated self that existed prior to the
operations of power but are themselves the product of those operations.
Such a conceptualization of power and subject formation also encourages
us to understand agency not simply as a synonym for resistance to
relations of domination, but as a capacity for action that specific relations
of subordination create and enable.’ (Mahmood 2001, p. 210) Mahmood
(2001) argues that although agency is often understood as the capacity to
realise one’s own interests against the weight of custom, tradition or other
obstacles, the desire for freedom and liberation is a historically situated
desire whose motivational force cannot be assumed a priori, but needs to be
considered in the light of other desires, aspirations and capacities. Agency,
therefore, should not be understood as merely the capacity for positive
change, but also as the capacity to endure, suffer and persist.
If we look at the concept of sexual agency from this perspective,
it is clear that social structures have a huge impact on the sexual agency
of individuals. Unequal power relations between men and women, lack
of LGBT rights, intersecting inequalities of ethnicity, class, gender and
sexuality (Bowleg 2012), social stigmas and dominant discourses of
heteronormativity and traditional gender ideology (Mann et al. 2015), all
these structural elements restrict the sexual agency of individuals. Moreover,
neoliberalism forms an additional structural factor. Bay-Cheng (2015) argues
that being agentic has become a strict norm. Implicit in this is the unjust
assumption that all persons can be equally agentic. Sexual agency is not
equally available to all groups. Structural conditions create limitations for
everyone when it comes to agency, but they limit (ideologically, socially and/
or economically) disadvantaged groups especially strongly (Vanwesenbeeck
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et al. 2018). Besides, this assumption results in shifting responsibility for any
consequences onto the individual, which in turn contributes to self-blame
(Bay-Cheng 2015). Neoliberalism does not advocate freedom in the form
of nonconformity or challenge of authority. ´Thus what appears to be an
expanded, liberated space is actually a normative minefield, one that requires
continual self-monitoring, impression management, and a full complement
of defensive and offensive manoeuvres.´(Bay-Cheng 2015, p. 286)
Additionally, Harris and Dobson (2015, p. 154) argue: ‘Understanding girls’
agency in a post-girl power cultural landscape cannot involve uncritically
positioning girls as inherently powerful subjects, but instead must unpack
how girls are over-determined as such, and how they feel, enact, and make
sense of their experiences in such conditions. We have suggested that
there is also a need for a more readily available vocabulary that at least
tries to manoeuvre around and unravel a bit, if not ‘get beyond’ the powerful
agency/structure dichotomy that is so embedded in post-feminist, neoliberal
conceptual frameworks. We have offered the casting of girls as ‘suffering
actors’ rather than as ‘pure’ agents or victims as one possible term in such a
vocabulary that we hope other feminist scholars will take up and build upon.’
(Sexual) agency and autonomy
Agency is often described from the perspective of power to as the capacity
or ability of an individual to act and make decisions concerning one’s own
life and body. Van Eerdewijk et al. (2017, p. 25) define agency as: ‘the
ability to pursue goals, express voice and influence and make decisions
free from violence and retribution. It captures observable action as well
as the meaning, motivations and purpose individuals bring to their actions
(Klugman 2014; Kabeer 1999).’ Phạm (2013) examines the notion of freedom
and agency in theories of different scholars, including Butler and Foucault,
and concludes: ‘although the “how” of transformation varies with each
theorist, they all share a project of freedom as autonomy. They aspire toward
a freedom which is “self-grounding”, a limitless drive to transgress one’s limit
at a given moment and to reinvent one’s individual and collective self.’ (Phạm
2013, p. 213) Phạm is concerned that other ways of being and acting in the
world are not recognised as agency because they are seen, through modern
secular eyes, as neither politically active nor world-transformative.
Sexual agency is often perceived as the presence of (or the
perception of having) power and choice with regard to one’s sexual partners,
activities, and refusals (Fetterolf and Sanchez 2015). From this perspective,
sexual agency has often been defined in terms of self-efficacy, being
sexually assertive, having sex that is wanted rather than unwanted, and
being able to resist submitting to sex at someone else’s request (Fetterolf
and Sanchez 2015). Jackson (1996), for instance, defines sexual agency
as the rights and ability to define and control your own sexuality, free from
coercion and violence. Definitions that pay attention to the threat of violence
when social norms or boundaries are crossed refer to the limitations formed
by social structures. The properties of intentionality and rationality are not
unproblematic when it comes to defining sexual agency, as they can also
be used as arguments to deny young people agentic positions. In many
countries, young people are regarded as incapable of making informed and
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rational choices to engage in sex and to express sexual consent. Lehr (2008)
illuminates how the concept of adolescence limits the sexual agency of
young people: ‘A central point here is that to be adolescent is to be engaged
in the process of becoming. As this language suggests, adolescents are not
yet selves, and therefore, they are not capable of agency.’ However, other
scholars point out that sexuality is a developmental opportunity for young
people, as Arbeit (2014, p. 259) argues: ‘Sexuality is central in human life,
perhaps especially in adolescence when multiple dimensions of change
constitute physical, psychological, and social challenges and opportunities
for the developing young person.’ Age also intersects with gender roles
and gender norms. As Dalessandro and Wilkens (2017) argue, the meaning
of youth is gendered. Immaturity is associated with vulnerability when it
concerns young women and with selfishness when it concerns young men.
(Sexual) agency and subjectivity
As mentioned above, the concept of power within is connected to the
concept of subjectivity. This approach to agency focuses on the way people
experience their lives. In this concept of agency, a person, or subject, is
formed through personal relationships and the stories one tells about
oneself in dialogue with others. This can be defined as the capacity to
`weave out of those narratives and fragments of narratives a life story that
makes sense for the individual selves´ (Benhabib 1999, p. 344). Phạm
(2013) introduces the concept of bonded agency. She analyses that social
bonds can impose terrible tension on an individual, but they can also protect
her or him through guidance, sympathy, encouragement, reassurance,
and so on, and give her/him strength in the face of difficulties. She raises
the question of what we mean by the self. She emphasises that social
relationships should not be understood as merely constraining or enabling
people’s agency (as if they were external factors), but as constituting the
very structure and expression of agency. Therefore, being bonded does not
need to be the opposite of being free. She states: ‘One’s action is rarely one’s
own and rarely for one’s own sake only, for it is pulled, pushed, harmonized,
agitated, coaxed, pleaded . . . by multiple bonds. In this sense, one could
say it is always already co-authored. So tightly knitted with others, one is
not necessarily set on freeing oneself from the given (though the desire
for autonomy cannot be ruled out altogether), but often navigates and
negotiates carefully, subtly, even artfully within the intricate webs of what’s
given.’ (Phạm 2013, p. 37).
The concept of sexual subjectivity, how people narrate and give
meaning to their own subjective experiences of sexuality (Fahs and
McClelland 2016), is highly relevant to sexual agency. Tolman (2002) offers
a broad definition of sexual subjectivity as ‘a person’s experience of herself
as sexual being, who feels entitled to sexual pleasure and sexual safety, who
makes active sexual choices, and who has an identity as a sexual being’
(Tolman 2002, p. 2). Schalet (2010) argues that sexual subjectivity varies
greatly across national contexts and, as such, moves beyond individual
interpretations of social reality to a deeper recognition of how social norms,
policies, and relationships shape what people think about their sexual selves.
In this way, Schalet connects structure to subjectivity.
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As sexuality is closely related to maintaining relationships and
social bonds, one would expect that many definitions of sexual agency
take social bonds into account. However, there are not many scholars who
do so. Schalet (2010, p. 307) reflects on this missing perspective: ‘The
analytic focus of much of the research to date has been on girls’ individual
attributes—desire, pleasure, contraceptive use, and capacity for social
critique—rather than on the attributes of the relationships in which sexual
subjectivity is or is not developed. This lack of attention, empirically and
analytically, to the different relationship contexts in which sexual subjectivity
and agency are attained or hindered is particularly striking given that
evidence of their significance can be culled from existing studies. That
research suggests that mothers, and other adult women, can serve an
important role in helping girls to feel entitled to pleasure, feel validated as
agents of their own choices, and develop a critique of gender inequality.
Likewise, we know little about whether, how, and under what conditions
romantic relationships themselves help and hinder the development of
sexual subjectivity.’ Bell (2012) is an exception, as he emphasises the
social navigation process in his definition of sexual agency as ‘processes
where young people become sexually active and the strategies, actions and
negotiations involved in maintaining relationships and navigating broader
social expectations’ (Bell 2012, p. 284). In Bell’s definition, sexual agency is
not just about an individual’s capacity to reach desired goals and outcomes,
but it is contextualised more broadly as a form of social navigation. Phạm’s
concept of bonded agency goes even further as it moves away from
individual agency to relational agency. Phạm’s concept of response-ability
(Phạm 2013) offers new perspectives, as it grounds ethical relationships
and interactions in cooperation and interdependence, thereby questioning
individualistic views that celebrate competition and goals of self-sufficiency.
(Sexual) agency and the body
Fahs and McClelland (2016) summarise the issues concerning agency and
the body: ‘Is the body a performance of gender norms or a “thing that exists
in the world” regardless of social scripts of gender (Butler 1990), and is the
body separate from technology (Haraway 1991), imagined spaces (Gatens
1996), and power?’. Often scholars do not talk explicitly about the body but
about embodiment, which refers to the experience of living in, perceiving, and
experiencing the world from the physical and material place of our bodies
(Tolman, Bowman, and Fahs 2014). Embodiment theorists suggest that the
body can exist through “intersubjectivity” (that is, shared understandings
of reality) or relationships with other people (Fahs and McClelland 2016).
Mahmood (2001) analyses how the concepts of the body, the self and
agency are intertwined: ‘Equally crucial is an entire conceptualization of the
role of the body in the making of the self in which the outward behaviour
of the body constitutes both the potentiality, as well as the means, through
which an interiority is realized.’ For example, when analysing the role of the
veil , Mahmood (2001, p. 217) states that the veil in this sense is the means
of both being and becoming a certain kind of a person:
As my analysis of the practice of shyness and veiling reveals what
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is at stake in these symbolic practices is not only the regulation
of the feminine body by male religious authority, but also the very
concepts through which the mind and the body are articulated in
shaping the disciplined self. This means that the question of reform
of this tradition cannot start simply from an advocacy of women’s
emancipation from male control, but necessitates a much deeper
engagement with the architecture of the self that undergirds a
particular mode of living and attachment of which shyness/veiling
are a part.
The body is crucial to sexual agency, as some aspects of sexuality are
corporeal and that corporeality is indivisibly related to individual agency.
Plummer (2007, p. 24): ‘There has been an exaggeration of the symbolic at
the expense of the corporeal being … Sexuality is most certainly a hugely
symbolic, social affair … But it is also (and not contradictorily) a lusty, bodily,
fleshy affair’. Sexual practices are central to the making of sexual identities.
Indeed, it is through sexual practices that the sexual subject is brought
into being. Human agency is a central feature of the process, making it a
project that develops over time (Bryant and Schofield 2007). However, Bryant
and Schofield emphasise the power of the body itself: ‘Far from a passive
surface upon which sexual scripts are inscribed, the body in sexual action
is itself a dynamic force in generating sexual subjectivities’ (Bryant and
Schofield 2007, p. 321).
Summarising, sexual agency is connected to different concepts of the self,
being autonomous or bonded, being in control of one’s body or becoming
a subject through the body. Relationships play a crucial role in creating
possibilities and constraints for individuals when it comes to developing
sexual agency. Sexual agency can be viewed as the strategic negotiations
of an individual to situate oneself and one’s choices in a social context,
maintain relationships, and make sense of experiences. These strategic
negotiations take place in a broader social and cultural context which
imposes constraints on the agency of all people; however, due to structural
inequalities some people experience more constraints than others.

1.3

Analytical lens of this dissertation

Critical sexuality studies
In this dissertation, I approach young people as actors, able to enact sexual
desires, identities and practices. I focus specifically on young people’s
negotiation of their sexual identities, desires and practices; therefore,
my research deals with the interface between the individual and society.
Young people’s perspectives and strategies are central to my studies,
but I also analyse the way their stories reflect social norms, gendered
ideology and sexual discourses, and the morality and narrative landscape
that surrounds them. Context shapes meaning and meaning making is a
process that is open-ended and continuous. This situates my dissertation
in an interdisciplinary field of anthropology, sociology, psychology, gender
studies, pedagogy, cultural studies and practical theology. My scientific
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approach consists of a combination of a hermeneutic, interpretative
approach, narrative inquiry and critical theory (see for instance De Boer
and Smaling 2011 for an explanation of these approaches). As I argued
in the first paragraph, sexual agency is connected to feminism. Therefore
studying sexual agency situates my research in feminist sexuality research,
specifically in feminist-pragmatic social research, whose purpose is ‘to
capture the world as it is actually lived and experienced so as to advance
the cause of social progress.’ (Baranov 2012, p. 153). My research is about
power and social positions, about gendered inequalities and the agentic
potential of cultural and sexual minorities. My stance corresponds to the
way Fahs and McClelland (2016, p. 394) describe the aim of critical sexuality
studies: ‘While critical sexuality studies tries to describe and explain the
social world, it also tries to improve it (self-critically, with awareness of the
hazards of a linear progress narrative) by striving to be an emancipatory
force in its examination of the relationship between sexuality and the politics
of the social.’ My dissertation builds on an array of research and theories by
researchers who have been developing sexuality research for the past few
decades.
Intersectionality
In this study, I am interested in how young people negotiate their sexuality
within their social, moral and narrative context. Clearly, this context differs
for young men and young women, young people from different ethnic and
religious backgrounds and positions, sexual majorities and minorities,
young people of high and low social classes. Intersectionality is the study
of the intersections between forms or systems of oppression, domination
or discrimination. This feminist sociological theory was first named by
Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989. The theory suggests that—and seeks to
examine how—various biological, social and cultural categories such as
gender, race, class, ability, sexual orientation, religion, caste, and other axes
of identity interact on multiple and often simultaneous levels, contributing
to systematic injustice and social inequality. This is highly relevant to my
research. In studying sexual agency, I am particularly interested in the impact
of gender norms but also recognise that gender does not operate in isolation
from other social identities and forces (Shields 2008). Classism and racism
have always combined with gendered sexual stereotypes to leave women
with low socio-economic status (low SES) and non-white young women
prone to accusations of licentious (as opposed to agentic) sexual behaviour
(Armstrong et al., 2014; Attwood 2007; Bettie 2003). The intersectional
analysis of ethnic and class diversity among participants allowed me to
consider the interaction of various social norms in young people’s sexual
lives, including cases that contradict the common assumption that ‘liberal’
cultural norms are progressive and that ethnic minority youth are held back
by ‘traditional’ norms (Haggis and Mulholland 2014; Kendall 2012; Whitten
and Sethna 2014). My aim is to ‘queer’ (as used by Louise Allen 2013) the
taken-for-granted dichotomies between oppression and subordination,
progressive and traditional, masculinity and femininity, straight and gay, to
open sites of possibilities to see the versatility of young people’s agency
across all forms of sexual, gender, class, religious and cultural diversity.
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Young people and sexuality
Sexual development starts from birth, and children already start to develop
many skills as they explore their own bodies and connect with other people
both physically and emotionally (Richardson and Schuster 2003). To study
young people’s sexuality, I use a broad definition of sexuality, as the WHO
(2006) has proposed:
Sexuality is a central aspect of being human throughout life
encompassing sex, gender identities and roles, sexual orientation,
eroticism, pleasure, intimacy and reproduction. Sexuality is
experienced and expressed in thoughts, fantasies, desires, beliefs,
attitudes, values, behaviours, practices, roles and relationships.
While sexuality can include all of these dimensions, not all of them
are always experienced or expressed. Sexuality is influenced by the
interaction of biological, psychological, social, economic, political,
cultural, legal, historical, religious and spiritual factors.
This broad definition of sexuality fits within a social-constructionist
approach, which assumes that sexuality is constructed differently across
cultures and over time (van Reeuwijk 2010). Moreover, it emphasises the
interconnectedness of body and mind, and of individual identities and
practices and their social context. Sexual behaviour can be seen as a normal
expression of physical, mental and personal development, especially during
puberty (Vanwesenbeeck 2011, Baams 2014). It reinforces one’s sense of
self and can be seen as a form of identity agency (Hitlin and Elder 2007, van
Reeuwijk 2010). Identity can be viewed as ‘a narrative of the self, a dynamic
process, a changing view of the self and the other that constantly acquires
new meanings and forms through interactions with social contexts and
within historical moments.’ (Ghorashi and Ponzoni 2014, p.170). Engaging
in sexual relationships has the symbolic meaning of growing up, becoming
independent and negotiating culturally transmitted values (Emirbayer and
Mische 1998). Martin (1996, p. 10) emphasises the role that sexuality has
in young people’s ability to imagine and subsequently shape their world:
‘Sexual subjectivity is a necessary component of agency and thus of selfesteem. That is, one’s sexuality affects her/his ability to act in the world, and
to feel like she/he can will things and make them happen’. Building social,
emotional, and cognitive skills related to sexuality is therefore a major
developmental task for all adolescents (Diamond and Savin-Williams 2009).
Sexual development
Sexual agency and sexual development are closely connected. In fact,
growing up and becoming a sexual self includes becoming a sexual
agent, having more and more agentic potential, such as communication
and navigation skills. Several scholars have proposed frameworks that
visualise the sexual development of young people and the dynamics
between individual(s) and social context. I will elaborate on two models
that have been sources of inspiration for my research. Firstly, the Sexual
Interactional Competence (SIC) model of Vanwesenbeeck et al. (1999).
This model (figure 1) moves beyond the individual level to include what
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happens in the ‘sexual arena’ i.e. between sexual partners. The SIC model
shows how multiple factors influence the outcomes of the sexual encounter,
such as each partner’s childhood history, adolescent social integration and
sexual socialisation, but also factors influencing the immediate context
of the encounter. The concept ´sexual interactional competence´ refers to
the complex of communicative and social skills, capacities, sensitivities
and mental and behavioural strategies that help people to arrange their
encounters in a mutually rewarding way (Vanwesenbeeck 1999, p. 28). By
adding the evaluation phase, the model includes an individual’s learning
process by means of embodied experiences.
Figure 1 Vanwesenbeeck et al. (1999): An integrated view of factors and processes in 		
heterosexual competence and risk
ANTECEDENT FACTORS

Factors in childhood and
adolescence /
• Socio-economic (and
ethnic) background
• Emotional climate in
family of origin
• Sexual and physical abuse
• Social integration
• Normative (peer)
influences
• Sex education/
Information

INDIVIDUAL

PARTNER

The intermediate context
• Socio-cultural context
• Inter) personal context
• Health/personality
characteristics
• Exposure and participation
• (Emotional) sexual
meanings and motivations
• Gender/sexuality related
attitudes
• “Choice” sexual partners
and situations

THE SEXUAL ARENA

The immediate context
• Situational and temporal
factors
• Opportunities and
accesses
• Specific events, stimuli,
inhibitors
Interactional competence
• Subjective
appraisals/emotions
• (Activation) of skills/
strategies/tactics
• Issues of power and
control

CONSEQUENT FACTORS

Evaluation
• Evaluation of sex
• Evaluation of interaction
• Evaluation of risk outcome
• Intentions for the future
Feedback

SEXUAL AND RISK
OUTCOMES

Interactional competence of
partner
• Subjective
appraisals/emotions
• (Activation) of skills/
strategies/tactics
• Issues of power and
control

Secondly, I will introduce the skills-based model of adolescent
sexuality development of Arbeit (2014, see figure 2), which shows how
sexual development combines individual agency with relational learning,
and skills with moral values. The three main components of this model are
sexual selfhood, sexual negotiation, and sexual empowerment. Arbeit’s
model highlights the different components of positive sexual development
and what young people can do to support their own sexuality. The model
focuses on skills, ’as in, how young people can skillfully engage with their
own sexuality and with the sexual world around them. Along with doing
something skillfully, or doing it well , comes the idea of doing good, of
engaging with morality (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and Damon 2002).
With sexuality skills, young people can both do well for themselves (e.g.
experience their own sexuality with pleasure) and be good towards others
(e.g. treat other people with respect)’ (Arbeit 2014, p. 261).
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Figure 2 Arbeit (2014): a skills-based model of adolescent sexuality development

Although both models are relevant to my research, they do not address
the whole field I want to study. They both focus on the interaction between
sexual partners as the site of negotiation and development of sexual
competences (Vanwesenbeeck) or sexual selfhood (Arbeit). The models do
not include the negotiation of young people with their peers and families
and other social and moral audiences, which is central to my research. I
am interested in the broader social, moral and narrative landscape young
people have to navigate. Therefore, both sexual negotiation and agency
have a narrower meaning in Arbeit’s model compared to my interpretation.
In this model sexual negotiation is restricted to the negotiation of sexual
intimacy with a partner and agency is restricted to the connection between
selfhood and encounters with a partner. My conceptualisation of sexual
agency encompasses all the processes in this model, during the negotiation
of sexual identities/selfhood and sexual practices, within the broader social
context.
Sexual scripts
Sexual script theory provides a framework for understanding sexual
experiences and sexual behaviour and is widely used in (feminist) sexuality
research. The essence of sexual script theory is that sexual behaviour is
learned from culturally available messages that define what ‘counts’ as
sex and how to behave in sexual encounters (Frith and Kitzinger 2001).
Simon and Gagnon (1984), the originators of sexual script theory, theorised
that sexual behaviour is inﬂuenced at three levels: cultural scenarios,
interpersonal scripts, and intrapsychic scripts. Cultural scenarios reﬂect
culturally shared social norms and values that inﬂuence interpersonal
scripts. Historically, sexual scripts have been gendered in ways that
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perpetuate gender stratification. The traditional, mainstream cultural sexual
script prescribes specific, often opposite, roles for men and women (Gavey
2005; Tolman 2002). The traditional female script casts women in the
role of sexual gatekeeper (Rose and Frieze 1993; Wiederman 2005). The
male sexual script centres on physical pleasure devoid of further meaning,
thereby casting men in the role of sexual initiator or aggressor (Wiederman
2005). This traditional gendering of the sexual script creates a sexual
double standard: women’s sexuality is circumscribed and subject to social
control, while sexual experimentation and multiple partners allow men to
symbolically display masculinity and claim masculine privilege (Berntson,
Hoffman and Luff 2014). Moreover, sexual scripts are shaped by race,
ethnicity, social class, and religion.
However, people are not passive recipients of cultural scenarios,
they are in fact ‘partial scriptwriters’ who adapt, shape and fashion scenarios
into scripts across a variety of contexts (Bowleg et al. 2015). Sexual scripts
are not hegemonic as ‘sexual scripts also operate on inter- and intrapersonal
levels, there can be areas of discontinuity between people’s dyadic or
individual scripts for gendered behaviour in heterosexual relationships and
their cultural scripts’ (Masters et al. 2013, p. 409). Many scholars have found
that young people desire or enact very different scripts than those they
cite as cultural norms (Dworkin and O’Sullivan 2005; Masters et al. 2013).
Masters et al. (2013) found many areas of discontinuity between people’s
individual scripts for gendered behaviour in heterosexual relationships and
the scripts they described as operating on the cultural level. They found both
continuity with traditional sexual scripts and change in these scripts in the
stories of their participants. The way Masters et al. (2013) use sexual script
theory includes possibilities of change, how ‘ young people grappled with
differences between their personal scripts and cultural scripts, shedding
light on the active role individuals play in both maintaining and changing
mainstream sexual gender scripts’ (Masters et al. 2013, p. 419).
A critical view on sexual script theory is offered by Frith and
Kitzinger (2001), who argue that the fact that people talk about sex as if it
were scripted does not mean that they reflect or express their internalised
notions of what sex is like. Talking about sex does not simply reflect what
happens in the real world. Talk is always occasioned and produced in a
context, in interaction with others. As Frith and Kitzinger argue, reproducing
sexual scripts should be seen in a social context, serving to make the
speaker less personally accountable for ‘failures’ and enabling the speaker
to engage in reputation management ’by using the ordinariness of their
difficulties to refute potentially negative dispositional attributions’ (p. 227).
Sexual script theory served as an inspiration for this dissertation,
illuminating the interplay between individual and cultural, social norms and
the strategies young people may use to negotiate differences between the
intrapsychic, interpersonal and cultural scripts they experience3. However, to
study the strategies young people use to negotiate their sexual identities and
practices, I also needed to reflect on the stories the participants told about
their identities and practices, and the role their stories played in their identity
construction and their reputation management.
3

The influence of sexual script theory is most visible in Chapter 6.
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Sexual stories
Sexual stories, as conceptualised by Ken Plummer in his book Telling Sexual
Stories. Power, Change and Social World (1995) are the personal experience
narratives of intimate life, focused especially on the erotic, the gendered
and the relational4. They are part of the wider discourses and ideologies
in society, and they come in different forms: scientific, historical, fictional,
political. In telling stories, people are not completely free to make their own
story; they always draw on culturally and historically available narratives.
Their stories are grounded in ‘historically evolving communities of memory,
structured through class, age, race, gender and sexual preference’ (Plummer
1995, p. 23). Stories and narratives depend upon communities that will
create and hear those stories: social worlds, interpretative communities,
communities of memory (Plummer 1995, p. 145) Moreover, people’s life
stories change during their lives: ´the stories we can tell now are not the
same as the stories we could tell in the past, which is not to suggest that
past stories were untrue or less true and contemporary stories (more) true,
but to argue that all stories are informed and limited by the circumstances or
contexts of their telling´ (Woodiwiss 2014, p. 140).
Plummer argues that sexual stories cannot be studied as
representing reality or truth, but should be topics of investigation in their
own right. Questions come up, such as: why do people tell these stories,
or not tell them? To whom do they want to tell them, or not? What sorts
of situations enable people to find a voice, and what happens to people
once they have given voice to their sexual story? And also, how do I, as a
social scientist, hear the story, what do I do when I hear it? Which part of
the story draws my attention and leads me to ask a follow-up question,
and which part remains unnoticed? In fact, as Plummer argues, the sexual
stories people share with an interviewer should not be taken as transparent
and unproblematic when searching for the truth. Moreover, this scientific
perspective positions the social scientist in the midst of the storytelling,
drawn into this mutual social process of being observed and analysed, thus
playing an active role in the construction of knowledge of sexuality. The
process of analysis requires much reflectivity on the part of the researcher,
who should look into what stories were possible to be told and what were
not in this specific context. Besides the two people involved directly in the
interviews, many audiences are present. Although a personal experience
narrative is constructed around very personal, intimate experiences, the story
is connected to the storytelling of others. The stories can be seen as ‘socially
produced in social contexts by embodied concrete people experiencing
the thoughts and feelings of everyday life.’ (Plummer 1995, p. 16). The
concept of ‘storyscape’ offered me a lens to analyse the stories young
people can draw on. A storyscape can be seen as the surrounding landscape
of interconnected stories with which we inevitably interact (Ganzevoort
2017). The concept of storyscape refers to the combination of the narrative
repertoires and normativity provided by the social and cultural context and
the narrative audience to which the narrator responds. It is not limited to
specific contents within a person’s narratives but asks what narrative world
4

I am grateful to Mark McCormack for drawing my attention to Plummer’s work when I was
working on Chapter 5 in 2015.
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is presented to an individual and how she or he constructs a life narrative
to respond to that world. In that sense, the narrator is always negotiating
possible meanings within her or his narrative context. This negotiation is an
inevitable consequence of the storyscape5.
Social and moral context
The construction of sexual desires, practices and identities always takes
place at a certain time, at a certain place, in a certain political and social
context. Public discourses on sexual freedom, on young people’s agency,
and on gender equality intersect with private strategies and identities. I will
introduce Bronfenbrenner’s social-ecological model here (1992, see figure
3) to illuminate the intersection of different layers or rings of social and
cultural influences on the agentic possibilities of individuals. The outer ring
represents public discourses on sexual freedom, young people’s agency,
and gender equality intersecting with private strategies and identities. These
public discourses can take various forms, ranging from cultural beliefs
and customs to policies, rights and rules, such as LGBT rights and laws
on abortion. The next ring closer to the centre is formed by messages and
social norms conveyed by mass media, social services and the educational
system. Immediately surrounding the individual in the centre, peers, sexual
partner(s) and family influence the individual with social norms, gender
norms, family roles and expectations. The black arrows in the model indicate
the two ways the levels interact. On the one hand, structural factors influence
(limit or enable) individual possibilities, but, on the other hand, individuals
and social groups influence the system. The chronosystem expresses the
dimension of time, reflected in individual development, but also indicating
developmental stage identity (‘being a teenager I identify as..’) and
generational cohort effects.
Figure 3 Ecological model of Bronfenbrenner (1992)

5

See Chapter 7 for the application of the concept of storyscapes.
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Whereas Bronfenbrenner’s model identifies the various social, cultural,
and institutional actors, Browning’s model of practical moral reasoning
(1995) identifies five levels or dimensions included in moral reasoning.
He argues that concrete moral choices are the outcome of a multi-level
moral negotiation. The five dimensions of moral thinking that Browning
distinguishes are: (1) a visional level generally conveyed by narratives and
metaphors, (2) an obligational level guided by some implicit or explicit moral
principle of a rather general kind, (3) assumptions about basic regularities
of human tendencies and needs, (4) assumptions about pervasive social
and ecological patterns that channel and constrain these tendencies and
needs, and (5) a level of concrete practices and rules that are informed by all
the previous dimensions (Browning 1995). The moral negotiation of sexual
agency operates on all these levels. The different discourses on sexuality
existing in Dutch society (the outer ring in Bronfenbrenner’s model) can be
seen as the first dimension of moral thinking that Browning has identified.
Young people’s experiences and desires are located on the more concrete
third and fifth level. The negotiations of young people connect these levels
and are strongly influenced by the fourth level of social and ecological
patterns. The space for negotiation is partly determined by the degree of
agency young people can develop in their situation.
My research is situated in the Netherlands, which contains in fact
many different social and moral contexts for young people. The Netherlands
is widely recognised as being at the forefront of the move towards
egalitarianism and sexual openness (Elliott 2016; Schalet 2010). As in most
Western countries, the contemporary public discourse in the Netherlands
is dominated by a (neo)liberal sexual culture, based on the sexual rights of
individuals. As a result, notions such as responsibility (for oneself, for young
people, for partners, for family, for society) are crucial to arguments within
and about sex education (Rasmussen 2010). Responsibility is emphasised
through the repeated message ‘if you are going to have sex, do it safely’.
This message is conveyed by means of information about safe and unsafe
sex, different types of contraceptives, where to obtain contraceptives,
how to use them, and negotiating contraceptive use with your partner
(Ferguson, Vanwesenbeeck, and Knijn 2008). The dominant cultural logic
in the Netherlands normalises and accepts adolescent sexuality and views
teenagers as sexual agents who can choose for themselves when they are
ready to engage in sexual activities, as long as they take place in the context
of a more or less equal relationship, without coercion and with adequate
contraceptive use (Schalet 2000). Within Dutch society, adolescents are
seen as sexual subjects from the age of 16, capable of making choices and
having sexual agency, whereas children below 16 are not. However, this
view of adolescents as sexual subjects is not shared by every Dutch citizen.
For the purpose of my inquiry into sexual agency, this friction between the
different social worlds that young people have to navigate provides valuable
insights into agentic strategies. Religious and ethnic cultural groups often
live within different discourses on sexuality (see for example Dekoviç, Pels
and Model 2006, Ganzevoort, van der Laan, and Olsman 2011, Siraj al-Haqq
Kugle 2014). Religious and ethnic minority youth therefore have to navigate
between different sexual discourses existing in their families and in the
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wider Dutch society.
Moreover, the sexual double standard is still widespread among
Dutch people, meaning that boys have more sexual privileges than girls
(Emmerink et al. 2015). Furthermore, although tolerance regarding
homosexuality is relatively high in the Netherlands (Kuyper 2016), the
dominant sexual culture in the Netherlands, as in most countries, portrays
heterosexuality as ‘normal’ sexuality. Sexual diversity is mainly treated as a
social phenomenon, with a focus on social acceptance and tolerance, while
sexual practices and ‘normalcy’ are reserved for heterosexual sexuality,
which leads to the ‘othering’ of non-heterosexual people (van Lisdonk,
Nencel, and Keuzenkamp 2017, Meerhoff 2016). Although all young people
have to navigate different social norms and expectations, the road is more
complex for young people deviating from cultural ‘normalcy’, for instance by
being non-heterosexual, gender-ﬂuid or transgender, or by not conforming to
the cultural ideas of being a ‘good girl’ or a ‘real man’.

1.4

Research questions and outline of the project

The central question of this study is how young people negotiate sexual
agency within their social context, formed by different cultural discourses,
social norms, expectations and gender dynamics.
Subquestions:
1. How do young people negotiate their sexual identities, desires and
practices within different cultural discourses?
2. How do social norms and expectations influence young people’s sexual
agency?
3. How do the intersections of gender, ethnicity and sexuality influence
young people’s sexual agency?
4. How can sexuality education be based upon and address the complex
social navigation of sexual agency?
Case studies
In order to collect data for an analysis that could answer these research
questions, I first conducted four separate case studies (see Table 1). I was
the first author and lead researcher of the case studies that are part of this
dissertation. In three studies I had the opportunity to work together with a
team of interviewers and a co-researcher who participated in the coding of
interviews6.
In line with my analytical approach, each case study was based on
life histories of young people (see 1.5 for details about the methodology).
As I conceptualised sexual agency as the multi-layered negotiation of sexual
identities and practices by individuals with their partners, peers and family,
within society and social groups, I selected four case studies to explore in
6

In the study on sexual discourses among bicultural youth I cooperated with Lieke van Dijk as
co-researcher and Malika Elmouridi, Taraq Hok-A-Hin, Ludette El Barkany and Grace Pinas
as interviewers. In the study on negotiating intimacy and sexual boundaries I worked with
Lieke van Dijk as co-researcher and with Henri van den Idsert, Esma Linnemann and Thera
Knopperts as interviewers. The study on teenage pregnancies was conducted together
with Eline Dalmijn as co-researcher and with Maaike Goenee, Eugenie Waterberg, Laura van
Santen, and Lisa van Son as interviewers.
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depth how young people negotiated sexual agency. The four case studies
were designed to explore young people’s sexual agency while navigating
sexual discourses (Chapter 4), negotiating sexual identities (Chapter 5),
negotiating sexual intimacy (Chapter 6), and negotiating the meaning of
consequences of sexual behaviour (Chapter 7). Below I will briefly describe
each case study. In a meta-reflection at the end of this dissertation, I connect
the findings of these case studies in order to answer the research questions
(Chapter 2 and 3).
Table 1

Characteristics of the four case studies

Chapter Study/Title
of Article

No.
Age of Gender
inter- particiviews pants

4

Sexual discourses and
strategies of ethnic
minority youth in the
Netherlands

46

12-22

5

Navigating identities:
subtle and public
agency of bicultural gay
youth
‘Do I score points if I
say ‘No’?’ Negotiating
sexual boundaries in
a changing normative
landscape

14

21-30

68

16-21

The storyscapes of
teenage pregnancy. On
morality, embodiment
and narrative agency

46

17-25

6

7

Women,
Men

Ethnic
background

Moroccan-/
Turkish-/
Antillean- and
SurinameseDutch
Men,
Various
Women
biculturaland Trans- Dutch
gender
backgrounds
Women,
White-/
Men
Moroccan-/
Turkish-/
Antillean-/
SurinameseDutch
Women
White-/
Surinamese-/
AntilleanDutch

Selfidentified
sexual
identities
Heterosexual

Lesbian, gay
and bisexual

Mainly
heterosexual

Heterosexual

Navigating sexual discourses
The first case study (Chapter 4) focused on how young people aged 1222 navigated multiple sexual discourses to give meaning to sexuality.
The participants of this study were all from a migrant background, which
meant that they were exposed to multiple sexual discourses, at home, at
school and in the media. The way sexual, cultural and religious minorities
navigate sexual discourses is particularly valuable for reflecting on young
people’s agency, as the messages of the dominant Dutch culture, e.g. free
choice and autonomous decisions, often do not correspond to their lived
realities. The life stories of the participants showed that they grew up with
and within a variety of discourses but also reshaped them according to their
circumstances and needs. Participants who felt connected to multiple social
groups, as was the case with many of them, had a hard time negotiating
their sometimes complex affiliations. The strategies young people used to
exercise agency were temporary outcomes of their negotiation between
conflicting identity elements. In many cases, young people experienced
conflict between the discourses at home and those that were prevalent
more generally in Dutch society. Young people’s ways of negotiating these
contradictory discourses comprised four main strategies: conforming
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to parents’ values, breaking up with parents, leading a double life and
integrating competing discourses. The strategies adopted by young people
in this study clearly illustrate a plurality of desires, including the wish to be
a good daughter or son, or a respectful member of the community, thus
showing that sexual agency in the lived realities of young people’s lives is not
limited to striving for autonomy.
Negotiating sexual identities
The second case study (Chapter 5) aimed to explore how young people
negotiated sexual and social identities in social communities and families.
The study involved young bicultural gay, lesbian and bisexual men and
women, aged 21 to 30. The socio-political context makes the expression
of same-sex desires by people with non-Dutch roots more complicated,
as prevailing schemes of interpretation consider being migrant and gay
incompatible. In-depth interviews with fourteen young adults showed how
young people negotiated bicultural identities in Dutch society, highlighting
the complexity of managing diverse sexual identities and strong religious
and cultural affiliations in tandem. This study showed that bicultural gay
young people use creative and conscious tactics to reorganise loyalties and
relations of ‘bondedness’ (Phạm 2013) and to renegotiate the meanings of
self and freedom in relation to sexual desires. The stories of bicultural gay
youth confirm the findings of the first case study by showing that roads
to sexual freedom and agency are not confined to the well-known public
strategy of ‘coming out’, but may also consist of more subtle strategies.
Negotiating sexual intimacy and bounderies
The third case study (Chapter 6) dealt with participants’ strategic
negotiations of intimacy and sexual boundaries with a sexual partner. The
participants’ life histories showed the impact of gendered social norms
on young people’s negotiations of sexual intimacy and boundaries. We
conducted in-depth interviews with 68 ethnically diverse young Dutch men
and women (aged 16-21) about their sexual experiences to understand how
norms and values shaped their sexual negotiations. Most of their narratives
showed the continued relevance of heteronormative gender roles, with
participants framing sexual negotiations as a contest between opposing
sides, dictated by different rules for women and men. Other narratives
suggested that the normative landscape may be changing, with women
drawing on discourses of autonomy and men using reciprocity as a guiding
principle. Our findings indicate that while conventional gender norms and
scripts continue to dominate sexual negotiations, many young Dutch people
also draw on alternative discourses in their sexual relationships. Moreover,
the intersectional analysis of ethnic and class diversity among participants
made it possible to examine the interaction of various social norms in
young people’s sexual lives, including cases that contradict the common
assumption that “liberal” cultural norms are progressive and that ethnic
minority youth are held back by “traditional” norms.
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Negotiating the meaning of consequences of sexual behaviour
The final case study (Chapter 7) focused specifically on the way young
women develop narrative agency over teenage pregnancy. Teenage
pregnancy is often seen as a sexual risk and a consequence of careless
behaviour. So it is loaded with social stigma. How do young women claim
agency over their life stories and their choices? Normative discourses
influence the stories young women tell about their pregnancies and the
choice they made. Social norms and stigma play an important role in
the construction of the meaning of teenage pregnancies. However, the
embodiment of being pregnant constitutes meaning as well. This paper
draws on the findings of a qualitative study conducted among 46 young
Dutch women who became pregnant before their 20th birthday. Our
study explored how young women navigated the moral arena when they
were confronted with a teenage pregnancy. The concept of storyscapes
visualised how young women were constrained by their embeddedness in
multiple storyscapes, defined by different and often conflicting audiences.
Nevertheless, our study indicated that the momentum of pregnancy could
offer young women agentic possibilities to take up another position in
relation to their social environment and develop narrative agency.
Significance
The aim of this dissertation is to contribute to the knowledge about young
people’s negotiation of sexual identities, desires and practices in order to
expand the theoretical basis for the development of sexuality education
that addresses the needs and challenges young people experience. More
specifically, this dissertation explores the ways in which young people
exercise narrative, moral and embodied agency over their sexual identities
and relationships, as this perspective is currently missing in the models
used. Moreover, this dissertation contributes to a broader understanding
of young people’s subtle and sometimes complex navigation of different
normative worlds and in doing so helps to reduce social judgement, social
stigma and the disproportionate emphasis on individual responsibility and
good decision-making.
Besides the fields of critical sexuality studies and sex education,
this dissertation may also be relevant for debates about moral reflection
and identity formation in the field of practical theology. The study deepens
the understanding of the impact of culture (and religion) on sexuality, an
important aspect of people’s lives. Focusing on the more implicit level of
personal and cultural values and negotiation of agency, the research project
is closely linked to practical theological studies on moral reasoning, identity,
implicit religion, and sexuality (Browning 1995; Ganzevoort, van der Laan,
and Olsman 2011). The project has links to the expertise and research of
the Faculty of Religion and Theology of VU Amsterdam (e.g. the project
Contested Privates and earlier projects of my supervisor) because the focus
of the project is on the dimensions of culture, values, morals, and meaning
rather than on the biological or psychological dimensions of sexuality.
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Methodology

Life history approach
To grasp the construction of the meaning of different aspects of sexuality, in
the context of young people’s lives, I used a life history approach. Life history
research is a powerful means of capturing the dynamic and conflicting
experiences of the sexual subject (Bryant and Schofield 2007). Life histories
can reveal ‘social structures, collectivities, and institutional change at the
same time as personal life’ (Connell 1991, p. 143). As Bryant and Schofield
(2007, p. 323) emphasise, ‘life histories also capture the way in which
individuals ‘move through’ life, revealing how subjects are produced or made
over time. Thus, life history research situates the experiences of the subject
within a specific historical and cultural framework. However, because it
emphasises the temporal and existential specificity of a person’s experience,
it does not render such experience a mechanically determined outcome of
social structure and culture.’ Life history research suited the purpose of my
research very well as it delivers insights into the social and cultural contexts
and discourses influencing the sexual identities and practices of young
people, and into their individual strategies to exercise agency over their
sexuality.
We invited young people to tell us about their life history, guided by
specific research questions related to relationships and sexuality, sexual
identities and practices. As mentioned in the paragraph on sexual stories, I
consider an interview to be an occasion for more systematic reflection and
storytelling about the world (Plummer 1995). During narrative interviews, the
participants shared a part of their life story with me and my co-interviewers,
reflecting on their embodied experiences and the perceived ‘reality’ around
them. Narratives of personal experience are stories that people tell and that
allow them to make sense of events, create order, contain emotions and
establish connections with others, particularly when narrating difficult times
in their lives (Mann et al. 2015).
Through narrative we try to make sense of how things have come
to pass and how our actions and the actions of others have helped
shape our history; we try to understand who we are becoming by
reference to where we have been (Mattingly and Garro 1994, p. 771).
Use of visual methods
The literature on life history research provides few suggestions for
appropriate research tools to encourage young people to tell their stories,
especially about sensitive topics (Wilson et al. 2007). Wilson et al. (2007)
therefore explored the possibility of using the life grid, a visual tool for
mapping important life events against the passage of time, in their study
among young people on the subject of parental substance use. Their positive
evaluation of the effect of the tool on the wellbeing of participants and the
research results, as well as the opinions of other scholars (Berney and Blane
1997; Hanks and Carr 2008; Parry et al. 1999) encouraged me to include
visual methods in all four case studies. During the interviews conducted as
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part of three of the studies7, participants were invited to draw their ‘lifeline’,
with their age on the horizontal axis and the ‘level of happiness’ vertically
(see Figure 4). Like Wilson et al. (2007), we employed the lifeline at the
beginning of our interviews, prior to the other questions. The lifeline was
introduced by asking ‘could you point out events or draw a line about what
happened in your life with regard to love and sexuality, and indicate your
level of happiness concerning these events or feelings?’. The aim of the
lifeline was not so much to facilitate the linear recall of events, or to have a
‘complete’ picture, but to engage with the respondents, support their ‘voice’,
and encourage them to tell their stories (Wilson et al. 2007). In the study on
navigating social identities (Chapter 5), participants were invited to draw
an ´identity circle´ and include all the different identities the participant felt
connected with, as a starting point for exploring the meaning of each identity
and possible conflicts between different identities (Bos and Cense 2005).
The use of visual methods empowered participants on several
levels. First, starting with their own drawing allowed participants to take
control of the construction of their biographies. While drawing participants
often discovered associations between different events in their lives that
they had not previously considered, as Parry et al. (1999) found as well.
Participants made these associations at the same time as the interviewer
and were able to reflect on these issues as they arose. Drawing their lifeline
contributed to participants’ satisfaction with the interview, as it generated
a new perspective on their own life history. The thrill of assigning new
meanings was reflected in their evaluations directly after the interviews
or later by email. Some participants wrote that they felt supported by the
interviewer to tell their story and that drawing their lifeline and answering the
‘ignorant’ questions of the interviewer led to new perspectives and helped to
overcome feelings of guilt and shame.
Second, the lifeline and identity circle ‘diffused’ tension around
sensitive issues as these issues were discussed as part of the broader
story of the respondents. This prevents their life from being interpreted
entirely according to one particular theme or problem. In the study on
teenage pregnancies for instance, participants could also include their happy
experiences of being in love or their first kiss, as well as add other problems
besides the unintended pregnancy, such as abusive boyfriends. This
contextualised the pregnancy, both for the participant and the researcher.
Third, the drawing of the lifeline reduced power differences between the
researcher and the participant, as the participant chose explicitly what
events and feelings were noted, what was made visible and what was not,
what was important and what was not. Drawing also changed the dynamics
of the interview as it differed from the usual question-answer format. Finally,
drawing a visual representation of their life also helped the participant to
recall and reflect on events from the past.

7

The studies on sexual discourses among bicultural youth (Chapter 4), young people’s
negotiation of intimacy and boundaries (Chapter 6), and teenage pregnancy (Chapter 7).
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Figure 4 Lifeline of a participant in the study on the meaning of teenage pregnancy. This
lifeline shows the many ups and downs in the life history of this young woman, drawing the
picture of the context of the teenage pregnancy. The participant included for instance a drop
in happiness when her parents divorced at the age of ten and she was placed out of home
at the age of twelve. The birth of her son was one of the good things, but was followed by a
depression and trouble in her relationship. Due to domestic violence life was very miserable.
She fled with her son and then her life became better, illustrated with the words ‘learning to
stand on my own feed’, ‘independence’, ‘work’, ‘school’, ‘new boyfriend’ and ‘new home’.
Part 1

Part 2
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Sample and participants
A different sample was used for each of the four case studies (see Table 1
for an overview) to suit the specific research goals of each study. Although
the four studies focused on different subjects and involved different groups
of young people, they all shared the goal of learning more about the way
young people negotiate their choices as (sexual) agents and about the
strategies used to deal with conflicting discourses and social norms. The
inclusion of participants who were diverse in terms of ethnicity, class,
gender and sexual orientation was an important and necessary effort to
enable an intersectional analysis of the interaction of various social norms
in young people’s sexual lives. Obviously, this diversity also required a large
sample (174 participants in total), and a lot of effort to recruit young people.
We recruited young people in partnership with youth centres, schools,
migrant groups and organisations, and counselling services and teenage
mother groups (specifically for the case study on teenage pregnancy).
We also used snowball sampling to recruit people, especially for the case
studies on bicultural LGBTs and teenage pregnancies where social stigma
might complicate the willingness to participate in research. The majority
of the participants did not know the work of Rutgers and did not have
any connection to the work of the organisation. The main reason that
participants gave for participating in the studies was to have their voice
heard and their needs noticed and addressed in order to improve education
and support. Furthermore, some participants stressed they wanted to
illuminate specific aspects of their life history that were rarely picked up by
the media or to correct an image of the social group they felt connected to. A
sample bias of the studies might be that the researchers only engaged with
young people who were comfortable enough with our topics to volunteer
for an in-person interview study. However, our use of several modes of
participant recruitment allowed us to interview participants with varying
levels of comfort in discussing sexuality, including many who might never
have responded to an advertisement. The diversity of the sample adds to
the quality of the analysis and to the transferability of the findings across the
population of young multicultural Dutch people.
Analysis
As mentioned above, the core of this dissertation consists of four different
case studies. Each case study was conducted as an independent qualitative
study with a specific purpose related to the development of the work
of Rutgers. The four studies aimed to deepen the understanding of the
social dynamics involved in a specific issue (sexual coercion or teenage
pregnancies) or the needs of specific groups (bicultural youth and bicultural
LGBTs), in order to develop and improve Rutgers’ work in the field of
promoting sexual health and rights. Although the studies originally served
other purposes, I specifically selected these four studies as case studies
for my dissertation as the data contained valuable narratives on negotiating
sexual agency8.
All the interviews were recorded and transcribed, coded and
8

In the past years, I have also conducted qualitative studies on nonbinary identities, sexual
victimisation of transgender people, changing gender norms amongst boys and the
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analysed using an inductive thematic analysis approach (Braun and Clarke
2006) and a thematic narrative analytical technique that focuses on the
kinds of stories produced in the data (Riessman 1993). In the analysis,
the life stories were considered as the ways in which individuals construct
their identities as active agents of their lives. The analysis combined the
sociological view of stories as presenting social worlds and discourses, and
the psychological approach to stories as audible embodiments of inner life
and identity. Acknowledging that stories are assembled and told to someone,
somewhere, at some time, for different purposes (Gubrium and Holstein
2009) I also reflected on the impact of the position of the researcher(s) and
the way the participants were recruited in each case study (see Chapter 4-7).
In three case studies, the interviews were transcribed and coded by myself
and a co-researcher9, so we were able to compare the different codings,
discuss differences, and develop new insights. In the study on navigating
identities of bicultural LGBT I conducted the interviews and the analysis
alone.
After drafting the articles based on these four case studies I
conducted an overarching analysis, to explore how young people negotiated
sexual agency in a multi-layered social context. In this analysis I explored
the first three subquestions: (1) how young people negotiate their sexual
identities and relations within different cultural discourses; (2) how social
norms and expectations influence young people’s sexual agency and (3) how
the intersections of gender, ethnicity and sexuality influence young people’s
sexual agency. Each study contained findings that addressed these three
questions. Based on the findings of the four case studies, I developed a new
theory of sexual agency containing four different components of sexual
agency (see Chapter 2). Finally, to answer my fourth research question,
how can sexuality education be based on and address the complex social
navigation of sexual agency, I conducted a literature review on the topic to
complement my fieldwork and strengthen my theoretical model (Chapter 3).
Transferability
The models presented in Chapter 2 and 3 are based on the four case studies.
As a result, the characteristics of the samples might restrict the applicability
of the models. As mentioned above, the samples consisted of young people
living in the Netherlands, aged between 12 and 30 – most participants were
aged between 16 and 25. The samples contained a lot of diversity in terms
of cultural, religious, class, gender and sexual identities, but some groups
were not included: transgender and intersex youth, and young people with
limited mobility or other disabilities. However, I expect that the challenges
of people with social identities that face even more social stigma and
marginalisation will entail even more complex navigation work to develop
their sexual selves in their social context. So the models will be applicable
to them as well. Another interesting category is white, heterosexual young
men, as they might not recognise the complexity of negotiating sexual
increased age at sexual debut, but these were less suitable as case studies for the analysis
of the negotiation of sexual agency.
9

This was Lieke van Dijk for the studies on sexual discourses and on sexual boundaries and
Eline Dalmijn for the study on teenage pregnancies.
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agency because they have been granted an ‘easy’ dominant social position.
However, studies show that masculinity norms are not hegemonic and
heterosexual men’s experiences of sexuality must also be seen as diverse,
complex and dynamic (Casey et al. 2016; Cense, de Blécourt and Oostrik
2016; Connell 2005).
As each of the studies was conducted among Dutch youth, the
theory derived from them is situated in the sociocultural context of the
Netherlands. To explore the value of the model in other sociocultural
settings, it needs to be compared with the life stories and strategies of
young people living in countries with different ideologies regarding gender
and young people’s sexuality, and in other cultural climates. However, the
diverse ethnic/cultural backgrounds of the participants in the four case
studies reflect the variety of ways in which young people mediate and
embody different aspects of the cultures they inhabit. Moreover, the sexual
diversity of the young people who participated in the studies contributed to
the quality of the analysis, as life stories from a variety of perspectives were
included. On balance, it is therefore likely that the model is also applicable to
other countries and areas with culturally diverse populations.
Methodological challenges
Research into sensitive issues like sexuality presents numerous
methodological challenges. Some are even more challenging when the
participants consist of young people. Below I will elaborate on five specific
challenges and how I dealt with them in my study.
Sexuality is private
First, sexuality is a private issue, surrounded by taboo and issues of shame
and blame. Of course anonymity was promised and strictly applied (see also
the paragraph on ethics below). Nevertheless, many people feel reluctant
to talk openly about their sexual desires and experiences with a stranger.
This poses a challenge to the recruitment of participants. Moreover, when
approaching young people to participate in a study on sexuality it is not just
the privacy of the participant that is at stake, but also the feelings of parents,
who may have strong opinions about whether it is appropriate to talk with
their son or daughter about sexuality. For participants under 16, parental
permission was needed for the interview. However, parents may have
influence on what their children agree to for much longer. Gaining the trust
of the young participants and their parents was an important issue in the
recruitment process because for some parents the association of their son
or daughter with sexuality was neither obvious nor desirable. As we aimed
for a multicultural sample for each case study (and in two case studies only
young people from migrant backgrounds were included), the recruitment
strategy involved cooperation with youth centres and the informal network of
migrant groups who participated in the research.
Gaining trust and building rapport between interviewer and
participant was an ongoing process during the interviews, requiring an
empathetic, non-judgmental attitude and genuine interest on the part of the
interviewer. Sometimes participants explicitly tested whether the interviewer
had judgements about their behaviour, for instance when talking about an
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emotional life event, such as an abortion or sexual violence, or about choices
that may be contested, like keeping your sexual identity secret from your
family, staying in an abusive relationship or committing yourself to remaining
a virgin until marriage.
How to inquire what a participant wants to tell
The aim of the interviews was to facilitate the participants to disclose their
life histories regarding specific subjects. As explained above, at the start
of the interview the researcher asked the participant to draw a lifeline. As
the researcher had no idea what kind of story to expect, the wording of the
question was very broad, e.g. ‘could you draw a line or tell me how your life
developed regarding love and sexuality?’. Sometimes participants asked
for more concrete instructions, e.g. ‘do you mean when I first kissed or..?’.
The interviewer would answer ‘please include anything you think is relevant
to your life’. This open start resulted in very different starting points for the
interview. Some participants wrote down a lot of events and feelings such
as kisses, falling in and out of love, feeling betrayed, having an abortion or
giving birth, and contexts such as divorcing parents, being bullied at school,
and migration. Other participants, however, just drew two or three dots,
indicating when they first kissed and when they had sex for the first time. If
the lifeline remained very basic, the interviewer had to ask more questions
to explore parts of the life history of the participant that were relevant to the
research questions. However, the interviewer had to be alert that the words
used might have a different meaning for the participant, and are linked
to social and sexual scripts, such as first time sex, sexual identity, sexual
boundaries and sexual coercion. As Fahs (2016, p. 215) notes: ‘What we
as researchers may imagine when designing certain questions enters an
entirely different discursive framework when participants hear, interpret, and
comment upon such questions. In other words, what we intend to ask and
what participants hear us asking often differs in meaningful ways.’ Moreover,
the story of the participant is not a fixed story that is reproduced whenever
prompted. It is adjusted to who is listening and to what the participant feels
would be of interest to the researcher. So the life story is not preserved and
delineated in the head of the participant, waiting for the right question to pop
up, but is constructed while talking. As Sermijn, Devlieger and Loots (2008,
p. 637) argue: ‘This implies that there is no such thing as a fixed authentic,
prediscursive self that exists independent of the speaking. To use Barthes’s
words, “We give birth to ourselves in our writing” and speaking (in Davies et
al., 2004, p. 365). This means that the birth of selves is coincidental with the
speaking and that we speak ourselves as multiple in the multiple stories we
create of ourselves.’
Fahs (2016, p. 222) also emphasises the importance of being
curious about the moments when listening and hearing break down, when
new conversations about hidden spaces or missing discourses can be
heard. ‘We as researchers need not only hear what women say (and make
sense of it), but also we must hear what they do not say, or what they
minimize. We should be curious about how the questions we ask twist
and flip and flop and circulate differently than we intended, and, ideally,
we should see this as a productive site of shared meaning making and
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knowledge production within qualitative research.’ I therefore consider an
interview a joint search for meaning, a co-construction of sexual subjectivity.
A researcher does not remain outside the story as an objective observer, but
is part of the dynamic construction process (Sermijn, Devlieger and Loots
2008).
Assumptions
The young woman looked at me and said:
You can never control your own life. You can make some effort to
get it the way you want it, but you cannot determine it. I don’t feel
that would be right either. Everything happens for a reason. Like the
twins: I first had an abortion and then I become pregnant again and
have twins. That’s just... not a coincidence....
I felt my head nodding as a sign of empathy and encouragement, while at
the same time my mind was racing. Did she really believe that the abortion
in some way resulted in twins later on? Like a journey of souls? Or did this
story help her to accept her current, pretty difficult situation, raising twins
on her own at the age of 19? I blocked the thoughts as irrelevant to the
interview and listened to the rest of her story. On my way home I reflected on
my assumptions. My initial response was derived from a rational view of the
conception of twins, leaving not much space for more spiritual dimensions.
This made me realise that as I really wanted to include multiple ways of
making sense of experiences, including spiritual or religious ways, I had to
invite participants consciously to disclose the possible spiritual or religious
meanings of their sexual identities and practices as well.
Furthermore, I felt the urge to defend the right to have an abortion
without having to ‘pay for it’ so to speak. My deep-rooted convictions about
sexual rights and women’s rights sometimes made it difficult to listen
without interrupting, especially when young women explained why they had
been abused, blaming themselves for not having been clear enough. On
some occasions, I spoke out after the interview had finished, reassuring
the participant that what had happened was not their fault, that everybody
has the right to be safe from sexual violence. However, I was aware that
my stance on sexual rights and gender equality might not correspond to
the way the participants experienced the world. As I wanted to learn about
young people’s perceptions, I wanted to listen with an open mind to how they
experienced their identities and practices, including possible victim blaming
and gendered inequalities. As Fahs (2016, p. 209) argues: ‘our own beliefs
about the world (and about sexuality) are nearly impossible to minimize or
erase.’ By involving more people in the process of interviewing and analysis
as interviewers and (co-)researchers, I strived to avoid the pitfalls of my
personal axioms and blind spots as much as possible.
Taking account of my situatedness
Reflexivity is commonly viewed as the process of a continual internal
dialogue and critical self-evaluation of a researcher’s positionality, as well
as active acknowledgement and explicit recognition that this position
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may affect the research process and outcome (Berger 2013). Since my
introduction to gender studies in 1986, I have recognised the importance of
reflexivity as a form of self-appraisal in research. As Berger (2013, p. 220)
argues: ‘It means turning the researcher lens back onto oneself to recognize
and take responsibility for one’s own situatedness within the research and
the effect that it may have on the setting and people being studied, questions
being asked, data being collected and its interpretation. As such, the idea
of reflexivity challenges the view of knowledge production as independent
of the researcher producing it and of knowledge as objective.’ Moreover,
when studying sexual agency the theoretical position I take up in that field
will affect my findings. Spencer and Doull (2015, p. 904) argue how varying
interpretations and uses of power and agency shape not only the ways in
which young people’s agentic experiences are theorised and investigated by
researchers but also the presumed effects of that agency. They stress that
different theoretical positions not only shape the understanding of agency
as being affective and/or effective but also how these understandings
inform the ways we interpret young people’s perspectives and actions as
holding the potential for ‘agency’. I have illuminated my theoretical position
on agency above. My focus on the interplay of individual and context, with
a special interest in the strategies young people used to negotiate agency,
must have affected the stories young people told and the analyses of the
data. As I explained above, this should not be seen as a deviation but rather
as the essence of using storytelling as a methodology for shared meaningmaking and knowledge production.
Being simultaneously an in- and outsider
Whether the participant and the researcher see each other as ‘insiders’ or
‘outsiders’ is considered a significant determinant of how researchers build
rapport with participants or analyse data (Acker 2000). Berger distinguishes
three ways the in- or outside position of the researcher impacts the study: (1)
access to the field, as respondents may be more willing to participate when
they perceive the researcher as sympathetic to their situation; (2) shaping
the nature of the researcher- researched relationship and creating more or
less openness and (3) the views of the researcher affect the way he or she
constructs the world, uses language, poses questions and chooses the lens
for filtering the information and making meaning of it (Kacen and Chaitin
2006).
Sharing the same position or experiences as your participants
offers many opportunities and some pitfalls. A ‘shared experience’ position
equips a researcher with knowledge of relevant issues, familiarity with the
language and awareness of sensitivities, making it possible to understand
the nuanced reactions of respondents, hear what remains unsaid and probe
more efficiently. The role of the insider also facilitates the recruitment of
participants because of trust. However, the insider position also carries
the risk of blocking other perceptions and voices, so the challenge is to
use one’s own experience and sensitivity while at the same time avoiding
imposing one’s own experience on participants (Pillow 2003). Berger
argues that shared experience also colours the power relationship between
researcher and participant, which may vary from closeness to comparison
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and competition, and may lead to more in-depth disclosures but also risks
compromising the researcher’s perspective.
Not sharing the same position, studying the unfamiliar or studying
‘others’, offers several advantages and risks too (Berger 2013). The
risks mirror the insider’s advantages: an outsider misses the familiarity,
the obvious sensitivity to what questions are relevant, and what kind of
language is appropriate, as mentioned above. Recruitment can become
much harder, as trust has to be won. Moreover, if the researcher does not
identify with the experiences of the participants she or he may view their
stories through judging lenses that influence the conceptualisation of the
research question and the interpretation of participants’ experiences (Smith
1999). However, the ‘ignorance’ of the researcher is also an advantage
because the participant will be perceived by both as the expert on the matter,
which positively contributes to a more balanced power relationship. This is
especially valuable when participants are socially disadvantaged, experience
stigma or fear judgements. Many participants in my studies experienced
social stigma or did not disclose their experiences before out of fear of
judgments because they were gay and bicultural, had had an abortion, had
become pregnant at a young age or had experienced sexual abuse.
I often had the experience of being simultaneously an insider and an
outsider while conducting the case studies. For instance, while interviewing
teenage mothers I could easily identify with their experiences of being
pregnant, giving birth and motherhood, but I did not share their context of
being a teenage mother, of being confronted with judgments and coercion.
During my interviews with bicultural LGBTs I could identify – being bisexual
myself – with being non-heterosexual and opposing the dichotomy and the
Dutch focus on being explicit and ‘honest’ about your identity, but clearly,
being white Dutch, I did not experience the complexity of growing up as LGBT
in a family with a history of migration. Through my social position of being
a woman, I was familiar with the social navigating that was present in many
stories of young women but also of young men in minority positions. As
both the participants and I had multidimensional identities and experiences,
I was convinced that we could identify and interact empathetically across
differences because of our shared capital of human emotions and desires.
Nevertheless, I do agree with Berger that an outsider should stay alert for
stereotypes and stigmatising perceptions and should actively seek guidance
and feedback to ensure that he or she is not missing important aspects.
Of course, being an insider or an outsider is not just linked to my
perception, but also, and even more importantly, to the perception of the
participant. For several reasons, I was probably perceived as an outsider
by my respondents. First of all, I am convinced that they considered me
to be ‘old’. As I was born in 1965, my age clearly distinguished me from
my participants. There was always an age difference of at least twenty
years, and more often thirty years, between me and my interviewee. So I
was probably around the same age as their mother. This was not just a
difference in years, but also in maturity (most participants were adolescents
who lived with their parents) and in sexual culture (I grew up in the 1980s,
in a different age in fact). Moreover, I was obviously white, whereas many
respondents identified as bicultural or non-western. My whiteness probably
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led to more extensive descriptions of the role culture and religion played
in their life stories. But it may also have led to cautiousness, suspicion or
fear of not being understood. Being perceived as an outsider sometimes
felt uncomfortable, as I felt I had to prove that I was sensitive enough to
understand what somebody told, and bold enough to confess if I did not.
However, being an outsider also made it easier to ask questions about the
obvious, the norms and discourses present in their story.
In two studies I worked with a team of interviewers with different
gender and cultural identities10. This enabled us to reflect together on
differences in recruiting, engaging with participants and interviewing.
We consciously paired interviewers and participants to facilitate rapport,
based on shared experiences. However, for practical reasons such as
the availability of an interviewer at the time and place the participant
proposed, this match could not always be made. This process created an
opportunity to compare the insider and outsider perspectives. One aspect
of the interview process that absolutely benefited from an insider position
was the recruitment. The bicultural background of the interviewers also
enabled openness and trust during the interview process itself, as the
shared position of being a migrant made them open to views differing from
the obviousness and dominance of Dutch liberal sexual culture. Therefore,
both case studies benefited from the pairing of bicultural interviewers and
participants, but also from the exchange of views and experiences between
different interviewers during the analysis of the data. However, the match in
gender between interviewers and participants, in our case between young
male interviewers and young male participants, did not generate different
outcomes compared with the interviews between female interviewers and
young male participants, neither in terms of the openness of participants
nor in terms of different views or perspectives of the interviewers. A reason
for this might be that young men are used to talking with women about
their experiences and feelings. As both teams of interviewers consisted
mainly of women, all young female participants were interviewed by female
interviewers.

1.6

Taking care of ethics

Research integrity is essential to conducting good research. The Netherlands
Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (2018) distinguishes five guiding
principles: honesty, scrupulousness, transparency, independence and
responsibility. The code of conduct describes these five principles as
follows:
1. Honesty: reporting the research process accurately, taking alternative
opinions and counterarguments seriously, being open about margins of
uncertainty, refraining from making unfounded claims, refraining from
fabricating or falsifying data or sources and refraining from presenting
results more favourably or unfavourably than they actually are.
2. Scrupulousness: using methods that are scientific or scholarly and
exercising the best possible care in designing, undertaking, reporting
10

The studies on sexual discourses among bicultural youth (Chapter 4) and young people’s
negotiation of intimacy and boundaries (Chapter 6).
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and disseminating research.
3. Transparency: ensuring that it is clear to others what data the research
was based on, how the data were obtained, what and how results were
achieved and what role was played by external stakeholders. It must be
evident, at least to peers, how the research was conducted and what
the various phases of the research process were. At the very least, this
means that the line of reasoning must be clear and that the steps in the
research process must be verifiable.
4. Independence: not allowing the choice of method, the assessment of
data, the weight attributed to alternative statements or the assessment
of others’ research or research proposals to be guided by non-scientific
or non-scholarly considerations (e.g. of a commercial or political nature).
In this sense, independence also includes impartiality. Independence is
required at all times in the design, conduct and reporting of research,
although not necessarily in the choice of research topic and research
question.
5. Responsibility: acknowledging the fact that a researcher does not
operate in isolation and hence taking into consideration – within
reasonable limits – the legitimate interests of human and animal test
subjects, as well as those of commissioning parties, funding bodies and
the environment. Responsibility also means conducting research that is
scientifically and/or societally relevant.
As for the first three principles, honesty, scrupulousness and transparency,
I have reported in each chapter how the research process of each separate
study was conducted, why the methods used were appropriate for the
studies, and how I carefully designed each study, in cooperation with coresearchers, to come to conclusions that are scientifically sound and
verifiable. I feel I have done my very best to live up to these standards.
I will discuss the next two principles in more detail. First,
independence. Working for an NGO with its own vision, goals, and interests
might affect one’s scientific independence. However, Rutgers has high
scientific standards, which include the involvement of external scientific
experts and experts from other NGOs and migrant communities by means of
advisory committees. These committees critically reflected on the choices,
the reasoning and the consequences of the steps taken. The position of
the researcher as an employee of an NGO also influenced contacts with
participants. In every study, my co-interviewers and I introduced ourselves
to the participants as working for Rutgers. Some participants were familiar
with the work of Rutgers in the field of sex education and advocacy for
sexual rights. This positioned the interviewer in socio-political terms as
having a liberal stance on sexual diversity, abortion and young people and
sexuality more generally. However, it also positioned the interviewer as a
representative of the whole field of sexual rights advocates and providers of
sexual health services, and some participants did not feel these represented
them or had served them well. Sometimes this was apparent from a
reluctant attitude at the start, with the participant wanting to know whether
the information obtained would be used in an effective way. The interviewer
always explained that the organisation was aware that the education,
information and services that Dutch organisations provided did not suit
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everybody well and that the aim of the research was to gain knowledge
about young peoples’ strategies and needs in order to improve these
services.
The fifth principle, responsibility, was particularly important to me,
as the samples always consisted of young people and the interviews dealt
with morally and emotionally loaded subjects such as sexuality and identity.
Therefore, it was very important to ensure that the studies did not harm
young people in any way. The following ethical guidelines were followed to
ensure this:
• Age/vulnerability: Young people who participated were at least 16 years
old. The only exception is the study on sexual discourses (Chapter 4), in
which young people from the age of 12 participated.
• Consent: (1) Young people were informed transparently about the goal
and the publication of the study; (2) Young people were asked for their
consent to participate in the study; (3) In the case of young people
under the age of 16, their parents were asked for consent; (4) During
the process of data gathering (mostly interviewing), young people were
informed they could withdraw at any moment and were urged to speak
out if they did not want to tell something or felt uneasy;
• Respectful, safe space: All interviewers were competent in creating a
safe environment, in respectful and non-judgemental listening, and in
dealing with emotions in a proper way;
• Aftercare: In each study young people were informed about counselling
and information services available;
• Anonymity: data were coded and stored under fictitious names. In any
form of written or oral reporting, utmost care was taken to ensure that
quotes were not traceable to a specific person.
In each individual study in this project, these ethical guidelines were
operationalised in line with the code of conduct of Rutgers and the guidance
on ethical considerations in planning and reviewing research studies on
sexual and reproductive health in adolescents (WHO 2018), including
voluntary participation, safeguards against participant identity disclosure,
and respect for participants.

1.7

Structure of the dissertation

This dissertation consists of two parts:
Part I, ‘Rethinking sexual agency’, contains the main body of the
dissertation, in which the research questions are covered. This part consists
of three chapters. First, this introductory chapter outlines the reason to
start this research project, the research questions, the analytical lens, the
conceptualisation of sexual agency and other concepts used in my study,
and my reflection on my position as a researcher. The next two chapters
deal with key aspects of the research questions. These chapters contain in
fact the extensive conclusions of my study. Chapter 2 addresses how young
people’s sexual agency is negotiated within their social context formed
by different cultural discourses, social norms, expectations and gender
dynamics (research question 1 – 3). In this chapter I present the results of
the analysis of the four case studies in the form of a multicomponent model
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of sexual agency. Chapter 3 focuses on how the social navigation of sexual
agency can be included in sexuality education (research question 4). In this
chapter a second model is presented to develop a newly comprehensive
form of sexuality education, based on the findings of my study.
Part II, ‘Young people’s navigation of discourses, identities,
practices and consequences’, contains the four underlying case studies,
in four separate articles. This part can in fact be seen as a supplement, for
readers who have a specific interest in one of the topics or want to study the
findings of the case studies in more detail.
Besides the introductory chapter, all six chapters have been
published previously as separate articles in international journals. Because
all articles were written to be read on their own, there is some overlap
between the content of the articles, especially with regard to the introduction
and methodology.
Two chapters were co-authored by my supervisor Prof. Ruard
Ganzevoort: Chapter 5 and Chapter 7. Chapter 6 was co-authored by Prof.
Laina Bay-Cheng and Lieke van Dijk. The contributions of the co-authors
consisted of commenting critically on the analysis and outline of the paper,
suggesting literature, and contributing to the discussion.

Chapter 2
Rethinking sexual
agency: proposing
a multicomponent
model based on young
people’s life stories

This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published
by Taylor & Francis in Sex Education on 22nd October 2018,
available online: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10
.1080/14681811.2018.1535968
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Chapter 2
Rethinking sexual agency: proposing a
multicomponent model based on young
people’s life stories
Abstract
Sexual health policies explicitly aim to encourage young people to take
responsibility for their sexuality to prevent adverse outcomes such as
unintended pregnancies, STIs and sexual assault. In Europe and North
America, ‘choice’ has become a central concept in sexual and reproductive
health policy making. However, the concept of choice is not unproblematic,
not least because the cultural emphasis on individual responsibility obscures
structural limitations and inequalities, and mutual responsibility between
partners. Moreover, studies on the life stories of young people show how
agency is forged and expressed within a social context and is manifested
through responsiveness to others. This raises the question of how we can
conceptualise sexual agency in a way that includes this sociality. How can
we rethink sexual agency beyond autonomy? This article explores these
issues using data from four separate research projects that shared the aim
of exploring young people’s sexual agency in different areas. Drawing on
findings from these studies, it advances a multicomponent model of sexual
agency that connects individual choice to the social, moral and narrative
context which young people navigate.

2.1

Introduction

Much effort in the field of sexual health promotion is aimed at empowering
young people to make ‘healthy’ choices, such as having safe sex, being
assertive about their boundaries, and asking for consent (Mastro and
Zimmer-Gembeck 2015; Ortiz and Shafer 2017; Schaalma et al. 2004;
Stanley et al. 2017). Sexual health policies in the Global North are however
strongly influenced by neoliberal ideology, which conceptualises individuals
as rational, entrepreneurial actors whose moral authority is determined
by their capacity for autonomy and self-care (Brown 2003). Although this
particular discourse promotes the value of individual freedom and choice, it
also demands actors to be in control and responsible at all times (Bay-Cheng
2015). Sexual health policies informed by this discourse explicitly aim to
help young people to take responsibility and control their sexuality in order
to prevent adverse outcomes such as unintended pregnancy, STIs or sexual
assault (Bay-Cheng 2015).
More generally, in the Western social context, ‘choice’ has become
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a central organising concept in the constitution of modern identity: ‘it is
a key requirement of contemporary self-identity that we are good choicemakers’ (Harris and Dobson 2015, p. 148). In sexual health policy making,
the concept of individual choice is manifest in the emphasis on the right to
choose (Plummer 2003). This is a discourse of individual entitlement: the
focus is on the individual ‘choosing’ subject (Richardson 2017). However, as
a researcher who has conducted interviews with numerous young people
concerning their sexual life histories, I have observed that respondents
express few straightforward, ‘autonomous’ choices. Instead, they often
describe social motivations for having sex or refraining from it and put
emphasis on the importance of not damaging their social status among
peers, or the expectations of their family and partners. This raises the
question of how best we can conceptualise sexual agency in a way that
includes this sociality, and how can we rethink sexual agency beyond a focus
on autonomy?
This paper aims to develops a new theory of the sexual agency of
young people. Drawing on findings from four separate research projects
conducted with Dutch young people in the Netherlands, it advances a
multicomponent model to broaden our view of young people’s negotiations
of sexual agency. Each of the four studies drawn upon included a rich
cultural diversity of participants. Their varying and intersecting cultural
backgrounds contributed to a better understanding of how different sexual
cultures interact, and offer possibilities for analysing both differences
and commonalities in discourses and practices. The characteristics of
contemporary Dutch society, including attitudes and ideologies concerning
gender, sexuality and migration, rights and obligations, and sexual health
policies, influence the broader social landscape young people have to
navigate. In analysing how young people negotiate their identities, their
stories and their practices, different components of sexual agency become
visible. In a parallel paper (Cense 2018), I explore future directions for
meaningful sexuality education, following up on the four components of
sexual agency presented in this paper. Together these two papers aim to
provide a Dutch response to Bell’s (2012, p. 294) recommendation that
understanding the different forms of sexual agency exhibited by young
people will support the development of sexual health programmes informed
by ‘the grounded realities of young people’s sexual lives’.
Sexual agency
Most definitions of sexual agency put emphasis on the control of the
individual over her or his own body. Jackson (1996), for example, defines
sexual agency in terms of the right and ability to define and control your own
sexuality, free from coercion and exploitation. Other scholars emphasise
the role of sexuality and the body in developing sexual identity, or becoming
a sexual subject. Bryant and Schofield (2007), for example, state that it is
through sexual practice that the sexual subject is brought into being: ‘Far
from a passive surface upon which sexual scripts are inscribed, the body in
sexual action is itself a dynamic force in generating sexual subjectivities’ (p.
321). Tolman (2012) adds that the body generates knowledge about context
as well: ‘By embodied desire, we designate sexual and pleasurable feelings
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in and of the body that constitute a form of knowledge about the self, one’s
relationships and one’s cultural contexts or social worlds’.
Agency is strongly connected to power relations between people.
Lois McNay (2000, p. 16) defines agency as ‘the capacity to manage actively
the often discontinuous, overlapping or conflicting relations of power’. A
slightly different perspective is offered by Saba Mahmood (2001, p. 210),
who argues that individual agency should not be seen as ‘the undominated
self that existed prior to operations of power’, but as the product of these
operations of power. She proposes understanding agency ‘not simply as
a synonym for resistance to relations of domination, but as a capacity for
action that specific relations of subordination create and enable’. Translating
Mahmood’s approach to agency to the domain of sexuality would situate
sexual agency not only in the longing for sexual freedom and the striving
for sexual rights, but also in gaining strength or developing navigating
skills while enduring unequal sexual relationships or leading a double life.
Quỳnh Phạm (2013) adds to this work by introducing the concept of bonded
agency. She raises the question of what we understand by the self and
emphasises that social relationships should not be construed as external
factors that either constrain or enable agency, but instead as constitutive of
agency and its expression. This mirrors the concept of the individual as an
‘embedded self’ expressed by Muslim feminists in the study by Baukje Prins
(2006). Stephen Bell (2012, p. 284) also emphasises the social navigation
process in his definition of sexual agency as: ‘processes where young people
become sexually active and the strategies, actions and negotiations involved
in maintaining relationships and navigating broader social expectations’.
Sexual agency is therefore closely connected to the concept of strategic
negotiation, or the processes through which people situate themselves, their
families and their sexual and reproductive choices in a larger social context
(Barcelos and Gubrium 2014). These negotiations move beyond individual
interpretations of social reality to a deeper recognition of how social norms,
policies, and relationships shape what people think about their (sexual)
selves (Schalet 2010). Schalet draws attention to the process of storytelling
by which young people develop and express narrative agency, which may be
defined as the capacity to `weave out of those narratives and fragments of
narratives a life story that makes sense for the individual selves´ (Benhabib
1999, p. 344).
Agency is also connected to power relations at a macro level, i.e. to
morality and to broader structural inequalities (Bay-Cheng 2015; Bettie 2003;
Lamb 1997). Laina Bay-Cheng (2015) argues that young women are now not
only accountable to the gendered moralism of the virgin-slut construct, but
also must adhere to neoliberal ideas of individual liberty and responsibility.
To prove that they are ‘free agents’, young women have to claim that their
sexual choices (whether activity or abstinence) and the consequences of
these choices (for good or for bad) are their own responsibility. Structural
inequalities such as classism and racism, however, obstruct the possibility
of claiming sexual agency (Armstrong et al. 2014; Attwood 2007). As a
result, the ‘effective presentation of one’s sexual self is not simply a matter
of individual skill: some girls are bolstered or shielded by race and class
privilege while others must ceaselessly work against racist and classist
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stereotypes of hyper sexuality and irresponsibility’ (Bay-Cheng 2015, p.
285). In a similar vein, Tolman, Anderson, and Belmonte (2015, p. 303)
argue that Black, Latina, Asian and poor or working class girls’ sexuality is
‘always already presumed to be the (failed) embodiment of adolescent girls’
sexuality and thus not eligible to make any choices at all’.
Summarising, sexual agency is connected to different concepts
of the self, being autonomous or bonded, being in control of one’s body
or becoming a subject through the body. Relationships play a crucial role
in creating possibilities and constraints for individuals when it comes to
developing sexual agency. Sexual agency can be viewed as the strategic
negotiations of an individual to situate oneself and one’s choices in a social
context, maintain relationships and make sense of experiences. These
strategic negotiations take place in a broader social and cultural context
which imposes constraints on the agency of all people; however, due to
structural inequalities some people experience more constraints than others.
Social context – the Netherlands
The social and political context governs the options, choices and resources
that are available to young people, as well as the conditions under which
people can make choices (Carmody and Ovenden 2013; Plummer 1995;
Shannahan 2009). Key components of this social and political context
include cultural beliefs and customs; policies, rights and rules, such as LGBT
rights and laws on abortion; the educational system; social and gender
norms; and family roles and expectations. The Netherlands is characterised
by a fairly liberal climate regarding sexually active youth (Brugman, Caron,
and Rademakers 2010; Schalet 2010). Although the Netherlands is seen
as a progressive country in the area of LGBT rights and gender equality,
heteronormativity and the sexual double standard regarding behaviour of
women and men still prevail (Emmerink et al. 2015; Van Lisdonk, Nencel,
and Keuzenkamp 2017). In addition, young people have to navigate multiple
normative spaces at home, at school and among peers, both on and
offline. Religious and ethnic cultural groups in the Netherlands espouse
divergent discourses on sexuality (Cense 2014; Cense and Ganzevoort
2017; Ganzevoort, van der Laan, and Olsman 2011), and different notions of
young people’s sexual agency coexist, in line with these differing secular and
religious beliefs. The Netherlands is in fact home to many different ‘sexual
cultures’: discernible assemblages of meanings, conceptualisations and
practices about sex, which are held, shared, lived, communicated, negotiated
and even contested within a community (Mukoro 2017). In contemporary
public debate, religious and cultural Otherness is often presented as
incompatible with the values of the Dutch secular societal order (Buitelaar
2010; Mepschen and Duyvendak 2012). Ideas about sexual freedom, sexual
diversity and gender equality advanced by politicians and the media, serve
to promote the superiority of Western civilisation and often frame migrants
from Muslim-majority countries as outsiders and a threat to ‘Western values’.
Such public debate affects the intimate and sexual negotiations of young
people, especially young people of migrant background.
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The research projects

This paper draws on findings from four separate qualitative studies
conducted among different groups of young people, exploring how they
exercised agency and negotiated the meaning of their sexual identities,
desires and practices in a context of changing discourses on sexuality
and gender roles. Table 1 shows the focus of the four studies and the
characteristics of each separate research group.
Table 1

Characteristics of the four studies

Study/Title
of Article

Authors
and year of
publication

No.
Age of Gender
inter- particiviews pants

‘Do I score points
if I say ‘No’?’
Negotiating sexual
boundaries in a
changing normative
landscape
Sexual discourses
and strategies of
ethnic minority
youth in the
Netherlands
Navigating
identities: subtle
and public agency
of bicultural gay
youth
The storyscapes of
teenage pregnancy.
On morality,
embodiment and
narrative agency

Cense,
Bay-Cheng
and
Van Dijk,
2018

68

16-21

Cense 2014

46

12-22

Cense and
Ganzevoort
2017

14

21-30

Cense and
Ganzevoort
2018

46

17-25

Ethnic
background

Women,
Men

Selfidentified
sexual
identities
Mainly
heterosexual

White-/
Moroccan-/
Turkish-/
Antillean-/
SurinameseDutch
Heterosexual
Women,
Moroccan-/
Men
Turkish-/
Antillean- and
SurinameseDutch
Lesbian, gay
Men,
Various
and bisexual
biculturalWomen
and Trans- Dutch
gender
backgrounds
Women

White-/
Surinamese-/
AntilleanDutch

Heterosexual

The first study took place in 2010 among young Dutch women
and men, aged 16 to 21, from a diversity of ethnic backgrounds. The study
aimed to understand the strategic negotiation of sexual boundaries in
intimate relationships (Cense, Bay-Cheng, and Van Dijk 2018). The second
study took place in 2012 among ethnic minority youth (aged 12 to 22) in
the Netherlands and aimed to explore the sexual discourses they used and
the way they negotiated their choices and identities within these discourses
(Cense 2014). The third study, conducted in 2013, involved young bicultural
gay, lesbian and bisexual youth, aged 21 to 30, and explored their agency in
navigating their identities (Cense and Ganzevoort 2017). The fourth study
took place in 2015 and focused on teenage pregnancy. It explored how
young women aged 17 to 25, confronted with an unintended pregnancy,
positioned themselves within different discourses and how they exercised
narrative agency (Cense and Ganzevoort 2018).
Although the four studies focused on different subjects and involved
different groups of young people, they all shared the goal of learning more
about the way young people negotiate their choices as (sexual) agents and
about the strategies used to deal with conflicting discourses and social
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norms. Understanding the way in which gender, sexual, cultural and religious
minorities navigate sexual discourses is particularly valuable in reflecting
on young people’s agency, as the messages of the dominant culture and the
sexuality education that is shaped by this culture (e.g. the stress given to
free choice and autonomous decision making), will often not fit with their
lived realities.
This article focuses on young people aged 16 to 30. One of the
above studies included younger participants (aged 12 to 22), but for the
current article the experiences of those aged 16 and older are most relevant.
This is the group that fully encounters the challenge of negotiating their
sexual identities, practices and stories within particular socio-cultural and
relational environments. In Dutch society, young people from the age of
16 and above are seen as sexual subjects, capable of making choices and
having sexual agency, whereas children below 16 are not. However, this
view of adolescents as sexual subjects is not shared by every Dutch citizen,
as suggested above. For the purpose of the analysis presented here, the
frictions between the different social worlds that young people have to
navigate provide valuable insights into the agentic strategies adopted.
Each of the studies focused on was conducted within a socialconstructionist framework and used a life history approach to look at
meanings of sexuality in the context of young people’s lives. Life histories
are an effective method for eliciting details about subjective experience
(Plummer 2001). Narratives of personal experience are the stories that
people tell that allow them to make sense of events, create order, contain
emotions and establish connection with others, particularly when describing
difficult times in their lives (Mann et al. 2015). Young people are capable
of constructing their own life stories, grounded in ‘historically evolving
communities of memory, structured through class, age, race, gender and
sexual preference’ (Plummer 1995, p. 23). In telling stories, people are not
completely free to make up their own account, they must always draw on
culturally and historically available narratives (Plummer 1995). Indeed, an
interview can be seen as an occasion for more systematic reflection and
storytelling about the world (Plummer 1995).
During the interviews conducted as part of the first, the second and
the fourth study, participants were invited to draw their ‘lifeline’, with their
age on the horizontal axis and the ‘level of happiness’ vertically. Lifeline
development of this kind is a narrative technique for marking and validating
life events as a starting point to explore the meaning of experiences. In the
third study, participants were invited to draw an ´identity circle´ and include
all the different identities the participant felt connected with, as a starting
point for exploring the meaning of each identity and possible conflicts
between different identities.
All the interviews were recorded and transcribed, coded and
analysed using an inductive thematic analysis approach (Braun and Clarke
2006), a thematic narrative analytical technique that focuses on the kinds
of stories produced in the data (Riessman 1993). We looked for normative
discourses that were present in the stories, how participants navigated these
discourses and the meaning they gave to their experiences of relationships
and sexuality, their sexual identities and desires. In this paper I aim to
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develop a theory of sexual agency. I will illustrate the theory using excerpts
from interviews in the four studies. The excerpts were chosen because they
exemplify phenomena that were shared by many participants in each study.

2.3

Four components of sexual agency

Drawing on this fieldwork and the conceptualisations offered by scholars
such as Bell (2012), Phạm (2013), Benhabib (1999), and Tolman, Bowman,
and Fahs (2014), I advance a definition of sexual agency that includes four
different, interrelated components: (1) embodied agency; (2) bonded agency;
(3) narrative agency, and (4) moral agency.
Figure 1 Integrated model of four components of sexual agency in social context
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Below, each of these four components is explored, using the narratives
provided by young people. Each component has its own link to the broader
social context (see Figure 1), and the interaction between the different
components of agency and the social context is crucial to understanding the
strategic negotiations engaged with by young people.
Negotiating subjectivity in a normative landscape: embodied agency
The first type of sexual agency I distinguish is embodied agency, or the
processes whereby young people engage in sexual practices and develop
sexual subjectivities and position themselves in relation to the concepts of
sexual identity, desire and practice made available to them by the context
and culture in which they live.
The life stories of young people show how they develop their
subjectivity and their sense of self by engaging in sexual practices,
comparing themselves to others and evaluating their experiences in relation
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to the concepts they are offered. Reflecting on their sexual practices,
young people may embrace or distance themselves from social norms and
dominant stories. One of the subjects much debated among peers is that of
sexual debut. Shirley (Surinamese-Dutch, 18) reflected:
Everyone had already done it and they said to me, it is so wonderful,
believe me. But it wasn’t so great at all. I was a little numb, to be
honest. And I was afraid because it went so fast. I wanted to take it
easy.
Shirley’s account showed that her disappointment in her sexual debut was
connected to her embodied experience, but even more to the expectations
the stories of her peers raised. Often the stories young people told about
their sexual experiences reflected social norms and expectations. Rarely
did young people highlight the physical aspects of their experiences, more
often they reflected on its emotional and social aspects. This may reflect the
impact of a discourse that discourages viewing sexuality (especially female
sexuality) as a bodily experience (Gavey 2005; Holland et al. 1998). It may
also indicate how young people want to distance their experiences from the
sexualised mass media culture around them, and reclaim themselves as
emotionally valuable and special. As Leroy (Surinamese-Dutch, 16) stated:
‘I was in love. I felt very positive about my first [experience of] intercourse.
Because I had felt so many feelings. It was not just sex’. However, the
accounts of young people also illuminate that the evaluation of sexual
encounters is not always limited to the actual experience with another
person but is also heavily influenced by the way others perceived what
happened – or did not happen. As Jason (White Dutch, 21) explained:
There were people around me who said, have you done her yet,
you know, have you got laid yet? And I said, “yes, of course I’ve got
laid, of course”. So, you start talking tough, but you haven’t done
anything. And then you have to act, because otherwise you get the
reputation of a guy who is all talk and no action.
Like Jason, many other young people described the gendered social
norms that scripted their behaviour. While young men were presumed to
be exclusively focused on their own desires and on one objective (sex),
young women had to balance multiple obligations and objectives. The
study on sexual boundaries and sexual coercion (Cense, Bay-Cheng, and
Van Dijk 2018) showed a clear link between gendered social norms and
the negotiations of sexual boundaries. Many young women indicated
feeling responsible for setting boundaries but also for maintaining a good
relationship. Other women drew on discourses of autonomy and framed
their behaviour in terms of self-control and self-determination. They actively
used these ideals of personal liberty and free choice to reject gendered
moralist sanctions, echoing Bay-Cheng’s (2015) findings of how young
women have to prove that they are ‘free agents’ by claiming agency over their
sexual choices. Sexually abstinent women used this claim to agentic selfdetermination as well, but to rebut condescending depictions of themselves
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as mindlessly obedient. Miryam (Moroccan- Dutch, 17), for example, said,
‘Virginity is just an honour. It’s just an honour for yourself’. Unlike young
women, whose primary challenge is to stake their claim to being sexual
agents, young men’s sexual agency is taken for granted. The deviations from
traditional gendered sexual norms among the young men consisted mainly
of prioritising reciprocity during sexual interactions with their partners. Seen
through this lens, it is apparent that embodied agency is infused with social
norms and gender prescriptions.
Young people’s life stories also illuminate how sexual experiences
constitute self-knowledge and knowledge about the social context – through
the body itself. After her first and rather disappointing one-night stand,
Chantal (White Dutch, 17) knew: ‘I have found out that one night stands are
not the thing for me. I just need sex with love.’ A clear account of the way the
body generates knowledge was given by Rachel (White Dutch, 24, pregnant
at 18), who was struggling to position herself anew after terminating an
unintended pregnancy:
I will never forget how it felt to be pregnant. The people in the clinic
did not respond to that. They just checked if I wanted the abortion.
But who really wants an abortion? I knew it had to happen, but
somewhere, deep down, I felt I had to protect something. That it did
not make sense to get rid of it. It was in a way like the experience of
unwanted sex with my first boyfriend. It was both intrusive and not
my initiative. It was the same feeling that I had no choice. It just had
to happen. I was not in control. But I blamed myself for that, for not
being in control. I thought it was entirely my fault. But now I feel I
couldn’t have acted differently, not then, not in that context.
Negotiating social roles and expectations: bonded agency
The second type of agency I distinguish in young people’s life stories is
that of bonded agency: in the form of strategies, actions and negotiations
involved in maintaining relationships and navigating broader social
expectations. Talking about their experiences and the choices they made,
many young people described the manoeuvres they undertook to guarantee
social support. Their stories illuminate their awareness of the impact of their
actions on their families. Yildiz (Turkish-Dutch, 18) expressed how she felt
she had to follow the rules of her mother as she could not bear to disappoint
her. She expressed how the pressure to give in to the expectations had
grown.
My mother feels life is about getting married and having children;
having a career is not important for girls. But nowadays life is
different; a woman can have her dreams too. But well . . . my nieces
got married and of course I start wondering whether I should marry
too. If you hear it all the time at home, it gets to you. I really feel I
have to marry soon, or she will stop seeing me as a good daughter.
My mother herself married at a young age. She wants me to follow
the same path, which means marrying a good man who can look
after me and who shares our religion.
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Yildiz’s account clearly reveals the clash between a multitude of personal
desires (not hurting her parents, being a good daughter, having her parents
close by, and having dreams of her own) and interpersonal dynamics (nieces
who get married, pressure from her mother). Although minority ethnic youth
more openly stressed the importance of their parents’ expectations in the
studies, White Dutch youth also indicated how they wanted to meet the
expectations of their parents. Annet (19): ‘I wouldn’t want to disappoint my
parents, I would really find it awful to have to announce out of the blue that
I was pregnant’. Young people described the reciprocity of bonded agency
between themselves and their parents. As Layla (Moroccan-Dutch, 19) put it:
I have more freedom than my Moroccan peers, even girls that are
older than me. Sometimes they react like “are you allowed to do
that?”. Yes, I am. I think my parents trust me, and because of that I
will do my best not to harm that trust.
Young people showed creativity in combining elements of different social
worlds, for instance by adhering to religious rules while at the same time
claiming gender equality as fundamental aspect of their religion. In so
doing, they exercised bonded agency in such a way that they could navigate
the expectations of different people in different places. Layla for instance
adopted several elements of the religion and culture of her parents, but not
all:
My headscarf is my own choice; my sisters don’t wear it, only one
of them. So, it is about what I want. My parents asked, ‘Do you really
want [to do] it? Then you have to go for it’. To be quite honest, I do
not attach much value to culture, but I do value religion. Culture is
about traditional things. I feel like, ‘What does that have to do with
me?’
Connectedness to different sexual cultures can enable young people to
navigate a course between hegemonic and minority cultural norms by
granting access to diverse perspectives to draw upon and react against.
Being attracted to people of the same sex constitutes a major
challenge for young people with migrant backgrounds, requiring them to
navigate the cultural norms of family loyalty and a taboo on homosexuality
on the one hand while living as a member of a minority ethnic group in the
Netherlands on the other. As a result, their sexual identities and modes of
sexual expression do not only affect their own social position but also their
parents’. Fidan, a Turkish-Dutch woman (29) who was an advocate for LGBT
rights stated: ‘I am very conscious that by giving an interview on television it
is not just me coming out of the closet, but my whole family’.
Several participants used subtle strategies simultaneously to show
loyalty and explore their own sexuality, by keeping their sexuality hidden
from their family. Sometimes moving from a village to a town or migration
to the Netherlands itself was part of such a subtle strategy. The broader
social context and the positioning as a cultural minority also demands
creative strategies on the part of young people who need to negotiate their
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bondedness both to their cultural community and to the wider Dutch society.
The account of Mubashir, a Dutch Pakistani gay man (29) clearly showed
how such intersecting inequalities work out:
For myself it was not a problem to be attracted to boys. No. But it
was. . . so to speak quite inconvenient for my family. So I felt, why
me? I am having a hard time being a minority already, Pakistani,
Muslim, I don’t want to be a triple minority. (..) Look, I may consider
myself super Dutch, but other people always see [me as] a coloured
guy.
Participants in the study of young bicultural gay, lesbian and bisexual youth
(Cense and Ganzevoort 2017) described how they navigated the different
contexts of their cultural community and Dutch society by rejecting a Dutch
‘out and proud’ approach and embracing instead the more subtle treatment
of homosexuality within their own community. As Usha (Surinamese-Dutch,
29) stated:
I think it’s pretty Dutch to go fight for your rights. I actually find it a
very good thing that you do have a bit of that grey area. We don’t
need to raise the rainbow flag to show what we really are.
By distancing herself from the ‘Dutch way’, Usha claimed that her way of
embodying a non-heterosexual identity did not harm her cultural identity.
Negotiating a story of one’s own: narrative agency
The third component is that of narrative agency or the capacity to weave a
life story that makes sense to the individual self. Narrative agency consists
of the accounts young people give of themselves and others about their
choices and their lives. In the research studies focused on here, young
people constructed their own life stories, grounded in ‘historically evolving
communities of memory, structured through class, age, race, gender and
sexual preference’ (Plummer 1995, p. 23). The concept of ‘storyscape’1 offers
a useful lens with which to analyse the stories young people can draw on.
Young people are immersed in multiple storyscapes, defined by different and
often contrasting audiences. Within these storyscapes, young people have
to negotiate their own story. Especially when their story is not a mainstream
account, it may take narrative power and creativity to legitimate the choices
displayed within it. Amuun (Somalian-Dutch, 25) described how her story
evolved when her self-acceptance grew:
We grow up in a ‘we-culture’. It’s all about family. If you take a
decision you have to put the interest of the family first. In the
Netherlands it is the other way round; children have to think for
themselves, choose for themselves. But with us, you will be called
egoistic, spoiled, westernised. I have this struggle myself. Family
means a lot to me. You have to learn to think for yourself. When you
1

A ‘storyscape’ comprises the surrounding landscape of interconnected stories with which
we inevitably interact (Ganzevoort 2017).
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start coming out, you feel your sexuality is the world. You think, I’m
gay and that’s it. After a while, when you have accepted yourself, you
may see that your sexuality is just part of who you are.
In the study of teenage pregnancies (Cense and Ganzevoort 2018), the
narrative agency of young women was complicated by the existence of
dominant negative accounts of teenage pregnancy in terms of victimhood,
failure, irresponsible behaviour and guilt. However, the momentum of
teenage pregnancy also offered agentic possibilities to young women to
take up a new stance towards their parents and boyfriends. Deborah (25,
White Dutch, first pregnant at 18) had given birth at 18 because there were
no other options imaginable in her Christian family. However, when she
unintentionally became pregnant again, there were other stories available:
I immediately felt, ‘how am I going to confront my parents with
this? I do not want to experience all this again.’ I was busy with
my education and I really felt, ‘I can’t handle this.’ So although my
boyfriend did not agree, I had an abortion. My parents still do not
know. They would find it horrible if they ever found out. My boyfriend
and I had a lot of conflicts over it, but well, in the end it was me who
had to choose as it was in my body. It was a hard decision to make,
as I am a Christian myself. I was afraid I would regret it later. But
when I look back now, I feel sorry but I also feel it was the right thing
to do for me then.
One of the narrative challenges for young women lies in negotiating stories
of subordination of women, female vulnerability, and dependency as well as
stories of responsibility and individual agency. Another constraining factor
is the taboo and silencing of sexuality, which disempowers young women
in their relationships. The life stories of pregnant teenagers show that the
individualistic concept of reproductive choice does not adequately engage
with the complex and contextualised way in which young women negotiate
the meaning of their pregnancy amidst the limitations of the available
stories.
Negotiating the right choice: moral agency
The fourth component I distinguish in the data is one of moral agency or
the reflection upon and positioning of oneself within moral frameworks.
This moral positioning is connected to feeling responsible for not hurting or
bringing shame on others such as their family. As Canan (Turkish-Dutch, 19)
in the study of minority ethnic youth put it:
When you are in love, you like each other and you want to touch each
other. But it is not allowed, so you feel very bad about yourself. In my
family, it is emphasised again and again, be aware, watch yourself,
and think about your honour and the community and the shame. So,
I just cannot be intimate with somebody.
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In strategic negotiations of the meaning of teenage pregnancy and
the decision-making around it, young women also had to navigate the
opinions of their family and (boy)friends, and the social discourses that
problematise teenage pregnancy, abortion and teenage motherhood.
Participants’ narratives drew on different concepts of responsibility for their
decision-making, whether they took the path of continuing or terminating
the pregnancy. In their reflections on making the right choice, three moral
discourses could be distinguished: the conviction that children are a gift (and
therefore abortion is immoral); the belief that children have the right to grow
up in good conditions (and therefore parenthood is in some cases immoral);
and the idea that one must be able to look after oneself before becoming
a parent. Sometimes the moral judgment whether a choice was the right
choice changed over time, because circumstances changed. This was the
case for Robijn (White Dutch, 19) who, had an abortion at the age of 17):
I was thinking for half a year, ‘what did I do?’ I was thinking how old
the child would have been, if I had kept it. But now I think, well, I
finished my exams. And our relationship broke up. It would not have
worked. I can see that now. And I am glad to know that now, looking
back, it was the right thing to do.
However, some women also expressed resistance to the responsibility
deriving from liberal agentic ideals and sought out other moral standards.
They included Tessa (Surinamese-Dutch, 21), who stated:
You can never control your own life. You can put some effort into
getting it the way you want it, but you cannot determine it. I don’t feel
that would be right either. Everything happens for a reason. Like the
twins: I first had an abortion and then I became pregnant again and
got twins. That is just. . . not a coincidence. . ..

2.4

Discussion

In this paper, I have outlined a multicomponent model for sexual agency
that connects individual choices to the social, cultural, moral and narrative
contexts that young people have to navigate. In the process of exploring
their sexual identities, desires and relationships, young people are guided by
and confronted with social, gendered norms and available stories. However,
their bodily experiences generate knowledge as well, echoing Tolman’s
(2012) findings that the body constitutes a form of knowledge about the self,
one’s relationships and one’s social world.
The life stories of the young people whose accounts are presented
here show how sexual agency is forged and expressed within context
and is manifested through individuals’ responsiveness to others. The
connectedness of young people to families, friends and communities
(bonded agency) interacts with the processes whereby they develop sexual
subjectivities and position themselves in relation to concepts of sexual
identity, desire and practices (embodied agency). Moreover, young people’s
accounts also reveal how they navigate different normative landscapes while
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developing their sexual selves and engaging in sexual practices, and how
they develop moral and narrative agency within these processes.
The four different components of sexual agency described here are
intertwined and deeply influence each other. Young people develop a life
story by reflecting on their embodied experiences and the perceived ‘reality’
around them. The opposite process, by which young people become involved
in sexual practices and turn a narrative into a behavioural, embodied reality,
is equally important. Moral agency is closely linked to the experienced
connectedness to others, but also to the stories young people can construct
about their choices and to their practices, their embodied agency.
Developing one’s sexual self, including the four components of
sexual agency, within diverse social, cultural, narrative and moral landscapes
is challenging for all young people, but not to the same extent for everyone.
The road is bumpier for young people deviating from cultural ‘normalcy’, for
instance by being non-heterosexual, gender fluid or transgender, or by not
conforming to the cultural ideas of being a ‘good girl’ or a ‘real man’. Running
into trouble, by having an unintended pregnancy or by experiencing sexual
victimisation, may also cause major friction in claiming embodied, bonded,
narrative and moral agency. On the other hand, as the study of teenage
pregnancy (Cense and Ganzevoort 2018) showed, experiencing obstacles
and troubles may also be a turning point in one’s life, leading to the taking
up of another social position and a strengthening of the agentic power of
young people. This resonates with Mahmood’s argument that agency can be
understood as a capacity for action that specific relations of subordination
enable and create.
Limitations
Some limitations of the research studies drawn upon here are worth noting.
As each of the studies was conducted with Dutch Youth, the theory deriving
from them is located in the sociocultural context of the Netherlands. To
explore the value of the model in other sociocultural settings, it needs to
be compared to the life stories and strategies of young people living in
countries with different ideologies regarding gender and youth sexuality, and
in other cultural climates. However, the diverse ethnic/cultural backgrounds
of the participants in the four studies do reflect the multitude of ways in
which young people mediate and embody different aspects of the cultures
they inhabit. Moreover, the sexual diversity of the young people involved in
the studies contributed to the quality of the analysis, as life stories from
a variety of perspectives were included. On balance, therefore, the model
may be applicable to other countries and areas with culturally diverse
populations.
Another limitation derives from the fact that interviews are always
social interactions between an interviewer and a participant during which
some stories can be told while others are not possible. As the dominant
cultural logic celebrates choice and autonomy, it is more favourable to
telling of stories in which the narrator has some form of control, rather than
the expression of victimisation and powerlessness. On the other hand, the
‘outsider’ position of the interviewer may have encouraged participants to
share stories they did not dare to reveal to family members or friends. In
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addition, the interviewer may have probed for stories by asking questions,
the participant has not reflected on before. Although not all stories were
able to be told, analysis of the four different studies revealed a number of
repeated themes in the narratives provided by young people.

2.5

Concluding comments

The analysis of sexual agency offered in this paper – as a complex and
subtle process of navigation between competing expectations, discourses
and cultural influences – should have consequences for sexuality education.
A sole focus on autonomy, assertiveness and making one’s own free choices
does not suffice, as it does not recognise and match the realities of young
people. Too great a cultural emphasis on individual responsibility obscures
the mutual responsibility between partners, and the impact of structural
limitations and inequalities. The concept of choice is itself problematic.
Although young people may mobilise narratives of choice and personal
autonomy to articulate and make sense of their actions after the event
(Harris and Dobson 2015), and may even argue that each individual is solely
responsible for his or her own wellbeing (Lamb and Randazzo 2016), this
does not mean that they are entirely responsible for what happens in their
lives, or that they all have the required power, possibilities and positions to
make ‘free’ choices. The challenge for sexuality educators is to move beyond
the restrictive paradigms offered by individual responsibility to acknowledge
young peoples’ ongoing negotiations of social expectations, boundaries
and bondedness. This acknowledgment forms the point of departure for
the development of new forms of sexuality education that question social
norms, promotes critical awareness and support young people in their
journey along the bumpy road to developing their gendered and sexual
selves (see chapter 3).
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Chapter 3
Navigating a bumpy road. Developing
sexuality education that supports young
people’s sexual agency
Abstract
The complexity of young people’s strategic negotiations of sexual agency
constitutes a challenge for professionals working in the area of sexuality
education. This paper explores how comprehensive sexuality education can
support young people to develop sexual agency in all its forms: embodied,
bonded, narrative and moral. A first step is to base sexuality education on
the recognition of the connectedness of young people to different people
and to different sexual cultures. This implies that comprehensive sexuality
education should provide the tools that can help young people in the process
of taking up a position, forming an identity and embodying a sexual self
within their own social and cultural context. Moreover, comprehensive
sexuality education should not only be aimed at empowering individuals,
but should address different sexual cultures, gender norms and other social
norms, to stimulate critical consciousness and collective agency, and
thereby create an environment that enables and supports young people’s
agency and diminishes inequality and restrictive norms.

3.1

Introduction

Sexual agency is forged and expressed in context in young people’s lives.
The embeddedness of young people in their cultural and social environment
and their bondedness to family and friends influences how they position
themselves in relation to concepts of sexual identity, desire and practices.
Based on qualitative studies among Dutch Youth with a great variety in
cultural, gender and sexual identities, I have developed a four component
model of sexual agency (Cense 2018) including (1) embodied agency, or
the process by which young people develop sexual identities, desires and
practices; (2) bonded agency, in the form of the strategies, actions and
negotiations involved in maintaining relationships and navigating broader
social expectations; (3) narrative agency, or the capacity to develop a life
story that makes sense to their individual self; and (4) moral agency, which
involves reflecting on and positioning oneself within a moral framework.
Developing one’s sexual self in all these aspects within diverse social,
cultural, narrative and moral landscapes is challenging for all young people,
but even more for young people deviating from cultural ‘normalcy’, for
instance by being non-heterosexual, gender fluid or transgender, or by not
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conforming to the cultural ideas of being a ‘good girl’ or a ‘real man’. Running
into trouble, like an unintended pregnancy or sexual victimisation, may also
cause major friction in claiming embodied, bonded, narrative and moral
agency. On the other hand, our study of teenage pregnancy (Cense and
Ganzevoort 2018) showed how experiencing troubles may also be a turning
point in one’s life, leading to the taking up of another social position and a
strengthening of the agentic power of young people.
Drawing on this four component model of sexual agency, I
conclude that current comprehensive sexuality education as it is practised
in the multicultural context of the Netherlands can benefit from a deeper
knowledge of how young people navigate different contexts. The principal
question I will address in this paper is how sexuality education can meet
the lived realities and actual challenges faced by young people with diverse
backgrounds and affiliations, so that they can develop agency over their
sexual identities and practices.
The benefits and challenges of comprehensive sexuality education
UNESCO (2018) defines comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) as:
….. a curriculum-based process of teaching and learning about the
cognitive, emotional, physical and social aspects of sexuality. It
aims to equip children and young people with knowledge, skills,
attitudes and values that will empower them to: realise their
health, well-being and dignity; develop respectful social and sexual
relationships; consider how their choices affect their own well-being
and that of others; and, understand and ensure the protection of
their rights throughout their lives.
Studies show that good quality comprehensive sexuality education has great
potential to provide young people with the necessary information about their
bodies and sexuality; to reduce misinformation, shame and anxiety; and to
improve their abilities to make safe and informed choices about their sexual
and reproductive health (Boonstra 2011; Vanwesenbeeck et al. 2016). It also
provides opportunities for young people to develop positive values, including
respect for human rights, gender equality and diversity, and attitudes and
skills that contribute to safe, healthy, positive relationships (UNESCO 2018).
However, because sexuality education is immersed in the values,
ideas and stereotypes of the dominant culture, it also runs the risk of
reinforcing and reinscribing inequalities (Smith 2012). Sexuality education
can also be viewed as serving to tame the unruliness of sexuality (Gilbert
2017) and correcting the ‘misplaced’ sexual socialisation of young people
(Smith 2012). There is therefore a strong relationship between the content
of sex education and the dominant sexual culture. Sexual culture is closely
linked to the various ways sexuality is depicted, expressed, practised and
understood, including how sexual knowledge is constructed (Mukoro,
2017a). Its immersion within dominant culture leads to several problems.
Firstly, the dominant sexual culture in the Netherlands, as in most other
countries, portrays heterosexuality as what is ‘normal’. Gender and sexual
diversity are treated as matters for social acceptance and tolerance, while
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‘normalcy’ are reserved for heterosexual sexuality, which leads to the
widespread Othering of non-heterosexual people (van Lisdonk, Nencel,
and Keuzenkamp 2017, Meerhoff 2016). Secondly, sexuality education
builds upon presumptions and stereotypes that reproduce existing sexist,
racist and classist notions of sexuality, thereby ‘projecting a particular
message and vision of who and how teens are and should be’ (Bay-Cheng
2003, p.61). Young women of colour are often portrayed in the media as
hypersexualised, and sex education often describes the sexual attitudes
and behaviour of ethnic minorities as problematic in comparison to White
youth (García 2009, Lamb, Roberts, and Plocha 2016). These socially
constructed ideas of gender and culture impact on how young women of
colour perceive themselves (Hunter 2002). Paradoxically, girls (and boys)
of colour may construe White girls similarly, viewing them as promiscuous
while positioning themselves as respectable and virtuous (Lamb, Roberts,
and Plocha 2016, Weekes 2002). Both of these processes compound and
reinforce Othering. Thirdly, many of the ideals of sexuality education, such
as its concern for personal autonomy and sexual freedom, are based on a
secular logic, excluding people and practices shaped from within a religious
framework (Rasmussen 2012; Roodsaz 2018). Rasmussen (2010, p. 456), in
particular, has argued that comprehensive sexuality education perpetuates
a problematic binary between ‘progressive secular’ and ‘backward religious/
conservative’ perspectives:
.. if sex education is to have relevance to young people it must
reflect and engage the diverse contexts from which these young
people come, even when these contexts cannot be easily reconciled.
Which is not to say that young people should only be exposed to
one set of values, according to their religious, sexual or ethnic
identification. Rather, I argue that secularism, like religion, is steeped
in particular value judgements about what constitutes a quality sex
education.
Race, ethnicity, culture and religion are repeatedly depicted in sexuality
education courses and materials as factors that hamper individual agency
or diversity of opinion, on the assumption that they are synonymous with
opposition to teaching and learning in sexuality education (Whitten and
Sethna 2014). Haggis and Mulholland (2014, p. 57) also highlight the
…. tendency in sex education research to treat difference as a set
of categories to be ‘tacked on’, such as religious difference, cultural
difference and sexual plurality. The danger of this is that it leaves
the normative unchallenged, confirming the hegemony of the
heteronormative, unraced subject.
Reinforcing stereotypical images of culture or religion will not only exclude
young people from minority backgrounds but will also strengthen the group
identities of both liberal and religious youth thereby creating a greater sense
of dichotomy or difference. Ideas about sexual freedom and homosexuality
on the one hand, and virtue and virginity on the other, tend to act as identity
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markers, distinguishing the stance of particular religious groups from those
of secular society (Ganzevoort, van der Laan and Olsman 2011).
Comprehensive sexuality education in the Netherlands
Comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) has been mandatory in Dutch
primary and secondary schools since 2012. This means that pupils aged
4 to 18 must receive sexuality education at school. Dutch people have a
generally positive attitude towards sexuality education in schools. Nine out
of ten people think that it should be compulsory (De Graaf and Wijsen 2017).
This point of view reflects the dominant cultural logic of the Netherlands,
which normalises and accepts adolescent sexuality and views teenagers
as sexual agents who can choose for themselves when they are ready
to engage in sexual activities, so long as this happens in the context of a
more or less equal relationship, practicing safe sex, and without coercion
(Schalet 2000). As in most Western countries, contemporary public
discourse in the Netherlands is dominated by a (neo)liberal sexual culture,
based on the sexual rights of individuals. Notions such as responsibility (for
oneself, for young people, for partners, for the family and for society) are
crucial to arguments within and about sex education (Rasmussen 2010).
Responsibility is emphasised through the repeated message: if you are
going to have sex, do it safely. This encourages the provision of information
about safe and unsafe sex, different types of contraceptives, where to obtain
contraceptives, how to use them, and how to negotiate protection against
STIs and pregnancy with your partner (Ferguson, Vanwesenbeeck, and Knijn
2008). In 2012, the Dutch Ministry of Education included sexuality education
in the Key Objectives of Education. This Resolution supports CSE for Primary
Schools and Lower Secondary Education.
Pupils learn about similarities, differences and changes in culture
and philosophy in the Netherlands, learn to see the relationship
between their own lifestyle and that of others, learn to see the
importance for society of having respect for one another’s views and
lifestyles, and learn to deal respectfully with sexuality and diversity
within society, including sexual diversity (Resolution Key Objectives
Education 2012, objective 43)
However, the Dutch constitutional principle of freedom of education creates
a barrier to implementation, as Dutch schools are free to determine the
amount of time, the approach and the methods they use for sexuality
education. A recent survey among young people showed that although
almost everyone reported having received some information about
sexuality at school, this information usually focused only on contraception,
reproduction and STIs/HIV (De Graaf et al. 2017). When it comes to sexual
coercion, gender and sexual diversity, sexual pleasure, and sex in the media,
a majority of young people report having received no or little information
(De Graaf et al. 2017). Young people rate the sexuality education they have
received at school as mediocre (5.8 on a scale of one to ten). So, although
national guidelines exist, the practice of delivering comprehensive sexuality
education is still rather limited.

Navigating a bumpy road

71

Most sexuality education materials in the Netherlands are based on
psychological approaches to health promotion. This is connected to the way
sexuality education is funded and framed by the Ministry of Health. Sexual
health promotion is often informed by models of health behaviour, such as
Ajzen and Fishbein´s theory of reasoned action (2000), which are based on
the notion that individual cognitive factors such as response-efficacy and
self-efficacy, risk perception, and the perceived costs and benefits of the
protective response influence the motivation or intention to protect oneself,
which in turn influences actual behaviour (Vanwesenbeeck et al. 1999).
However, critical Dutch scholars have argued over the years that sexual
health behaviour should be addressed beyond the level of the individual,
as there are few health behaviours so sensitive to context and interaction
as sexual health behaviour (Vanwesenbeeck et al. 1999). These criticisms,
together with growing concern about sexual coercion and the political
urge to promote the social acceptance of gender and sexual diversity,
have resulted in the development of new sexuality education materials
that address the need for mutual respect and sexual communication, and
seek to reduce sexual prejudice (De Graaf et al. 2016; Mevissen et al. 2017;
Van Lieshout et al. 2016). However, most of these methods are still based
on an individualistic approach and do not take ‘collective sensibilities’
(Rasmussen 2010) into account, nor do they question normative discourse.
Thus, current Dutch sexuality education advances a morality in line with
the liberal sexual rights discourse. By presenting this morality as the only
one available, sexuality education excludes young people who grow up in
a cultural environment that embraces other values and moral position, for
instance by stressing sexual abstinence before marriage or rules about
family honour. By using narrowly defined ideas of gender and sexual identity
and by disconnecting sexuality from cultural and religious influences,
sexuality education excludes the many young people who do not recognise
themselves in the stories presented (Rutten and Theewis 2017).

3.2

New directions for comprehensive sexuality education

How can we develop sexuality education that is relevant to young people’s
lives and takes context and strategic negotiations into account? In order to
do so, I propose to expand the goals and activities of sexuality education to
support young people, in all diversity, to develop sexual agency in each of
the four forms highlighted earlier: embodied, bonded, moral and narrative
agency. To reach this goal, sex educators should recognise and value the
fact that young people are constantly negotiating their position within
the social and normative landscape that surrounds them and no longer
view sexual agency as merely autonomous decision-making. CSE should
therefore move away from its narrow individualistic focus on danger and
risk towards a broader view of sexuality as a domain for adventure and
exploration (Fine and McClelland 2006; Naezer 2017) and subjectivity and
morality (Allen and Carmody 2012; Lamb 2010).
In order to take young people’s circumstances into account,
CSE should not only be based upon psychological models that focus on
improving individual knowledge, attitudes and skills in order to make healthy
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choices, but on a framework that views and acknowledges sexuality as
a social and moral domain. Here, I propose four pillars for CSE that can
support young people to develop embodied, bonded, narrative and moral
agency.
Figure 1 What Comprehensive Sexuality Education should provide

First, by addressing different sexual cultures, gender norms and
other social norms within the classroom, this newly comprehensive form
of sexuality education will stimulate reflection and critical consciousness.
In doing so, CSE can create an environment in which young people feel
invited to take up a position, form an identity and embody a sexual self.
These reflections will support both their embodied and their moral agency.
Sexual cultures are temporary and changeable and should be considered as
sites of participation, negotiation, reproduction, resistance and challenge
(Attwood and Smith 2011). Second, using real life scenario’s which do not
mask the conflicts and the troubles that can be present in relationships
and sexuality will support young people in gaining navigation skills and
prepare for the challenges in real life. By emphasising that one learns about
oneself and others by doing, and reframing ‘mistakes’ or ‘failures’ to learning
experiences, CSE can provide a counterbalance to the neoliberal pressure
to be successful and make the right choices. Third, to support young people
in their bonded agency, educators should actively invite young people to
explore their relationships to parents, peers and lovers. By recognising
multiple desires including the desire to fit in and belong to a community or
family, instead of striving for individual autonomy, young people can better
learn to navigate social expectations and social pressures, and develop
reciprocity in relationships. Finally, by providing multiple, different stories of
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sexual identities and practises, CSE will support young people in developing
narrative agency. I elaborate on these four pillars below.
Stimulate critical awareness to support embodied and moral agency
Supporting young people to reflect on themselves as sexual beings should
be at the heart of comprehensive sexuality education. ‘Sexual subjectivity is
a necessary component of sexual agency, that affects her/his ability to act
in the world and to feel like she/he can will things and make them happen’
(Martin 1996, p.10, quoted in Tolman 2002, p. 6). It is closely connected to
critical awareness of the influence of culture: ‘[for young people] to reflect
on themselves as sexual beings would also mean reflecting on the cultural
pressures to be this or that kind of sexual being and to reflect on one’s fears
about, outrage at, and compliance to these cultural sexual norms’ (Lamb
1997, p. 303). It is crucial therefore to examine how race and class as well
as region and religion intersect to form the cultural bounds within which
individuals make meaning of their sexual and gendered selves (Sears 1997).
In addition, young people’s understanding of the normative
landscape and the background of different moral messages around them
is important to develop their own morality (Lamb, Roberts and Plocha
2016). When provided appropriately, good quality CSE can stimulate critical
reflection on the diversity of sexual cultures (including liberal sexual culture)
and corresponding values and feelings (such as concepts of the self, of
loyalty, honour, freedom, holiness, equity etc.) and one’s own position in
these. Sexuality education should be framed and taught from the perspective
of the diversity of sexual cultures in society and should be responsive to this
complexity of diversity (Mukoro 2017a). As Rasmussen (2010) has put it,
‘The answer to this diversity is not recourse to a ‘simple culturalism’ founded
on the idea that there are discrete communities with discernible borders.’(p.
710). Current approaches to cultural sensitivity may lead to stereotyped
images of cultures and especially of people of colour (Whitten and Sethna
2014), which deny the dynamic nature of cultures and the multiple positions
individuals can take up within them. Moreover, an intercultural approach
in which each culture is treated as equal may ‘lead to a certain nihilism
or the annihilation of cultural values, even the very good ones of respect
and consent’ (Mukoro 2017a, p. 506) and to acceptance of, for instance,
homophobia and gender inequity. The aim, therefore, should be to stimulate
an open-cultural stance (Mukoro 2017a) that enables young people to
navigate plural sexual cultures while at the same time firmly embedding
sexuality education in a framework of gender equality and human rights
(UNESCO 2018).
Gender role socialisation and gender equity are crucial elements
in CSE, inviting young people to look critically at gender norms and gender
inequality for both girls and boys, including ideals/codes of femininity and
masculinity (Lamb 1997, Tolman 2012). Furthermore, removing discourses
of shame and blame will enable conditions for young men’s and women’s
sexuality development and well-being (Tolman 2012).
By encouraging and building on this joint reflection of social norms
and stigma, the classroom can become a safe space in which differences
between young people can be explored and the judging of others can be
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reduced. This is important in order to reduce the exclusion of minorities,
but also to diminish the reproduction of defensive strategies of positioning
oneself as good by putting others down. Moreover, reflection on their own
cultural background will enable young people to position themselves within
the larger social landscape around them thereby developing moral and
embodied agency.
Show young people the bumpy road and enhance navigating skills to
support embodied agency
Young people learn about their sexual selves by doing, observing and sharing
experiences. Learning about sexuality is not just a matter of education but
is an ongoing process based on experiences in daily life. Young people learn
about sexuality through films, conversation, sexting, jokes and silences, all of
which influence the way in which sexuality is enacted and understood.
Pupils collectively learn how to do sexuality, ranging from where and
how to talk and laugh about it, to the visualisation of growing up
based on pictures on their smartphones, to remarks on breast-size
or (the absence of) sexual behaviour (Krebbekx 2018, p. 97)
Young people growing up in neoliberal cultures are often pressured to make
a success of their life and make the right choices, especially in the domain
of sexuality (Bay-Cheng 2015). CSE should not reinforce these messages
but should instead teach that all people learn sexuality and relationships by
doing, that there is no such thing as succeeding in your sexual or romantic
‘career’, and that messiness and trouble are an inherent part of discovering
who you are and what you want to be.
By taking up the challenge to present learning stories instead of
giving instructions for a risk free love life, CSE can diminish feelings of
blame and shame and reduce the shaming of others. Gilbert (2017, p. 10)
challenges the developers of sexuality education to create more space
for adventure: ‘We will have to begin with a conceptualisation of sexuality
that ventures into the realms of surpise, uncertainty, ambivalence, love
and violence’. How then can comprehensive sexuality education prepare
young people to deal with the unexpected obstacles they encounter on their
journey? Mukoro (2017b) advocates for a sexuality education that can help
young people prepare for conflict when they encounter it, instead of giving
them rules that often will not work in the complexity of real-life situations.
Young people can be taught to navigate conflicts by building sexuality
education around case studies that highlight the existence of conflict in
choices or decision making concerning sexuality. This education should
involve highlighting the plurality of available options, analysing these options,
making a decision based on these options, and finally reflecting upon this
decision while being aware of the inherent limitations associated with the
choice that has been made (Mukoro, 2017b).
Conceptualising sexuality as an adventure also opens up the
possibility of including desire and sexual pleasure. Writers and researchers
have long advocated for the inclusion of a discourse of pleasure in sexuality
education to enhance young people’s sexual agency (Allen 2012, Fine and
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McClelland 2006). Michelle Fine (1988) argued that young women were
denied a sense of entitlement to desire and pleasure, impairing their ability
to initiate and negotiate sexual activity. A pleasure discourse advances
‘female adolescents as [the] subjects of sexuality, [and the] initiators as
well as negotiators’ (Fine 1988, p. 33). Allen (2012) adds that a discourse
of desire and pleasure can enhance young people’s experience of sexuality
and support a wider shift in understanding that sexual health is about much
more than being disease-free.
Support the development of reciprocity and response-ability to support
bonded agency
Inviting young people to explore different sources of bondedness will
support their reflection on different relationships and social expectations.
Among the questions to be asked in this respect are: who is most important
and how do relationships work out; how best can one recognise social
pressure and coercion; and how is it possible to navigate different social
expectations of peers and family? Successful strategies involve young
people learning from other young people about different ways in which
to navigate social expectations. By paying more attention to becoming a
partner in a relationship - instead of merely focusing on individual needs
- new social norms such as reciprocity and response-ability - the ability to
respond (Phạm 2013) may be engendered. An inspiring example is given by
Carmody and Ovenden (2013), who describe the effects of the Sex and Ethics
Violence Prevention Program which provides young women and men with
opportunities to engage with ‘real life’ scenarios and to explore alternative
ways of negotiating sexual intimacy. Their research findings indicate that
as a result of the programme heterosexual women were able to reshape
their expectations about sexual intimacy and young men restyled their own
traditional gender performances.
Connected to the issue of reciprocity is the issue of sexual
consent. The rationale is that if young people learn that both parties
should affirmatively communicate their willingness to have sex this could
reduce sexual violence and coercion. However, consent is often not as
straightforward as it seems. Again, as Carmody and Ovenden (2013, p.
802) point out, consent is a dynamic and continuous ‘process of mutual
negotiation rather than a one-off agreement’. During sexual interactions,
partners are not simply trying to translate sexual desire into sexual
behaviour. Instead, people may want and simultaneously not want to engage
in a sexual interaction for a host of reasons, whether sexual (e.g. arousal,
curiosity) or not (e.g. to maintain a relationship). Gendered norms and
conditions complicate and muddy this process of negotiation in many ways
(Cense, Bay-Cheng and Van Dijk 2018). Gilbert (2017) raises the question of
what the current tendency to include sexual consent in sexuality education
brings with it, when she writes, ‘What happens in and to education when
we frame the sexual encounter through the law? What conceptual baggage
does consent smuggle into sex education – its desires, disappointments,
ambivalences and losses?’ (Gilbert 2017, p. 2).
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Provide young people with multiple stories to support narrative agency
Instead of offering a single story – in most sexuality education the story
of a monogamous, heterosexual relationship – the provision of multiple
accounts can show young people more diversity in identities and choices to
identify with. The availability of a range of different stories will support young
people in developing narrative agency. As Allen (2005) has written, ‘Other
people’s stories are powerful, they suggest reality not fiction, and offer young
people tangible and personal “proof” of what things are really like’ (p.396).
Naezer (2017, p. 720) concludes from her study of Dutch youth, ‘Finding
people who are able and willing to confirm the “normalcy” of certain feelings,
experiences and identifications requires the availability of a multitude of
perspectives; a requirement that is absent from Dutch sex educational
policies.’
Sexuality education should therefore transgress the hegemonic
stories of sexuality (heterosexuality, liberal views about sexuality) by
including narratives from sexual and gender minorities and religious youth
and accounts that counter the image of neoliberal success, such as stories
of abortion, teenage pregnancy and abuse. By providing young people with
multiple experiences with which to associate, they are given discursive
weapons to oppose hegemonic systems (Butler 2002). Young people’s own
voices are important to be heard in telling these stories in order to position
them as agents who negotiate sexual experiences and discourses (Naezer
2017).

3.3

Discussion

In this article, I have proposed a model for Comprehensive Sexuality
Education composed of four pillars aimed at supporting young people’s
sexual agency in all its forms. The model was developed in response to
an analysis of the way in which young people negotiate sexual agency in
a social, moral and narrative environment. As the young people whose
experiences drawn upon here live in the Netherlands, both the analysis of
their agency and the proposed model for CSE are embedded in the Dutch
socio-cultural context, characterised by a generally accepting attitude
towards young people’s sexuality, liberal ideals such as individual freedom
and responsibility, a largely psychological approach to sexuality education,
and a latent but persistent heteronormativity, xenophobia and sexual
double standard. However, as the model of sexual agency was based on
fieldwork involving participants from a wide range of cultural backgrounds
(Cense 2014; Cense and Ganzevoort 2017; Cense, Bay-Cheng and van Dijk
2018; Cense and Ganzevoort 2018), I argue that the analysis of the four
components embodied, bonded, moral and narrative agency has relevance
beyond the borders of the Netherlands.
In this article I have also argued that the complexity of young
people’s strategic negotiations requires a change in sexuality education
to meet the lived realities and actual challenges facing young people with
diverse backgrounds and affiliations, to support them in developing agency
over their sexual selves. It is crucial therefore to view sexual agency in the
full multisystemic context of personal desires, interpersonal dynamics,
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available narratives, social norms and social inequities. A first step in doing
so is to base sexuality education on the recognition of young people’s
bondedness to different people and to different sexual cultures, which
means they have to negotiate their choices in the context of a wide range
of expectations and emotions. Moreover, the choice that is ‘best’ for them
is not fixed but can vary according to their specific situation at a specific
moment in time. This implies that comprehensive sexuality education
should provide the tools that can help young people with the process of
taking up a position, forming an identity and embodying a sexual self, while
recognising their own social and cultural context. Moreover, comprehensive
sexuality education should be aimed not only at empowering individuals, but
addressing different sexual cultures, gender norms and other social norms
in order to stimulate critical consciousness and collective agency, thereby
creating an enabling environment.
However, some potential problems of this ambitious project are
worth noting. First, classrooms are imbued with social dynamics which
take place alongside sexuality education. What effects do these dynamics
have on what young people learn while receiving sexuality education? And
can classrooms be a safe space for young people who take up a minority
position because they identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender or
because they differ from the majority because of others reasons, such as
their religious or cultural background or the trouble they have run into over
teenage pregnancy or abuse? Moreover, how can sexuality education avoid
increasing the vulnerability of young people with regard to their peers? Lamb,
Roberts and Plocha (2016) found for instance that although students may
want sex education classes to teach them about pleasure, it is also a topic
that makes them feel vulnerable, which causes resistance to the lessons.
Beyond this, what happens if we change our approach to sexuality
education within an unchanged, dominant sexual culture? How can young
people relate to education that deviates from the messages that surround
them, in media, music and online? Lamb, Roberts and Plocha (2016, p. 48)
found that girls of colour resisted feminist lessons for several reasons.
They write how, ‘introducing a discourse around critical consciousness,
solidarity, the blaming of social forces and activism (..), hit up against a
discourse of self-protection through pride and respect, a religious discourse
of respectability, and an individualising discourse.’
And what does this new approach ask of educators? Educators
may feel insecure about the challenge of taking up a different position in
sexuality education and resist the required shift from the one who knows
and explains to the one who asks questions and invites pupils to reflect.
The kind of sexuality education that the presented model promotes requires
educators to develop skills in nurturing open and thoughtful dialogue in
class, from an early age onwards. Schools may not be the perfect places for
these open dialogues, as formal education is built on more static ideas of
what knowledge entails and what competences a teacher needs. However,
contemporary innovation in education places stress on coaching and
development so students may become competent citizens in a modern
society (Geijsel and Meijers 2005, Van de Werfhorst 2014). Moreover, in the
Netherlands today schools are obliged to support their pupils in developing
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‘citizenship competences’, defined by Geijsel et al. (2012) as the knowledge,
skills, attitudes and reflection needed by young people to fulfil social tasks
that are part of daily life in a democratic and multicultural society. These new
developments offer opportunities for the implementation of the model and
to strengthen the development of ‘sexual citizenship’ in a broader sense1.
A sexual citizenship framework can serve as a sensitizing tool for parents,
teachers and policy-makers alike (Illes 2012). Developing sexual citizenship
can also be used strategically to promote sexuality education starting at
a young age, as children and adolescents below the age of 16 are already
involved in many sexual ‘social tasks’, like falling in love and posting sexy
selfies. However, the discourse of the innocent, asexual child who should be
protected from sexuality, and sexuality education for that matter, is a barrier
to implementing sexuality education, in Dutch society as much as elsewhere
(Robinson 2012). Broadening sexual agency beyond the embodiment of
sexual practices to include moral and narrative agency clarifies the urgency
to start when children grow up, observe others, listen to stories of older
youth, and develop their identities.
Additionally, there exist opportunities for delivering sexuality
education outside of formal classroom settings. These range from youth
clubs, sport clubs and hairdressing salons to community drama and media
events (IPPF, 2010). Increased access to online media, the application of
gamification to CSE and online information sources also numerous new
opportunities for CSE.
That said, the implementation of the four pillars within this model
will be a challenge, in the Netherlands and elsewhere. Opposition is to be
expected from different sides. First, there will certainly be conservative
opposition to viewing adolescents as sexual agents, who negotiate sexuality
and have valuable knowledge of navigating skills to share with their peers.
Moreover, the presentation of sexuality as an adventure rather than an
avoidable risk will provoke resistance, as will the inclusion of gender equity
and changing gender norms as a necessary part of sexuality education. But
it is not unlikely that liberal sexuality education advocates will also resist the
model, for different reasons. The idea of presenting multiple sexual cultures
and encouraging an open-minded attitude towards values that conflict with
sexual rights will likely not be met with applause. Sexual rights advocates
may question the concept of bonded agency as it conflicts with ideas of
individual freedom, choice and self-determination. The view that young
people can also benefit from reflecting on and distancing themselves from
liberal norms such as individual responsibility and striving for success, will
not be shared by everyone.
Moreover, if we strive for a sexuality education that is open to a
diversity of sexual cultures, that stimulates a reflexive attitude towards
gender norms and heteronormativity, that transgresses hegemonic sexual
stories and enhances response-ability and navigation skills, are we perhaps
asking ‘too much of sex education’ (Gilbert 2017)? Hopefully not. While
comprehensive sexuality education cannot be the panacea for all the world’s
injustices and problems, it can be a site in which social change begins
and new perspectives on sexuality can be shared. The perspective on
1

See Richardson (2017) for a critical analysis of this multi-faceted concept.
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contextualised sexual agency offered by studying young people’s life stories
challenges sex educators to broaden the scope of sexuality education
beyond lessons in individual decision-making to addressing norms
collectively, and offering learning opportunities that can truly empower
young people to develop their gendered and sexual selves, in all their many
aspects.

Part II
Young people’s
navigation of
discourses, identities,
practices and
consequences

One’s action is rarely one’s own and rarely for one’s own
sake only, for it is pulled, pushed, harmonized, agitated,
coaxed, pleaded . . . by multiple bonds. In this sense,
one could say it is always already co-authored. So tightly
knitted with others, one is not necessarily set on freeing
oneself from the given (though the desire for autonomy
cannot be ruled out altogether), but often navigates
and negotiates carefully, subtly, even artfully within the
intricate webs of what’s given.
Quỳnh Pham

Chapter 4
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Chapter 4
Sexual discourses and strategies of
ethnic minority youth in the Netherlands
Abstract
This study explores the way minority ethnic youth in the Netherlands
evaluate their sexual experiences, how they frame these experiences in
different sexual discourses and how they deal with conflicts between
different sexual discourses, both at home and in Dutch society. During 46
narrative interviews, Dutch young people (aged 12–22 years) from different
minority ethnic communities shared their sexual histories and their dreams
for the future relating to love and sexuality. Different sexual discourses can
be identified in the language they used to describe their ideas and their
experiences. Young people grow up with a variety of discourses but actively
re-shape them according to circumstances and need. In many cases, young
people experience a conflict between the discourses of the home and those
that are prevalent more generally in Dutch society. Young people’s ways of
negotiating these contradictory discourses comprise four main strategies:
(1) conforming to parents’ values, (2) breaking up with parents, (3) leading
a double life and (4) integrating competing discourses. By bringing together
different sexual discourses and acknowledging diverse strategies, sexual
health policies can become more effective in promoting sexual health
for minority ethnic youth. Findings from the study add fuel to debate on
understanding (sexual) agency among young people, exhibiting the social
‘embeddedness’ of individual agency.

4.1

Introduction

In Western countries such as The Netherlands, the sexual behaviour
of minority ethnic groups is often considered problematic and seen as
deviating from the – ‘native’ – social norm (Nagel 2003; Lewis 2004; Stokes
2007). The Dutch media regularly portrays the sexuality of young men
and women from minority ethnic groups as promiscuous or, in the case
of Muslim girls, suppressed. Although empirical research reveals some
differences in sexual behaviour between ethnic groups, these differences are
not as uniform or as large as is often presented in the media (de Graaf et al.
2012). Moreover, empirical findings do not tell us much about the relevance
and meaning of sexual behaviour for young people themselves. This paper
focuses on the processes by which young people give meaning to sexuality
in order to understand how young people frame their own experiences. The
specific research questions were: (1) what factors influence the evaluation
of sexual and relational experiences by minority ethnic youth, (2) how do
minority ethnic youth frame their sexual and relational experiences and
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(3) how do minority ethnic youth exercise agency and negotiate between
contradictory discourses?
Sexual discourses
In this study, we explored young people’s agency in a context of changing
discourses on sexuality and gender roles. The most dominant discourse
is that of heteronormativity. As Jackson argues: ‘we all learn to be
sexual within a society in which “real sex” is defined as a quintessentially
heterosexual act, vaginal intercourse, and in which sexual activity is thought
of in terms of an active subject and passive object’ (Jackson 1996, p. 23).
Allen (2003) adds: ‘the dominance of heterosexual identity and discursive
practices that support an active male and passive female sexuality are
deeply embedded within social and political participation and perceived as
normative’ (p. 218). The construction of female sexuality is generally one
of passivity and vulnerability, whereby women are perceived as having less
desire and achieving sexual pleasure less easily than men (Allen 1996).
Male sexuality, on the other hand, is seen as active, more rampant and more
quickly satisfied. Besides this dominant discourse, other discourses can be
discovered both in public debate and in the private life stories and accounts
offered by young people.
Agency
Most definitions of agency place emphasis on the autonomy of the
individual. Jackson (1996), for example, defines sexual agency in terms of
the rights and ability to define and control one’s own sexuality, free from
coercion and exploitation. Quach (2008) states that ‘the agency of an
individual reflects how she or he performs within often competing regimes
of discourse and practice’ (p. 153). Bell (2012) includes social identities
and relations in his definition of sexual agency, describing the ‘processes
where(by) young people become sexually active and the strategies, actions
and negotiations involved in maintaining relationships and navigating
broader social expectations’ (p. 284). According to Bell’s definition, sexual
agency is not just about an individual’s capacity to reach desired goals and
outcomes, but links closely to broader social expectations. Mahmood’s
(2001) contribution to the concept of agency is also valuable in this respect.
She argues that while agency is often understood as the capacity to
realise one’s own interests against the weight of custom, tradition or other
obstacles, the desire for freedom and liberation is a historically situated
impulse whose motivational force cannot be assumed a priori, but needs
to be considered in the light of other desires, aspirations and capacities.
Agency, therefore, should be understood as not merely the capacity for
positive change, but also the capacity to endure, suffer and persist, as
illustrated by work exploring the concept of ‘bonded agency’. Pham (2013,
p. 29) argues that being bonded does not need to be the opposite of
being free, but can also be interpreted as a hermeneutic of enduring one’s
embeddedness in relations of power as well as in thick webs of sociality. Ha
(2008, p. 163) offers a striking example of bonded agency in her paper on
married women in Viet Nam, in which she documents women using a range
of strategies to negotiate their sexual life, with ‘silence’ sometimes being
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used as a form of agency in order to maintain harmony and happiness at
home.
Being agentic in the contemporary Dutch social and political context
This paper explores ways in which minority ethnic youth negotiate seemingly
contradictory discourses. For his purpose, we will focus primarily on the
personal and the social levels. Whereas personal identity primarily focuses
on the question of how one can create a meaningful and consistent life story,
social identity focuses on the question of how one can combine together
different group memberships (Ganzevoort, van der Laan, and Olsman 2011).
Ganzevoort, van der Laan, and Olsman (2011) studied the identity strategies
of Christian gay youth through an analysis of discourses both on community
and individual level. They argue that the often cited conflict between
‘Christians’ and ‘homosexuals’ in countries such as the Netherlands is used
by both parties to strengthen their identity and to present the other as an
enemy (Ganzevoort, van der Laan, and Olsman 2011).
In the present study we can see a similar process of political conflict
played out concerning the sexuality of young people in multicultural Dutch
society. In today’s highly charged public debates, religious and cultural
otherness are often presented as incompatible with the values of the Dutch
secular societal order (Buitelaar 2010; Verkaaik and Spronk 2011; Mepschen
and Duyvendak 2012). Mepschen and Duyvendak (2012, p. 74), for example,
argue that proponents of this new ‘culturism’ (Schinkel 2008, p. 18) frame
migrants as outsiders and emphasise the perceived need for their cultural
education and their ‘integration’ into a Dutch, European or ‘modern’ moral
universe. Muslim citizens have become the most conspicuous objects of
these ‘discourses of alterity’ (Schinkel 2008, p. 18). Ideas about sexuality and
gender equality thereby figure as rallying points around which differences
between the ‘enlightened’ secular West and the ‘backward’ Islamic East
become articulated and performed, serving to underscore and celebrate the
supposed superiority of Western civilisation in general, and Dutch society in
particular.
This kind of public debate affects the identities and relationships of
individuals. A stronger group identity requires loyalty of the members in the
group, which makes it hard for group members to bring together multiple
allegiances and a multiple sense of self (Ganzevoort, van der Laan, and
Olsman 2011). Ganzevoort distinguishes four ways of negotiating identity
conflicts among Christian gay youth: the adoption of a ‘Christian’ lifestyle
(and with it the rejection of private homosexual identity), the adoption of
a ‘Gay’ lifestyle (and hence the rejection of religion or a Christian identity),
commuting (involving living in different and separate worlds) and integration
(involving the bringing together of identities). This paper explores whether
these modes prove useful in making sense of the strategies employed by
minority ethnic youth as well.
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Methods and participants

This paper draws on findings from a qualitative study conducted among
young people from the four main ethnic minorities living in the Netherlands,
that is, from those of Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean origin
(Cense and van Dijk 2012). The notion of ‘origin’ used here entails that
young people themselves or (one of) their parents were born in one of these
four countries. Native young Dutch people were not included in the sample
because the aim of the study was not to effect a comparison between
groups but to gain insight into the framing of experiences by minority
ethnic youth to deepen our understanding of the diversity of discourses and
strategies. In 2011, 11% of the Dutch population was of non-Western origin
(Huijnk and Dagevos 2012) and two thirds (65%) of them belong to one of
these four main minority ethnic groups.
Data collection
In this study, 46 open narrative interviews were conducted with participants
aged 12 to 22 years. Table 1 shows the ethnicity, gender and age of the
participants. Half of the group of participants was recruited by including
a question about participating in an interview at the end of a large-scale
survey on sexual behaviour carried out in high schools. The second half was
recruited through links with local youth centres and the informal network of
migrant groups who participated in the research. For participants under
16 years of age, parental permission was needed for the interview. Gaining
the trust of participants and their parents was important as part of the
recruitment process because for some parents the association of their
young son or daughter with sexuality was neither obvious nor desirable.
Working with interviewers and intermediaries who were known to the
parents because they were active community members supported this
process. The interviews were conducted by three women and one man from
bicultural ethnic backgrounds, namely Dutch, Surinamese and Moroccan.
The bicultural backgrounds of the interviewers supported the creation of
openness and trust during the interview process itself.
Table 1

Research participants by age group, ethnicity and gender

Age group

Antillean
Girl
Boy

Moroccan
Girl
Boy

Surinamese
Girl
Boy

Turkish
Girl
Boy

Total

11-14 years

1

-

2

2

-

3

1

2

11

15-18 years

2

1

2

1

5

2

2

3

18

19-22 years

3

1

3

1

1

3

3

2

17

Total

6

2

7

4

6

8

6

7

46

During interviews, participants were invited to talk about their sexual
history and their dreams for the future, and to reflect on positive or negative
experiences. Prior to the interviews, a literature review had taken place to
develop a suitable way of encouraging young people to talk about sexuality.
An extra tool was used during the interviews: the drawing of a lifeline. The
lifeline is a narrative technique for marking and validating life events as
a starting point from which to explore the meaning of experiences (for
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example see Hanks and Carr 2008). Asking participants to draw or fill in a
visual, chronological representation of their life (for instance using life lines,
life grids or calendars) can help the respondent to recall events from the past
and help the interviewer to ask the appropriate questions (e.g. Berney and
Blane 1997). By using such methods, sensitive subjects can be discussed as
part of a broader life story of respondents, which prevents individuals’ entire
life being interpreted according to a certain theme or problem (Wilson et al.
2007). Because respondents could determine which events were discussed,
they controlled how and when sensitive events were raised (Wilson et al.
2007). Figure 1 provides an example of a lifeline of one of the participants in
our study.
Figure 1 Lifeline of a participant

Data analysis
All the interviews were transcribed and coded by two researchers using
qualitative data analysis software. The coding was performed using Crang’s
(2007) system of ‘open’ and ‘axial’ coding. Discourses were detected by
looking for oppositions and equivalences, for example the opposition
between ‘virtuous’ and ‘bad’ and the equivalence between being a good
daughter and marrying as a virgin. Statements regarding the obvious were
significant markers, often combined with the word ‘just’ or being ‘normal’.
For instance, the question ‘Do you feel attracted to boys or girls?’ was often
answered with ‘I am normal’, therefore presenting heterosexuality as an
undisputed ‘fact of life’.

4.3

Findings

Three sets of findings emerged from the study: (1) factors influencing young
people’s evaluation of their sexual experiences, (2) sexual discourses in
which young people frame their experiences and (3) the strategies used by
young people to exercise agency and negotiate multiple identities.
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Young people’s evaluation of their sexual experiences
The way in which participants evaluated their sexual and relational
experiences was related to many factors such as their age, gender and
previous sexual experiences. The youngest participants (aged 12–14)
expressed mostly positive feelings connected with their relational and
sexual experiences: being in love and their first kiss. In the next age group
(15–18 years), most girls reported several positively and several negatively
labelled events in the areas of love and sex, whereas the boys reported
fewer emotions and fewer events. In the oldest age group (19–22 years),
all participants reported many positive as well as negative emotions
connected to their experiences. The only sexual events participants marked
on the lifelines were participants’ ‘first kiss’ and their ‘first time having sex’.
Whereas first-time kissing was usually evaluated as a positive experience,
first-time having sex elicited a more varied response, especially for girls.
When reporting positive feelings, some girls expressed that it was important
that they were in love with the boy. Others put more emphasis on having
control over the timing and the setting. Girls expressing regret over their
first time having sex felt if they were not ready for it then or felt cheated
afterwards:
Everyone had already done it and they said to me, it is so wonderful,
believe me. But it wasn’t so great at all. I was a little numb, to be
honest. And I was afraid because it went so fast. I wanted to take it
easy. (Priscella, Surinamese girl, aged 18)
Most male participants experienced sex for the first time with a girlfriend or
a girl they were in love with. They mainly evaluated their first time positively
and said they felt at ease and ready for it. There were just a few boys
who have negative feelings reflecting on their first time having sex. Fabio
(Surinamese boy, aged 18), for example, had been disappointed because
the girl experienced pain and he could not do what he wanted and Kevin
(Surinamese boy, aged 20) reported feeling guilty afterwards because he
was not serious about the relationship.
The evaluation of sexual experiences rarely focused on the
physical experience, but more often concerned the emotional and social
consequences. Little was said about sexual pleasure. The evaluation of sex
depended mostly on the emotional relationship with the person concerned
and the course of the relationship with them afterwards. For example,
Jualice, a nineteen-year-old Antillean girl, who had undergone an abortion
when she was aged 15, evaluated this positively, because her boyfriend
stayed with her and her mother supported her decision. Serisha, another
nineteen-year-old Antillean girl, looked back on her sexual experiences with
bitterness, although she would show in the statistics as ‘sexually healthy’
because she has not been confronted with an unwanted pregnancy, a
sexually transmitted infection or sexual coercion. Nevertheless, she felt
deeply disillusioned by boyfriends who had been unfaithful or who had
humiliated her.
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Sexual discourses
Six different discourses on sexuality could be identified in the way the
participants talked about sexuality.
Heteronormative discourse
The first of these discourses was that of heteronormativity. Several
participants of various ethnic backgrounds assumed that men had an active
sexual role and women a more passive one:
Boys are quicker in making a move. Girls are shyer. Girls want boys
to approach them. (Ricky, Surinamese boy, aged 16)
For a girl feelings are involved. A boy is just driven by physical needs
and that’s all. That’s different for girls. (Najat, Moroccan girl, aged
19)
This discourse is characterised by a sharp dichotomy between boys and
girls, in which boys play an active, sex-oriented role and the girls a passive,
more love-oriented one. Because boys are always looking for sex, they
are not to be trusted in a relationship. A lot of boys and girls strongly
disapproved of girls who were seen as (too) sexually active. In line with this
dichotomous distribution of sexual roles, the ideal picture of the romantic,
heterosexual relationship emerges. A number of stories reflected this
unequal power balance between men and women:
Life is about getting married and having babies. Passing on the
generation. Having a job or a career is not seen as important for
girls. Men are the providers of the family income; women have to
become housewives. (Zeynep, Turkish girl, aged 19)
The dominance of the heteronormative discourse was also evident in
young people’s beliefs about homosexuality. Some participants argued, for
instance, that homosexuality is not ‘normal’ and not ‘natural’.
Virginity discourse
This second discourse concurs with the dichotomy of sexual roles and
inequality between the sexes, but seeks to place the expression of sexuality
purely within the domain of marriage. The discourse was prevalent in
religious circles, both Muslim and Christian: girls and boys have to be virgins
until they marry, but both sexes agree that the rule for girls is more binding.
For some, the virginity of girls is closely connected to the reputation and
honour of the family. Women should be virtuous and their behaviour should
not lead to gossip about the social position of the family. Young people who
used this discourse often demonstrated a strong connection between their
sexual behaviour and their moral judgements of themselves:
When you are in love, you like each other and you want to touch each
other. But it is not allowed, so you feel very bad about yourself. In my
family, it is emphasised again and again, be aware, watch yourself,

92

Chapter four

and think about your honour and the community and the shame. I
cannot, no; I just can not be intimate with somebody. (Meral, Turkish
girl, aged 19)
You’re not going to marry a girl that has been touched by everyone.
I think nobody from my cultural background wants that. (Ilias,
Moroccan boy, aged 14)
Like the heteronormative discourse, this discourse is based on a double
standard towards the sexual behaviour of boys and girls. Some Muslim boys
judged Dutch girls as having no self-respect and stated that Muslim girls in
the Netherlands were becoming too Westernised. Some indicated they want
to marry a more virtuous girl from their country of origin. Some boys are
aware of the disparity in the application of virginity rules, but accepted it all
the same.
Exchange discourse
A third discourse was connected to the heteronormative discourse but
locates sexuality within the domain of power and self-esteem. Here, sex is
linked to power between men and women, as sex is basically a medium of
exchange for women to obtain something else in return: a relationship, love
or material goods. Within this research group this discourse was mainly
present in stories of Surinamese and Antillean young people. Internationally,
there is a growing body of research on ‘sexual exchange’ or transactional
sex (for example see Kaufman and Stavrou 2004; Wamoyi et al. 2010). Two
Surinamese young people put it quite clearly:
If I can get a man who comes to collect me by car, why should I be
content with a boy with a bicycle? (Noori, Surinamese girl, aged 20)
It is like a market. If there is no scarcity, everything would be very
cheap. Women around me know how to play this game and it gives
them a certain power. Because you have something that everybody
wants, but you are the one who determines who gets it. And then
you put your price up. If you figure how the game should be played,
women can benefit from it. Free food and drinks, new bags, perfume,
flowers, chocolate. Some men go very far. But they also expect
that a woman is going to pay back with love and sex. And then the
problems arise. (Marlon, Surinamese boy, aged 20)
Antillean and Surinamese girls indicated that they considered it important
that a future partner worked and earned money. Antillean and Surinamese
boys mentioned that they wanted to be successful in achieving social status,
including having money, a car and a nice house, so they would be a good
‘catch’ for a woman.
Maturity discourse
The fourth discourse seeks to locate sexuality within the domain of maturity.
In this discourse young people are seen as having the developmental task of
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reaching adulthood without problems, and realising the conditions necessary
to live a good life, which includes marriage and raising children. Young
people have to finish school and find a good job in order to earn money to
buy a home and support a family. Sexual activities and relationships while
still on the path to this goal can obstruct schooling and divert attention
from this ultimate ambition. Unlike virginity discourse, maturity discourse
establishes no clear-cut dichotomy between the roles and responsibilities
of girls and boys. It is also beneficial for girls to finish school and become
financially independent. The discourse identifies a strict order for events in
life:
My mother is very clear on that. You can do what you want, as long
as it is not at the expense of your education. Despite the fact that
my mother is illiterate. She said she missed out herself and she
doesn’t want the same thing happening to her children. (Rachida,
Moroccan girl, aged 20)
My mother and I think exactly the same. Lately we had a talk about
my future. I said I wanted to finish my study, earn money, get a good
job and a nice house. And afterwards there will be plenty of time to
fall in love and all that. And she said she thought exactly the same.
(Marilou, Antillean girl, aged 11)
Risk discourse
In the fifth discourse, sex is directly linked to risks. Here sex (before or
outside of marriage) is seen as easily leading to misery: pregnancy, being
cheated, losing one’s reputation or being forced to marry. This applies to
both girls and boys, but more so to girls because they can become pregnant
and because they are seen as emotionally and socially more vulnerable.
Within this discourse, it is not morally reprehensible to be sexually active, but
it is reckless or foolish. The risk discourse was present in the language of
participants of various ethnic backgrounds:
The boy is not damaged in the end. He can do whatever he wants.
Ultimately, it is the girl who gets pregnant and it is the girl who is
deserted. A woman is, after all, very fragile and much more fragile
than a man, so to speak. (Fatima, Moroccan girl, aged 19)
Sexual rights discourse
The sixth discourse is based on the sexual rights of individuals. Here, young
people are seen as having the right to start relationships and to practise
safe sex without coercion and within an equal relationship. Ideally, the
norm relating to morally approved sex is based on one’s own beliefs and
perceptions and is not imposed by the environment. The sexual rights
discourse is present in Dutch sexual health policies and in sexual education
in Dutch schools, as well as in international definitions and standards such
as those of the World Health Organisation (see, for example, WHO Regional
Office for Europe 2010). Aylin talked about first sex at 17 as follows:
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I felt totally at ease because I trusted him. I had told myself that the
first time I would make sure it happened with someone I trusted and
liked. It was just fine, normal, good and no problem. (Aylin, Turkish
girl, aged 20)
Intertwined discourses
Crucially, young people do not live within just one discourse. In the stories
we listened to from most young people, multiple discourses occur. Raoul
(Surinamese, boy, aged 16) told us that sex at a young age was ‘unwise and
inappropriate’. Unwise here referred to the maturity or the risk discourse,
whereas inappropriate’ referred to the heteronormative discourse in which
standards are assumed about when and with whom sex is ‘appropriate’. Akar
wanted to stay a virgin until she gets married because her family expected
her to and because of her religion (the virginity discourse), but sex was also
linked to risk:
In a marriage you have security and stability. If you have sex with
someone and then you become pregnant and he goes away, then
you end up with the child. Abortion is not allowed in my religion. If
my parents found out, I would have a big problem. (Akar, Turkish girl,
aged 21)
Strategies
The social and cultural environments in which young people grow up does
not only determine the discourses people access at home, but also the
freedom young people experience to switch between different discourses
or to develop their own views. The dominant view in the Netherlands is
that young people are supposed to break away from the standards of their
parents in order to become autonomous, independent adults (Schalet 2011).
This is different from some minority ethnic groups in the Netherlands, where
obedience and loyalty to the family is more highly valued and families often
have a clear hierarchy, in which parents have their say. For some participants
it was self-evident that they followed the path their family expected them
to. In other cases, young people experienced conflict between different
discourses at home and in Dutch society.
The connectedness of the participants to cultural or religious groups
influenced their room for manoeuvre however. Many Turkish and Moroccan
participants felt strongly related to a cultural and religious community. The
moral precepts and the social community were experienced as an anchor
in their life. Probably, hostile public debate on the issue of Islam plays an
important role in the commitment that some Turkish and Moroccan young
people feel towards their cultural communities. In contrast, Antillean and
Surinamese youth made less strong statements about their sense of
belonging to a group. They felt connected to their parents, especially to their
mothers, but not so much to a larger community.
As most discourses are not gender-neutral but seek to impose
different social norms for the two sexes, it is not surprising that girls
reported the most severe clashes between the different discourses they
experienced at home and elsewhere. Specifically, Muslim girls reported
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tough challenges in navigating between different social positions. Family
hierarchy, religious rules and broader processes of social exclusion of
Muslims can lead to an education in which girls have very little room for
manoeuvre. Similar to the four coping strategies outlined by Ganzevoort,
van der Laan and Olsman (2011) in relation to Christian gay young people,
the strategies young people in this study used to negotiate contradictory
discourses and exercise agency can be grouped into four types: (1) those
that were conforming to parents’ values, (2) those that involved breaking
up with parents, (3) those leading to a double/secret life and (4) more
integrating discourses. Although these strategies can be found in the life
stories of participants of different minority ethnic backgrounds, the life
stories of young Muslim girls demonstrate their struggle with contradictory
discourses most vividly. Therefore we will use their stories to illuminate
these strategies.
Conforming to parents’ values
The first mode of response involves conforming to the moral codes set by
parents. Young people who experience conflict between themselves and
their parents sometimes consciously conform to the rules as they do not
want to hurt their parents. They feel they cannot live without their support
or do not want to cope with the consequences of choosing a deviant path.
They experience a form of ‘bonded agency’, as illustrated in the following
case. Esra’s parents had emigrated from Turkey to the Netherlands when
they were children. Esra herself did not have any sexual experience except
kissing, although she had fallen in love a couple of times: ‘I did not have that
urge, because of my religion and my culture. It is not possible, or allowed. I
stick to the standards at home.’ Although she experienced no inner conflict
about remaining a virgin until she got married, she was experiencing social
pressure to get married soon:
My mother feels life is about getting married and having children;
having a career is not important for girls. But nowadays life is
different; a woman can have her dreams too. But well . . . my nieces
got married and of course I start wondering whether I should marry
too. If you hear it all the time at home, it gets to you. I really feel I
have to marry soon, or she will stop seeing me as a good daughter.
My mother herself married at a young age. She wants me to follow
the same path, which means marrying a good man who can look
after me and who shares our religion. (Esra, Turkish girl, aged 18)
Although she did not feel happy with the path that lies ahead, Esra felt she
would follow that route as she needs the support of her mother. ‘My mother
is the number one person. My parents gave me life and a future. I would not
be able to hurt my parents or to damage their reputation. That would be too
painful for me.’
Breaking up with parents
A second possible mode of response is the exact opposite. It involves
radically breaking free from the social norms of home. In our research
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group there were several young people who had adopted a sexual rights
discourse and struggled with their parents. If there is no room for dialogue,
and obedience is demanded, this disagreement can get out of control. This
was the case for Miriam, a Moroccan girl living on her own in a big city.
Miriam was 15 when she fled from her family because she was experiencing
increasing conflict with her father:
I was allowed no freedom at all, whereas my brother could do
anything. He could even bring Dutch girlfriends home! I just needed
to be free. I believe in my God, in Allah, but I also believe in my own
way. Respect and love are important, more important than, for
example, praying five times a day or wearing a headscarf. (Miriam,
Moroccan girl, aged 22 years)
The main reason for the conflict was that Miriam’s father found out that she
had a boyfriend: ‘My father just wanted me to obey him. I simply had no say.’
After she had left the house she did not see her father for more than a year.
She remained in contact with her mother however: ‘In our culture the man
decides and the woman has to follow. So my mother just agreed with what
my dad said.’ After a year and a half, contact was slowly restored: ‘Now he
has seen that I can live on my own and despite the fact that I left home so
early, I am still in school; I work and live independently. He is finally proud of
me.’ Miriam’s parents support her in her school career and work ambitions
but in terms of future relationships there are still problems. Her father wants
her to marry a Moroccan man, but she does not share that point of view:
I don’t fancy Moroccan boys, although I am Moroccan myself. Of
course, there are good boys among them, but most of them are
still traditional. They don’t think in a liberal way, at least not where a
woman is concerned.
So the choice of a partner remains problematic:
I have told them, once I have found true love and I want to marry
a man, I will, whether he is Muslim or not. Yes, even though my
parents may not agree. My mother might accept it in the end, but my
father, no . . .
Leading a secret life
In a third possible mode of response, these different extremes are combined
in what Ganzevoort, van der Laan and Olsman (2011, 219) eloquently call a
‘commuter approach to identities’. Here people are viewed as moving from
one identity to the other, belonging to mutually exclusive groups inwhat can
be seen as parallel worlds. Often these different worlds may be located
in different physical places, but they involve at least different groups,
individuals and values. We can see this mode of response in operation
in the strategies of girls and boys that are subjected to strict rules and
expectations by their parents. At home they behave like dutiful daughters
and sons; outside they live a different life. Of course, many young people
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do not tell their parents what they are doing in terms of relationships and
sexuality, but these young people may face severe consequences if their
secret life became public. Some people can live this way quite easily while
others feel alienated because they inhabit different identities in different
worlds. Young people also report feelings of guilt, fear of being caught and
remorse because it feels like betrayal to their parents. Although these young
people experience some room for manoeuvre, they also experience a kind of
‘bonded agency’.
This is illustrated in the case of Leyla. Leyla (aged 19), who lived with
her parents and two brothers. Her parents come from Turkey, though she
was born in the Netherlands. Her parents set strict rules. She is not allowed
to meet boys or have male friends. Leyla does see boys, but keeps the fact
hidden from her family. This is not difficult because she sees boys at school
and her parents do not understand her mobile phone. However, she cannot
go out like her friends. ‘It’s exciting and I want to join them. I am 19 years old.
They all smoke and have sex. They do everything and I can do nothing. I can
only go from home to school to study.’ She sticks to a number of rules, but
not to all. Where she does not comply, she hides her movements:
I do not tell them [my parents] everything because they will think
badly of me. If they knew I had contact with boys. . . . It sometimes
feels like I lead a double life. If I didn’t care about them, it would be
easy but I do care, for they are my parents. And not only that, it is
also the whole community that makes it very difficult. So it’s not just
that my parents protest, but it’s difficult when other people spread
gossip and then my parents get embarrassed. (Leyla, Turkish girl,
aged 19)
Sex before marriage is taboo within Leyla’s cultural community:
It’s important to me too. But look, if you are in love, then you are
attracted to that person and you want to touch each other. I want to
know what it’s like [having sex]. All the Dutch girls in my class talk
about their sexual lives and then I feel so squeamish. A friend of
mine, however, lost her virginity. I really wouldn’t want that. I mean,
people are going to judge you as a slut and whore . . .
Leyla felt angry about the double standards used by boys.
Boys always want to marry a virgin. I actually find it so hypocritical
because they can do whatever they want, but whenever a girl has
sex, even once, she is a whore. But I do not want to lie. I want to
speak the truth.
Integrating discourses
The fourth strategy involves the seamless integration of different identity
elements. Here, young people adopt and connect elements of different
worlds bringing together, for example, specific parts of the virginity
discourse with the sexual rights discourse. Young people thereby show their
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connectedness to different social groups and exercise bonded agency so as
to navigate the expectations of different people in different places. This is
illustrated in the case of Mouna, a Moroccan girl aged 19. Mouna lived with
her sister and her husband. Her father had moved to Holland as a migrant
worker; her mother followed later. She does not experience many limitations
in her freedom of movement as a girl:
I have more freedom than my Moroccan peers, even girls that are
older than me. Sometimes they react like ‘Are you allowed to do
that?’ Yes, I am. I think my parents trust me, and because of that, I
will do my best not to harm that confidence. As they say, forbidden
fruits taste the best. My parents are quite liberal in most things.
Mouna’s mother however plays an important role in the freedom she
experiences:
My mother is in charge at home. My headscarf is my own choice; my
sisters don’t wear it, only one of them. So it is about what I want. My
parents asked ‘Do you really want it? Then you have to go for it’. To
be quite honest, I do not attach much value to culture but I do value
religion. Culture is about traditional things. I feel like ‘What does
that have to do with me?’ Surely this is nonsense? In the Moroccan
culture, men dominate women. My mother is very clear about this:
according to Islam it is not like that. According to Islam the man
is equal to the wife and the wife is also equal to the man. (Mouna,
Moroccan girl, aged 19)
Mouna wants to study. Gaining a diploma is an important objective in her
life. ‘My mother always says: don’t count 100% on a man because that
makes no sense.’ Mouna wants to stay a virgin until she marries: ‘Because
my religion, Islam, is quite clear about that – that is how it should be’. For
Mouna her religion is an anchor:
I am very firm. I can be very clear in my wishes and boundaries.
Of course I get to know boys who think they can move beyond my
boundaries, but I won’t let that happen. Just walk out the door. I am
really adamant.
Although her mother is very important to her, the partner she chooses to
marry will not depend on the approval of her parents:
Look, I make my own choices and of course, if my mother agrees, I
am happy, but otherwise, it’s a great pity for her. Ultimately, I am the
person who ends up with him and not my mother.
Together these four modes of response constitute temporary outcomes
arising from negotiation between conflicting identity elements. Young people
may shift to another response mode when their circumstances change
(through marriage for instance or by falling in love), or through the changing
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public debate that may influence both their parents and their peers.

4.4

Conclusion

Although empirical research reveals some differences in sexual behaviour
between different minority ethnic groups, these differences are not as
uniform or as large as is often suggested (de Graaf et al. 2012). Moreover,
these empirical variations tell us nothing about the meanings of sexual
behaviour for young people themselves. The present study aims to remedy
this deficiency by providing knowledge of the way young people evaluate
and frame their experiences. Over 40 narrative interviews with Dutch young
people from ethnic minorities yielded up six different sexual discourses.
Young people grow up with these discourses, but also actively reshape
them. Significantly, these sexual discourses are not just a private matter but
resonate with broader public debate about cultural and ethnic differences.
Individuals who feel connected to particular social groups, as is the case
with many minority ethnic young people, have a hard time negotiating
their sometimes complex affiliations. The strategies young people use
to exercise agency are temporary outcomes of the negotiation between
conflicting identity elements. Future research should consider the inclusion
of longitudinal research to reveal how young people negotiate their identities
over time, what effect their growing sexual experience has on the discourses
they use, and how they evaluate their past experiences of different episodes.
Two important points about agency can be identified. First, this
study supports Mahmood’s (2001) view that the desire for freedom should
be seen in the light of other desires. The strategies adopted by young people
in this study clearly illustrate a plurality of desires, which collide with the
dominant notions of sexual agency among young people that form the basis
of sexual health promotion in the Netherlands. By understanding the inner
conflicts, minority ethnic youth may experience, counsellors can become
more effective in supporting young people to navigate between pitfalls.
The study also provides support for Bell’s (2012, p. 294) conclusion
that better understanding of different forms of sexual agency among
young people is needed to support the development of health programmes
informed by ‘the grounded realities of young people’s sexual lives’. However,
a more fundamental challenge lies in discussing the specific conceptions of
selfhood and sexual freedom that derive from sexual rights discourse and
that form the basis of the current sexual health promotion. By recognising
not only sexual rights, but integrating and respecting other sexual
discourses, sexual health policy and practice may be made more inclusive
and effective in promoting sexual wellbeing and health.
Secondly, young people’s accounts in this study show that the road
to sexual agency is not confined to freeing oneself from social and cultural
bonds or obstacles so as to allow a true, ‘authentic’, inner-self to emerge and
flourish, but may also consist of more subtle strategies. The life stories of
young people in this study provide important lessons for the development of
new ways of interpreting sexual agency in which expressions of subjectivity,
identity and sexual desire creatively combine autonomy with forms of
belonging and ‘bondedness’.
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Chapter 5
Navigating identities: subtle and public
agency of bicultural gay youth
Abstract
Young people who discover their sexual attraction to people of the same
sex often go through a period of ambivalence or distress, especially when
they grow up in an environment that condemns homosexuality. The Dutch
socio-political context makes the expression of same-sex desires among
those with non-Dutch roots even more complicated and risky, as prevailing
schemes of interpretation render the two identities incompatible. This study
explores the expressions of same-sex desires and identities as well as the
different forms of agency of bicultural gay youth. In-depth interviews with
fourteen young adults reveal how young people negotiate bicultural identities
in Dutch society that brings to the fore complexities in managing diverse
sexual identities and strong religious and cultural affiliations in tandem.
Their strategies have the effect of questioning dominant discourses and
transcend the oppositional dichotomy between sexual and ethnic forms of
socio-cultural otherness.

5.1

Introduction

Amsterdam is one of the strong competitors for the title ‘gay capital of
the world’. Its 2015 gay pride canal parade, boasting 80 floats, attracted
hundreds of thousands visitors from all over the world (Stichting Amsterdam
Gay Pride 2015). Many Dutch visitors – mostly heterosexual – celebrate
the parade as a carnival that symbolizes the nation’s diverse identity. The
gay pride parade can thus be seen as iconic for the way homosexuality
is defined and performed in the Netherlands. The freedom to choose
a partner of the same sex is broadly accepted as a sexual right in the
Netherlands (Keuzenkamp 2011). Moreover, (homo) sexuality is seen as
fundamental to one’s identity, expressing an authentic self. Nevertheless,
this discourse of sexual rights and (homo) sexual identities is not shared
by every citizen in the Netherlands. Religious and ethnic cultural groups
often espouse divergent discourses on sexuality (see for example Cense
2014; Ganzevoort, van der Laan and Olsman 2011; Kugle 2014; Shannahan
2009). The acceptance of homosexuality is significantly lower in ethnic and
religious minority communities. Where only 17% of native Dutch citizens find
it problematic if their child chose a partner of the same sex, this rises to 33%
for Antillean and Surinam people and 75% for Turkish and Moroccan people
living in the Netherlands (Huijnk 2014).
A recent Dutch study revealed that homosexuality is seen as
problematic in ethnic minority communities not only because certain sexual
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behaviour or relations are seen as sinful, but also because homosexuality
is associated with crossing gender norms, behaving in an ‘unmanly’ or ‘not
feminine’ way, undermining social bonds, violating borders between private
and public domains, bringing shame to the family, and breaking the general
silence about sexuality (Kriek, Vonk, Heuts, Bos, Ganzevoort, and Doodeman
2015). Another study revealed that family members are subjected to severe
social pressure when the sexual orientation of their son, daughter, brother
or sister becomes public. As a response family members try to hide this
‘shame’ and keep the sexual orientation of their family member secret. So it
is not only the gay youth themselves who suffer from social restrictions and
a lack of freedom but also their families (Duyvendak, Bos, and Hekma 2010;
Kriek et al. 2015). Although these studies provide very useful information
about conflicting social norms and limitations for ethnic minority young
people, few researchers have investigated how young people themselves
exercise agency to navigate between pitfalls and negotiate their identities.
This is particularly important as research is showing increasingly complex
ways in which young people navigate their sexual desires and identities
(McCormack, Wignall, and Anderson 2015; Savin-Williams 2005). In order
to make sense of this complexity, our study explored how bicultural young
people in the Netherlands express their same-sex desires and practices and
which strategies they use to negotiate their double affiliation.

5.2

Constructions of sexual desires, practices and identities

The academic term ‘sexual orientation’ refers to the configuration of
three categories: (1) sexual desires, (2) sexual practices, and (3) sexual
identity. Empirical studies show that these three categories often do not
converge (Kuyper 2006). The average age of becoming aware of sexual
attraction to the same sex is around eight, while connection to the term
‘homosexual’ occurs around 13 and self-definition as ‘homosexual’ or ‘gay’
around 17 (Savin-Williams 1998). However, this sequence is not a universal
phenomenon, as several studies show the essential role of culture and
power in the processes that relate to the construction of sexual desires,
practices, and sexual and gender identities (Ben-Ari 2002; Blackwood 2000;
Dubé and Savin-Williams 1999; Madureira 2007; Wekker 2006). In their study
on ethnic sexual minority male youths Dubé and Savin-Williams (1999)
found that ethnic minority youths varied in their sexual identity sequence.
The majority of African American young men in their sample engaged in sex
with men before labelling their sexual identity. Ethnic groups varied in the
developmental trajectory through which they established their sexual identity,
the extent to which they disclosed this identity, and the rates at which they
became involved in heterosexual relationships. Ethnicity proved to be a
significant context in which to understand the formation of non-heterosexual
identities (Dubé and Savin-Williams 1999).
The constructions of (homo) sexual desires, practices and identities
always take place in a certain time, at a certain place, in a certain political
and social context. Public discourses on sexual freedom, on young people’s
agency, and on gender equality intersect with private strategies and
identities. McCormack, Anderson and Adams (2014) examined bisexual
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men’s experiences of coming out across three age cohorts. They found that
the oldest cohort encountered the most stereotypical views and prejudiced
behaviour, while those of the youngest cohort expressed predominantly
positive coming-out stories. They attribute the cohort differences in these
experiences to a decrease in cultural homophobia, alongside changes in the
social organisation of masculinities.
The terms gay and lesbian refer not just to a clinical psychological
state (homosexuality) but also to a self-conscious identification with a
subculture (Kugle 2014). Ethnic minority youth in the Netherlands often
do not refer to themselves as gay or bisexual (Yerden, Smits, and Koutrik
2012). According to the non-heterosexual youth this was a label forced
upon them. In ‘The New Gay Teenager’ (2005) Savin-Williams described
this phenomenon of rejecting to be categorized as gay as a broader issue,
not just linked to ethnic minorities: ‘Teenagers are increasingly redefining,
reinterpreting, and renegotiating their sexuality such that possessing a gay,
lesbian, or bisexual identity is practically meaningless’ (Savin-Williams 2005,
p. 1). This phenomenon is also called the ‘narrative of emancipation, in which
sexuality is no longer the ‘primary index’ of identity’ (Cohler and Hammack
2007, p. 54). Coleman-Fountain (2014) describes a more varied and fluid
process in which lesbian and gay young people use labels but question
their meaning, adopting some meanings and resisting others. Hegna
(2007) identifies four discourses of gay identities in contemporary Norway:
‘a possibly heteronormative homosexual identity related to anal sex with
men; an essentialist gay identity based on an idea of a stable homosexual
core; a constructivist gay subjectivity related to a gay lifestyle where being
happy and beautiful are central demands and a self-understanding echoing
a ‘queer’ rejection of identity labels’ (Hegna 2007, p. 582). Hegna concludes
that ‘it remains to be seen whether a rejection of categories represents new
possibilities of agency’ (Hegna 2007, p. 600).
Despite all the possible changes in resisting or redefining identity
labels, ‘coming out’ narratives (Plummer 1995) are still dominant in
education materials and counselling strategies to help young people dealing
with their sexuality. The emancipation of gay people, in this discourse,
consists of allowing them to become their true and authentic selves, a
process of liberation that often literally requires shedding constraining
norms and traditions and that may imply breaking ties with those who
uphold and represent these traditions: parents, families and the social
environment of one’s youth. A ´proper´ coming out story includes the
journey of discovery to be true to their inner self, enduring suffering and
coming home at the end, taking on a strong identity and becoming part of a
community (Plummer 1995).

5.3

The intersection of sexual identities and cultural and
religious identities

In understanding the experiences of bicultural gay young people, it is
necessary to recognise the intersection of their sexual identities with
their cultural and religious identities and to explore how discourses on
homosexuality intersect with concepts of culturality or religiosity.
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Expressions of and responses to homosexuality by ethnic and
religious minorities should be seen in the context of the on-going broader
social dynamics of exclusion and integration of ethnic and religious
minorities in contemporary Dutch society. Ganzevoort, van der Laan, and
Olsman (2011) studied the identity strategies of Christian gay youth by
analysing discourses both at community level and individual level. They
argue that the public conflict between Christians and gay people is used
by both parties to strengthen their identity by representing the other
as an enemy (Ganzevoort et al. 2011). In today’s highly charged public
debate in the Netherlands, Islam is often even more strongly presented as
incompatible with the values of the Dutch Christian and/or secular societal
order (Buitelaar 2010; Mepschen and Duyvendak 2012; Verkaaik and Spronk
2011). Mepschen and Duyvendak (2012, p. 74) argue that ‘proponents of this
new ‘culturism’ (Schinkel 2008) frame migrants as outsiders and emphasize
a perceived need for their cultural education and their ‘integration’ into
a Dutch, European, and ‘modern’ moral universe’. Current official Dutch
citizenship courses teach immigrants they have to accept homosexuality.
Muslim citizens have become the most conspicuous objects of these
‘discourses of alterity’ (Schinkel 2008). Yip (2005) found that for LGBT
Muslims in Britain, sexuality does not take on a ‘master status’ in identity
construction as racism and Islamophobia are pressing realities for many.
An alternative reading of these dynamics is offered by Kugle (2014).
In his study on gay, lesbian and transgender Muslims, he describes the
condition of Muslim lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people
living in countries with a ‘secular’ separation between political rule and
religious belief as a chance:
‘these nations’ democratic constitutions grant lesbian, gay, and
transgender citizens access to certain rights and protection
from oppression, allowing them the freedom to think, speak, and
organize. (..) This context allows these activists to make full use
of their multiple social positions: they are members of a minority
religious community and ethnic group, but also members of a
minority defined by sexual orientation or gender identity, even as
citizens of a secular state. Their modes of activism reveal how they
strive to balance these competing demands and find in this complex
situation resources and opportunities for protecting their rights and
fostering their welfare (Kugle 2014, p. 2).
In our study we explored whether Dutch bicultural gay youth does indeed
experience their multiple social positions as an opportunity that creates
space for manoeuvre or as a blind alley.

5.4

Developing strategies

In Dubé and Savin-Williams’ study (1999) approximately half of the ethnicminority youths felt that they fully accepted their ethnic and sexual identities.
Many youths overcame barriers to develop multiple and often competing
identities, such as homophobia from family/ethnic communities and racism
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from gay communities. Dubé and Savin-Williams (1999) also note, however,
that a number of youths reported that they felt pressure to choose between
their ethnic and sexual identities. Research on LGBT Muslims shows how the
struggle of accepting one’s sexuality and persevering with one’s faith, which
is frequently hostile to self-acceptance, ‘forces LGBT Muslims to a new level
of self-criticism and self-awareness. The framework for personal behaviour
that Islam has given them is not compatible with the dominant values of the
wider LGBT Community’ (Shannahan 2009, p. 74). Thus, the intersection of
different ethnic and sexual communities will have profound implications for
how young people experience their sexual (and ethnic) identities.
Our study focusses on the way bicultural gay, lesbian, bisexual,
and transgender youth exercise agency to negotiate their identities and
their sexualities. Many definitions of agency focus on the autonomy of the
individual, like Jackson (1996) who defines sexual agency as the rights
and ability to define and control your own sexuality, free from coercion and
violence. This definition lacks the social context in which young people
navigate. Bell (2012, p. 284) includes social identities and relations in his
definition of sexual agency: ‘processes where young people become sexually
active and the strategies, actions and negotiations involved in maintaining
relationships and navigating broader social expectations’. In Bell’s definition,
sexual agency is not just about an individual’s capacity to reach desired
goals and outcomes, but it is broader contextualised in social expectations.
We will make use of the distinction between public and subtle forms of
agency. As Kugle (2014, p. 3) eloquently states ‘some ways of struggling are
more visible than others’. Public agency is about bringing social change by
addressing social and moral restrictive norms and practices. Subtle agency
refers to efforts to achieve positive changes in one’s own life, without stirring
up wide-scale dissent (Scheyvens 1998, p. 237).

5.5

Methodology

This article draws on findings from a qualitative study among bicultural
lesbians, gay, bisexuals, and transgender young people (LGBT). The aim
of this research was to gain a better understanding of the way bicultural
LGBT experience and express their same-sex desires and sexual identities
and how they negotiate diverse sexual identities and strong religious and
cultural affiliations in tandem. A part of the study that is not included in
this paper focussed on the needs of bicultural LGBT people for information
and support, in order to improve the services aimed at empowering young
LGBT people in the Netherlands. The research was conducted within a
social constructionist framework. We conducted in-depth interviews, inviting
participants to talk about their cultural, religious, and sexual biography. In
telling stories people are not completely free to make their own story, they
always draw on culturally and historically available narratives (Plummer
1995). ´The stories we can tell now are not the same as the stories we could
tell in the past, which is not to suggest that past stories were untrue or
less true and contemporary stories (more) true, but to argue that all stories
are informed and limited by the circumstances or contexts of their telling´
(Woodiwiss 2014, p. 140). Interviews lasted around two hours and were all
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conducted by the first author, a white Dutch woman. This ‘whiteness’ of the
interviewer probably evoked more extensive descriptions of the role culture
and religion played in the stories of the participants as they perceived her as
an outsider. The interviewer introduced herself as a researcher, working for
the Dutch nongovernmental organisation Rutgers. Most participants were
familiar with the work the organisation does in the field of sex education
and advocacy for sexual rights. This positioned the interviewer in the sociopolitical sense as taking a liberal stand towards sexual diversity, but also
as representative of the whole field of sexual rights advocates and service
providers, by whom some participants did not feel represented or served
well. In two interviews this was noticeable by a reluctant start in which the
participant wanted to know whether the gained information would be used in
an effective way. The interviewer explained that the organisation was aware
that the education, information and services Dutch organisations provided to
bicultural LGBT did not suit everybody well and that the aim of the research
was gain knowledge of their strategies and needs, in order to improve these
services.
Most interviews took place at the homes of the participants at a
time that suited them best and guaranteed that no family member could
disturb the interview. The interviewer first introduced the aim of the research
and the ethical guidelines such as anonymity. The anonymity of participants
was strictly safeguarded. The interviewer also took the time to create a safe
space and a non-judgemental atmosphere for the interview. The interview
started with an invitation to draw an ´identity circle´ and include all the
different identities the participant felt connected with. This method derives
from diversity training (Bos and Cense 2005). This identity circle formed
a starting point to explore the meaning of each identity and the conflicts
between different identities. During the second part of the interview the
participant was invited to tell her or his life story including the discovery of
same-sex desires and the path they chose to go with these desires.
Participants were selected through the snowball sampling method.
The first three contacts each gave two new names. After ten interviews the
diversity in gender, sexual orientation, religious and cultural background
was checked. There was a need to put extra effort into recruiting men
to cooperate in the research, which succeeded due to a peer educators’
network. The cultural, religious and sexual diversity was rich without extra
effort. The final sample consisted of 14 young adults age 21–30 of which six
identified as male, seven as female, one as transgender, five as gay, five as
lesbian, three as bisexual and one as gay/heterosexual (see table 1). All the
names in this paper are pseudonyms. We use the term bicultural instead of
‘non-Western’, ‘migrant’, or ‘ethnic minority’ because the participants in this
study felt that they themselves belonged to two (or more) cultures, including
the Dutch.
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Self-identified characteristics of participants

Pseudonym

Self identified Self identified
gender
sexual
identity
orientation

Cultural
background

Religion

Age

Involvement
in LGBT
activist roles

Mike

Male

Gay

Indonesian

Atheist

23

No

Renu

Male

Gay

Atheist

28

No

Omer

Male

Gay

Atheist

26

Yes

Atheist

28

No

Muslim

29

Yes

Gregory

Male

Gay

Indonesian/
Dutch
Turkish/
Dutch
Surinamese

Mubashir

Male

Gay

Pakistani

Amuun

Female

Lesbian

Somalia

Muslim

25

Yes

Fayola

Female

Lesbian

Liberia

Muslim

25

Yes

Devi

Female

Lesbian

29

No

Kathleen

Female

Lesbian

27

No

Aysel

Female

Lesbian

Indonesian/ Atheist
Dutch
Surinamese/ Atheist
Capeverdian
Turkish
Muslim

32

Yes

Soufian

Male

Bisexual

Moroccan

Muslim

23

Yes

Henna

Female

Bisexual

Surinamese

Hindu

29

No

Joyce

Female

Bisexual

Shakira

First
First gay, now
Transgender / heterosexual
now female

Surinamese

Christian 29

No

Surinam/
German

Atheist

Yes

27

The interviews were recorded and transcribed. All interviews were coded
using qualitative data analysis software (MAX QDA). We undertook open and
selective coding to identify patterns from the stories of the transcriptions
(Urquhart 2013). Themes emerged from the data and were placed in a
code tree. This code tree contained as main codes: (1) identities, (2) sexual
identities, (3) sexual career, with sub codes expression same-sex desires,
practices, relationships, (4) self-acceptance, with sub codes inner process,
influence social norms, influence religion, influence family expectances,
strategies, (5) social acceptance, with sub codes aims and expectancies
and subtle and public strategies, (6) threats, (7) support and (8) needs. The
draft results were discussed in an expert meeting with counsellors and
LGBT activists to check the recognisability of the analysis of strategies and
sharpen the recommendations. The research was conducted according to
the ethical guidelines of Rutgers and Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, which
include voluntary participation, anonymity, and respect for participants.
According to Dutch law, due to the research form and research group no
formal approval of an ethical committee is needed.

5.6

Results

In this paper two main sets of findings from the study are presented: (1)
insights into the way bicultural LGBT youth express their same-sex desires
and experiences and (2) their subtle and public strategies for negotiating
their same-sex desires and experiences with regard to potentially negative
environments.
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Expressions of same-sex desires and experiences
As adolescents, all participants started sexual exploration with the other
sex. Reasons given for this were because all their friends were doing so, in
order to ‘get rid of’ their same-sex desires or because they did not dare to
approach same-sex partners. These heterosexual encounters varied from
single kisses to marriages. At the time of the interview all these heterosexual
relationships had ended.
After acceptance of their sexual orientation, many participants
experience their sexual identity as a prominent part of their identity. Amuun
(25, parents emigrated from Somalia) has been raised as a Muslim. She said:
When you start coming out, you feel your sexuality is the world. You
think, I’m gay and that’s it. After a while, when you have accepted
yourself, you may see that your sexuality is just part of who you are.
Amuun comes closest to expressing her homosexuality as an intrinsic part
of who she is; she is also one of the few among the interviewed people for
whom being lesbian was something she was aware of from a very early age
onwards.
I only fancy girls. I am a lesbian. I have known this since I was nine
years old, but at that time I thought that this is the way one feels
about a friend. That was all I knew. But when I was thirteen, I started
realizing that I could also really feel desire for another girl, but I did
not know what to do with that feeling because I did not recognise it.
When I was 14, I received a kiss from a woman, from a girl of course,
and that’s when I realised: this is it, maybe this is it.
Soufian (23, Morrocan roots) expresses his sexual desires and identity is a
less fixed way:
[I first realized I also liked men...] That is two years ago, in fact. Two
years ago, and I always had dated girls and at a given moment I met
a boy with whom I also had a very good time. Yes, it was as easy
as that. [...} It does not mean that much to me. Well, in fact I am
attracted to a person and not to a particular sex and that is still the
case. Hence, if I would now meet a girl who is really nice, then I can
as well have a good time with her. [...]
Henna (29, family emigrated from Surinam) likewise needs more words
to explain how she experiences her sexual desires. Henna had a secret
relationship with her best friend, a girl, for four years, starting when she was
23 years old. For the outside world, they were just best friends:
But for ourselves we knew it was more than that. But at the same
time, in that period, I also thought, yes... in the end it will be marriage
with a man, and perhaps we’ll still meet secretly on occasions,
but such are the things one thinks at that moment. But yes, it was
a relationship. It lasted for four years, and it became even more
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serious and there was a point in time at which I also had to reconsider what it was I wanted to do, you see? I also met some men.
What does one do?
When looking back on her sexual experiences, she makes a distinction
between an early period of experimenting that was purely sexual, and a
period in which she started exploring deeper feelings of love and attraction.
Like Soufian, Henna does not call herself gay or lesbian:
No, it may sound like a cliché but I am attracted to people. That is
true, I do not like labels [...] well yes, I cannot be a lesbian because
I think that you are a lesbian when you do not have any feelings
whatsoever for a man, and I do have such feelings.
When prompted, she tries to explain that for her the important thing is with
whom she has a long-term relationship rather than whom she is attracted to.
Further reflecting on this, she says:
Obviously I am not the one to speak about this as I am not totally
gay. [..] But I would like to see that being gay gets less of a label,
not just in the black community. Because one wants to be a human
being and be accepted as such by society. [..]
Soufian and Henna do sometimes feel that they are forced by society to
make a choice, or to make up their minds about their sexual identity. Soufian:
...it may be difficult for my surroundings, but for myself....
Sometimes perhaps it is a bit complex also for me; do I need to
make a choice or not? Do I need to choose if I want to stay with a
man my entire life, or my whole life with a woman?
On the other hand, Soufian feels that he can choose to do whatever he
wants and to be whoever he wants, which he links to living in Amsterdam.
However, he also feels that his sexual desires, practices, and identity need
not necessarily very visible and out in the open. Henna similarly states: ‘... if I
really wanted a label, it would be bisexual because everyone recognizes that.’
In summary, the different accounts of same-sex desires and
experiences show that there are many more ways of experiencing
homosexuality than the common idea of homosexuality as a fixed identity.
Some participants indeed reject gay identity labels, others reframe the
meaning of a sexual identity by focussing on whom you are connected to
in a long lasting relationship. At any rate, for individuals with a bicultural
or religious background it may be less viable to develop a fully gay social
identity.
Subtle and public strategies for negotiating same-sex desires and identities
Participants all described how their religious and cultural background
influenced their process of self-acceptance. Many participants were raised
with the idea that homosexuality is sinful and wrong or simply does not exist
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in their culture. Fayola (25), who emigrated from West Africa, describes:
In our family they say: we Africans are not like that; it is a Western
phenomenon you have adopted. I felt I was doing something terribly
wrong, I had wrong feelings and I was a bad person. (..) Integrity is
very important to me. It was a very confusing period discovering my
feelings but at the same time feeling responsible towards my culture
and religion. It caused a big internal conflict.
Mubashir (29, parents migrated from Pakistan) describes that he was mostly
worried about the minority status his sexual orientation caused:
For myself it was not a problem to be attracted to boys. No. But it
was.. so to say quite inconvenient for my family. So I felt, why me? I
am having a hard time being a minority already, Pakistani, Muslim, I
don’t want to be a triple minority.(..) Look, I may consider myself as
super Dutch, but other people always see a coloured guy.
Amuun explains the process she had to go through before she could become
an activist:
We grow up in a ‘we-culture’. It’s all about family. If you take a
decision you have to put the interest of the family first. In the
Netherlands it is the other way round; children have to think for
themselves, choose for themselves. But with us, you will be called
egoistic, spoiled, westernized. I have this struggle myself. Whenever
I want to do something with the media, I always feel reserved, as it
will bring shame on my family. And family means a lot to me. You
have to learn to think for yourself. You must learn to choose for
yourself.
The background of cultural norms of family loyalty and a taboo on
homosexuality on the one hand and living as ethnic minority in the
Netherlands on the other hand, results in the development of different forms
of agency.
Subtle agency
The first example of subtle agency is to avoid making an explicit statement
about one’s sexual orientation. Many bicultural young people grow up in a
family environment in which it is inappropriate to talk about sexuality. As
there is no dialogue between parents and children about love and sexuality,
there is no need to make an explicit statement about being gay either. Henna
explains:
In the Surinamese Hindu culture we don’t talk about sexuality with
parents. They don’t ask about boyfriends like Dutch parents do.
And I do not think it is important or relevant to mention your sexual
orientation. I really dislike the term ‘out of the closet’. I do not feel it
is that important to make this statement.
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Doubts about the relevance of being explicit and open about your sexual
preference and about the use of having a ‘proper’ coming out are common
among bicultural LGBT. Participants in this study expressed the following
views; ‘we don’t do that’, ‘for us that is not needed’, ‘in our cultural group we
don’t feel the urge to give words to everything’. ‘Quiet diplomacy works better
than the (Dutch) shouting from the rooftops’. Many participants give positive
cultural labelling to more subtle strategies, as these are seen as showing
more respect and loyalty towards the cultural community. They reject
the Dutch approach of being ‘out and proud’, with some participants also
rejecting too much emphasis on their sexual preference. They experience it
as something too intimate and private to expose. As Henna expresses:
I think it’s pretty Dutch to go fight for your rights. I actually find it a
very good thing that you do have a bit of that grey area. We don’t
need to hang out the Rainbow flag to show what we really are.
Not mentioning homosexuality is also a strategy of the social environment.
Some participants described how they nevertheless knew their families were
aware of their sexual orientation by not asking the obvious questions about
marriage. Devi (29) talking about visiting her Indonesian family:
When we were visiting relatives abroad, they never asked ‘Do you
have a boyfriend?’. I was there with my girlfriend, and as I am 29, you
are supposed to have a husband and children. So it is often the first
question you are asked. But not one of my uncles or aunts asked
about my relational status.
Another example of subtle agency is to introduce a serious relationship to
the family when that is appropriate instead of claiming a sexual identity.
Henna has not told her parents anything about her sexual relationships.
She has decided she will not do so, before she has a partner she wants to
introduce. In this way Henna respects the rules of her parents by following
the same path of presenting a long-lasting monogamous relationship that is
prescribed for heterosexuals in her family.
I will introduce somebody to my parents when I really feel that we
are going to be together for the rest of our lives. Then it will be
official. I had a relationship with a woman for four years, but kept it
hidden because I didn’t think it was that serious. I was also afraid of
being rejected, afraid to hurt them and loose them. But when I would
feel ‘this is it’ I would have no hesitations to tell them.
The third subtle strategy the participants mention is to postpone the
exploration of their sexuality until they move out of their parents’ house to
another city. In this way, they do not have to confront their parents and risk
damaging the relationship with them. Mike (23, third generation Indonesian)
explains:
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I think I was twelve when I noticed that I fancied boys more than
girls. When I went to high school I was pretty sure. I tried to conceal
it. I felt it was not normal, not acceptable. When I was eighteen I
couldn’t deny it any longer. I felt I had to choose for myself and find
out about my sexuality. I left my friends and everything behind and
started a life of my own.
A fourth subtle strategy is showing loyalty and respect to parents by
adjusting to their norms and sensitivities. Amuun gives a striking example
of that. Amuun has told the news of her being lesbian to her sisters and
brothers first. After their acceptance, she goes to her mother.
My mother is from another generation. She has a different culture.
I was raised more modern; she was raised in Africa. So I felt I had
to treat her gently. I went to her place and asked to speak to her in
private. I said, I have to tell you something. I like women. And she
said, I like women too; you are my daughter. So I said, No, I am a
lesbian. She fell silent. I felt ‘here we go…’. She was very emotional.
I said you don’t have to say anything. I have accepted myself. I don’t
ask acceptance from you. I know that would be too much to ask.
The only thing I want from you is a little bit of respect. I will give
you a year to let this news sink in. In that year you will see that I am
still the same daughter. In that year I visited her and went to family
parties just like before without us speaking about it. As if our talk
hadn’t taken place, until she called me up, a year later, and said ‘We
must talk today.’ I couldn’t believe she remembered. She said that
she would always have difficulties with me being lesbian because
it’s against our culture; it’s against our religion, against everything
she believes in. But you are my daughter and I will always love you
and respect you. That was more than enough for me.
Although she really wanted to be open with her mother, Amuun also showed
respect by giving her mother time to adjust to the idea, by not asking for
acceptance and by showing her that she still fulfilled her role as daughter in
the same way.
Public agency
Public agency is visible to the outside world. Young people with public
strategies give interviews in the media, are present at gay pride events and
make themselves visible as peer educators in school. By doing so, they carry
a big responsibility towards their families. As Aysel (29, Turkish) expresses:
‘I am very conscious that by giving an interview on television it is not just me
coming out of the closet, but my whole family.’ Sometimes moving from a
village to a town or migration to the Netherlands makes people change from
subtle strategies to public strategies. Shakira (27):
Being gay was a big secret when I lived in Surinam. It was after I
moved to Holland, at the age of eighteen, that I could tell my mother.
She was in shock first. After a while she said, you are my child, I
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accept you. Then I felt I could be myself. Without her support, it was
too hard. And some times later I told her that I am transgender. Then
I went on television, in a popular show and after that all my aunts
called me saying ‘how come we did not know!’. And I said, well, you
forced me to act so macho all the time, you couldn’t have seen.
These forms of public agency result in awareness raising and social change.
But for those involved in forms of public agency, it may come at a risk –
especially if their home environments are less accepting of homosexuality,
as Amuun tells:
I was walking with my former girlfriend in Amsterdam. Four
Moroccan boys recognized me from television. I saw them looking
at me. I was preparing myself for the shouting and the insults. I
didn’t expect them to beat me. A boy stood in front of me and said
‘you dirty dike; how dare you call yourself Muslim? The prophet will
punish you.’ He spat in my face which really made me angry. It was
two girls against four boys so we were severely beaten. But it made
me stronger. I was so fed up with it, I thought: ‘These are the people
who want me to stay at home and be afraid but no ignorant bastard
will sow fear in me.’ So I reported it to the police.
The aggression is not only directed towards homosexuality itself but also
towards the public strategies, to the act of openness which is seen by the
aggressors as a betrayal of one’s cultural or religious roots. Public strategies
do not just direct attention to the individuals who choose to be visible but
also to their families and their communities. Amuun tells:
There are family members who don’t talk to me anymore. I knew
beforehand, when I chose to tell my story on television that that
would be the consequence. I took this step when I was strong
enough to cope with the negative reactions, physically and
emotionally. I was like, bring it on. I am strong enough to handle
this. Still it was tough; the first time they ignored me, walking by like
I didn’t exist. The people you grew up with just pretending you don’t
exist.
More participants who are activists have lost contact with their families
and this has a profound impact on them. Essential to public agency is the
backup of a strong community of bicultural LGBT people. Participants stress
the importance of recognition and connection in order to find the strength to
cope with negative responses and to become self-confident and empowered.

5.7

Discussion

Previous studies show that being simultaneously gay and bi-cultural or/
and religious puts a lot of pressure on people to negotiate this double
affiliation (Dubé and Savin-Williams 1999; Ganzevoort, van der Laan, and
Olsman 2011; Kriek et al. 2015; Kugle 2014; Schnoor 2006; Shannahan 2009;
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Yerden, Smits, and Koutrik 2012; Yip 2005). However, little research has been
done to illuminate the strategies that bicultural young people, themselves,
use in shaping their relations with their environment. In our study, we
interviewed 14 bicultural young gay or bisexual people in order to explore
their expressions of same-sex desires and practises and their strategies to
negotiate their identities.
Our study shows that bicultural gay young people use creative and
conscious tactics to re-organize loyalties and relations of ‘bondedness’
(Pham 2013) and to re-negotiate the meanings of self and freedom in
relation to sexual desires. Although the social dynamics of exclusion of
ethnic and religious minorities in contemporary Dutch society are present
in the life stories of most participants, as Mubashir illustrates, most
participants express that their multiple social positions offer a lot of agentic
opportunities, as Kugle (2014) found as well. Moreover, we found that their
strategies have the effect of questioning dominant discourses. They make
deliberate attempts to transcend the oppositional dichotomy between
sexual and ethnic forms of socio-cultural otherness (reserving the first for
those who belong to secular modernity). In doing so, they usefully pluralize
and diversify the meanings of both sexual and ethnic/religious alterity.
This amplifies the cultural possibilities of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ in relation to
homosexuality as well as ‘culturality’ or ‘religiosity’.
However, some limitations of the research are worth noting. The
study contains constructions of stories the participants told during the
interaction with the white Dutch researcher. During this interaction some
stories can be told, others are not possible. Some stories will be emphasized,
whereas others are marginalized. The same is true for the listener; as some
stories will gain more attention than others and lead to further exploration.
It remains important to keep looking for new stories and construct new
analyses. This study involved fourteen people who all have found ways to
express their sexual desires and identities in a way they feel comfortable
with. Future research should invest in recruiting bicultural and religious LGBT
people who have not yet found possibilities to express their desires and
identities. Their stories will deepen our understanding of the obstacles that
restrain people from agency (cf. Kriek et al. 2015). Secondly, this research
does not adequately represent the expressions and strategies of bicultural
and religious trans people, as just one interviewee does define herself as
transwoman. The expressions and strategies of bicultural and religious
trans people will reveal the lived experience of the intersection of gender
nonconformity, (homo) sexuality, culture and religion.

5.8

Conclusion

The stories of bicultural gay youth show that roads to sexual freedom
and agency are not confined to the well-known public strategy of ‘coming
out’, but may also consist of more subtle and consensual strategies. This
study confirms that ‘queer post-migrants might choose forms of sexual
emancipation, of sexual freedom, that deviate from “modern”, “normative”
articulations’ (Wekker 2006). Although conventional stories of emancipation
tend to attach greatest value to the more public forms of agency – as these
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are seen as explicitly challenging constricting norms and social structures
– and epitomize the free expression of one’s desires and the forms of
self-realization of western-liberal ideals, we argue that more subtle forms
of agency may be seen as very significant forms of agentic power, and
as important in bringing about social change. Social workers and other
professionals should be more sensitive to these subtle strategies to enhance
appropriate, culture sensitive provision of support to same-sex attracted
bicultural youth. Policy makers and sexual rights activists should recognize
and embrace the power of these subtle strategies in changing discourses
and achieving social change by validating other roads then the western
liberal road to sexual freedom.
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Chapter 6
“Do I Score Points If I Say ‘No’?”
Negotiating Sexual Boundaries in a
Changing Normative Landscape
Abstract
Negotiating sexual interactions with a partner is deeply intimate, yet it is
also fundamentally influenced by surrounding social norms. We conducted
in-depth interviews with 68 ethnically diverse Dutch young men and women
(16–21) about their sexual experiences to understand how norms and
values shape their sexual negotiations. Narratives showed the continued
relevance of heteronormative gender roles, with participants framing
sexual negotiations as a contest between opposing sides, dictated by
different rules for women and men. Other narratives suggested that the
normative landscape may be changing, with women drawing on discourses
of autonomy and men using mutuality as a guiding principle. Our findings
indicate that while conventional gender norms and scripts continue to
prescribe sexual negotiations, many Dutch youth also exercise alternative
discourses in their sexual relationships. Efforts to reduce sexual coercion
must incorporate attention to both the old and emerging gender norms that
govern sexual negotiations.

6.1

Introduction

Recently #MeToo visualised worldwide the interrelatedness of sexual
coercion with gender dynamics and power relations. However, many
efforts to reduce sexual coercion lack this perspective. Clear and open
communication about sexual boundaries is viewed as a key in preventing
negative sexual experiences (Mastro and Zimmer-Gembeck 2015;
Widman, Choukas-Bradley, Helms, Golin, and Prinstein 2014). This is
reflected in public campaigns regarding consent, such as those advocating
affirmative consent. These efforts are undeniably important, but may fall
short insofar as they rely on individual-focused behavioral models that
neglect the dynamic and multidimensional nature of sexual interactions
and the complexity of sexual negotiations (Amaro, Raj, and Reed 2001;
Vanwesenbeeck, van Zessen, Ingham, Jaramazovic, and Stevens 1999).
Studies of partnered sexual interactions reveal a wide range of
experiences that fall between unquestionable violation and unequivocal
consent (e.g., Bay-Cheng and Bruns 2016; Impett and Peplau 2003; Katz
and Tirone 2009; O’Sullivan and Allgeier 1998; Pascoe and Hollander 2016).
Sexual negotiations are also not finite, linear transactions that terminate in
a single act (i.e., consent, refusal, or coercion). As Carmody and Ovenden
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(2013, p. 802) point out, consent is a dynamic and continuous “process
of mutual negotiation rather than a one-off agreement”. During sexual
interactions, partners are not simply trying to translate sexual desire into
sexual behaviour. Instead, people may want and simultaneously not want
to engage in a sexual interaction for a host of reasons, whether sexual
(e.g., arousal, curiosity) or not (e.g., to maintain a relationship, for social
status; Muehlenhard and Peterson 2005). Gendered norms and conditions
complicate and muddy this process of negotiation in many ways. For
instance, young women may feel compelled to offer “token resistance”
(Muehlenhard et al. 1991) as a tactic to avoid being seen as easy, while
young men are socialized to view “no” as an obstacle to be overcome
or overpowered (e.g., “working a yes out”; Sanday 2007). Gendered
prescriptions and consequences of sexual activity foster ambivalence
(Muehlenhard and Peterson 2005), uncertainty (Beres, Senn and McCaw
2014), and power imbalances (Amaro et al. 2001; Gavey 2005).
Our aim in the current study was to explore how young people
negotiate sexual intimacy and sexual boundaries in the social context in
which they are located. We were particularly interested in the impact of
gender norms, but also recognize that gender does not operate in isolation
from other social identities and forces (Shields 2008). Therefore, we also
attended to participants’ intersecting ethnic and class backgrounds. The
opportunity to examine sexual negotiations among a diverse sample of
Dutch youth is also an important expansion of the literature regarding sexual
consent and negotiation, which largely rests on a narrow sampling base of
undergraduate women (Elliott 2016; Muehlenhard, Humphreys, Jozkowski
and Peterson 2016). Such diversified, contextualized knowledge is
necessary to develop strategies that address the full complement of forces
that shape youths’ sexual negotiations and can effectively diminish negative
experiences such as regret, self- and victim-blaming, and sexual coercion.
Old Rules: Feminine Virtue and Masculine Virility
Heteronormative gender prescriptions are foundational components of
sexual negotiations between men and women (Bay-Cheng and Eliseo-Arras
2008; Gavey 2005; Hird and Jackson 2001; O’Sullivan and Allgeier 1998).
These scripts situate men and women in opposition, with young men cast
as virile pleasure-seekers who are active, powerful, and persistent and
young women serving as their foils, contradictorily characterized as both
virtuous gatekeepers and as passive, subordinate, and compliant (Gavey
2005). Studies indicate that even in the Netherlands, widely regarded as a
sexually progressive and gender egalitarian nation, such heteronormative
prescriptions endure (Emmerink et al. 2015). Thus sexual negotiations are
not simply driven by individuals’ immediate sexual desires and impulses, but
follow normative gendered conventions that place women and men at odds
and confer dominance and sexual entitlement upon the latter (hence Gavey’s
[2005] reference to gender as the “cultural scaffolding of rape”).
New Norms: Agency and Mutuality
As persistent and entrenched as conventional gender norms appear to be,
they are not the only ideological forces shaping youths’ sexual interactions.
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Many scholars are engaged in analyses of contemporary manifestations
of young women’s sexuality, debating whether these signify empowerment
and/or sexualisation (Gill 2008; Lamb and Peterson 2012; Lerum and
Dworkin 2009; McRobbie 2008). Bay-Cheng (2015) proposed that popular
representations of young women’s sexual agency should be viewed as
reflections of loosening gender norms as well as functions of culturally
saturating neoliberal ones. She argued that young women are now not only
accountable to the gendered moralism of the virgin-slut construct, but also
must adhere to the neoliberal valorisation of individual liberty and personal
responsibility by making the case that their sexual choices (whether activity
or abstinence) and any attendant consequences are entirely their own. In
contrast to the more general psychological construct of agency describing
an individual’s capacity for willed action, this neoliberal concept of agency
operates as a cultural imperative and hinges on one’s presentation as a selfdetermining and personally responsible actor motivated solely by individual
ambition. Bay-Cheng sees this strand of neoliberal ideology as intersecting
with gendered norms to create a new normative space in which young
women must convincingly present themselves as in control of themselves
and their sexualities in order to be respected and to avoid derision.
It is important to note that young women may not have equivalent
access to this discursive reframing of sexual activity. Classism and racism
have always combined with gendered sexual stereotypes to leave women
with low socio-economic status (low-SES) and non-White young women
prone to accusations of licentious (as opposed to agentic) sexual behaviour
(Armstrong, Hamilton, Armstrong and Seeley 2014; Attwood 2007; Bettie
2003). As Armstrong and colleagues point out, “slut” is used on U.S. college
campuses as much as a class-based slur as a gendered sexual one. Finally,
Armstrong and Hamilton (2013) also argued that low-SES college women
may have less access to a neoliberal discourse of female sexual agency
given its mismatch with the prevalence of conventional gender norms in lowSES communities.
Shifting norms surrounding young women’s sexuality have received
the bulk of attention from gender and sexuality studies scholars, but
masculinity and men’s experiences of sexuality must also be recognized
as diverse, complex, and dynamic (e.g., Allen 2003; Carmody and Ovenden
2013; Casey et al. 2016; McCormack 2012; Wilkins 2009). Just as young
women may no longer be judged simply in terms of virtue, young men may
no longer feel the need to measure up solely in terms of virility. Pushback
against hegemonic masculinity’s relational modes of dominance and
exploitation (Connell 2005) has been fuelled by glaring evidence and sharp
rebukes not only of specific instances of sexual assault, but also the broader
norms, attitudes, and systems that underlie and enable men’s sexual assault,
exploitation, stigmatization, and objectification of women (i.e., rape culture;
Gavey 2005; Kimmel 2005; Pascoe and Hollander 2016). Just as studies
of the lived sexualities of young women reveal a far more complex picture
than that captured by the Virgin-Slut dichotomy, only a minority of men enact
sexualities founded on hegemonic masculinity (Casey et al. 2016). Instead,
many studies find that young men are investing in emotional intimacy
(Smiler 2008) and aspire to egalitarian relationships founded on mutual care
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and a balance of power (Gerson 2010; Seal and Ehrhardt 2003).

6.2

Method

Procedure
The study was conducted by Rutgers, a Dutch nongovernmental organization
focused on sexual and reproductive health and rights, in order to develop a
new public health campaign to prevent sexual coercion among youth. The
research was conducted according to Dutch legal and ethical guidelines
for responsible research, including voluntary participation, safeguards
against participant identity disclosure, and respect for participants (Code of
Ethics for research in the social and behavioural sciences involving human
participants 2016). All names in this paper are pseudonyms.
We interviewed Dutch young people (aged 16-21) about their
motivation to engage or refrain from sexual intimacy, their understandings
of sexual boundaries, and their negotiations of sexual interactions.
We approached this work with an interest in the various systems and
circumstances in which sexual negotiations are embedded, including
immediate factors during an interaction, interpersonal dyadic dynamics, and
broader cultural norms. We listened not just for how they actually behaved,
but for how participants formulated these scripts in the interview itself as a
way of discerning the surrounding normative forces.
We posted an invitation to participate in the study on different
websites for young people and advertised it on a popular urban radio
program, FunX. We also asked educators and social workers to help recruit
participants through individual outreach to youth with whom they worked.
The call invited people between 16 and 21 years old to participate in
interviews about sexuality to guide a new youth sexual health campaign.
The interviewers went to youth centres and schools to meet prospective
participants and lower the threshold to participate. The interviewers’ team
consisted of one male and four female interviewers, including the first and
third author. Two thirds of the male participants were interviewed by the
male interviewer, as the expectation was that men would talk more freely
about sexuality and gender norms with another man. However, we did not
identify differential response patterns based on the gender match between
interviewers and participants. The confidentiality of participants was strictly
safeguarded. Each interview was categorized and analysed with a nickname.
Interviews lasted around one and a half hours and took place in different
locations as per participant preference, including in a private office at
Rutgers and at schools, youth centres, cafes, and hotel lobbies. Participants
received 15 euro as compensation for their time. Interviews were audio
recorded and transcribed.
Participants
We interviewed 68 young people (37 women; 31 men) between the ages
of 16 and 21 (M = 18.24; SD = 1.81) living in towns and rural areas spread
across the Netherlands. The participants formed an ethnically diverse group,
with slightly more than one-third (23) identifying as White Dutch. One half
of the sample identified with one of the four largest ethnic minority groups
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in the Netherlands: 12 identified as Moroccan Dutch; 10 as Surinamese
Dutch; nine as Antillean Dutch; and three as Turkish Dutch. The remaining 11
participants identified with other non-White ethnic minority groups, including
but not limited to Chinese, Afghan, and Nigerian. Two young women
identified as bisexual; all the other participants identified as heterosexual.
The sexual diversity within the sample was limited, therefore we decided to
focus the current analyses only on heterosexual interactions, leaving sexual
minority youths’ negotiations of sexual encounters for a future study. No
participants openly identified as transgender or intersex people, or as having
limited mobility or disabilities, so we do not include these positions in this
paper either.
Participants were fairly evenly divided in their level of education: 36
had received vocational training or attended a secondary school in the least
academically-oriented track of the Dutch system (categorized as “vocational
training”); 32 either were attending higher level secondary school and likely
bound for university or were university students at the time of the interview
(categorized as “academic education”). Table 1 displays demographic
characteristics of the sample by gender.
Table 1

Participant Characteristics

Ethnicity
White Dutch
Surinamese
or Antillean
Turkish or
Moroccan

Women (N = 37)
Education
Vocational
Academic
Training
Education

Men (N = 31)
Education
Vocational
Academic
Training
Education

Total

6

9

3

5

23

4

6

6

3

19

4

3

5

3

15

Other

3

2

5

1

11

Total

17

20

19

12

68

Interview Protocol
The interviews followed a semi-structured protocol designed to explore
the motivation of participants to engage or refrain from sexual intimacy,
their understandings of sexual boundaries, and their negotiations of
sexual interactions. Interviewers asked participants to describe their past
relationships and sexual encounters, including any negotiations of sexual
boundaries. Participants were also asked to describe both ideal and
unwanted hypothetical sexual experiences to collect narratives about their
social norms and expectations. Examples of these exploratory questions
included: “What do you think an ideal sexual relationship would look like?”;
“What is important to you in a sexual relationship?”; “What do you see
as undesirable or disappointing when it comes to dating and sex?”; and
“What kind of situation or behaviour would you consider as going too far or
crossing a line when it comes to sex?”
Analysis Strategy
In the current study, we looked for the gendered norms on sexuality young
women and men of different ethnic and educational backgrounds perceived
and how these affected their negotiations of heterosexual interactions. We
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adopted an inductive thematic analysis approach (Braun and Clarke 2006).
The first author began analyses by reading through ten transcripts, selected
at random, noting apparently common and contrasting thematic elements
among the samples, and drafting a preliminary coding scheme. This initial
codebook tracked participants’ descriptions of sexual negotiations, their
use of normalizing and/or problematizing themes in these accounts, and
information they shared about the social norms they perceived. The third
author examined the same ten transcripts using the codebook. The first and
third authors then discussed discrepancies in their conceptualizations and
amended the coding scheme accordingly. The first and third author then
separately coded all remaining transcripts. When complete, the authors met
to resolve any discrepancies, so that all applied codes were mutually agreed
upon.

6.3

Results

Old Gendered Rules
Playing by the rules
Participants, women and men alike, used various game metaphors (e.g.,
references to scoring, playing by the rules, losers, players, winners) to
describe partnered sexual interactions and negotiations. In this game,
women and men are competitors with opposing objectives (for men, to have
sex; for women, to get attention without damaging their reputation by having
sex) and distinct sets of rules and strategies.
For young women, much of the game hinged on accurately decoding
young men’s objectives and desires. Laura: “Do they [men] really expect me
to have sex immediately or do they expect me to wait? Do I score points if
I say ‘no?’” (White, 17, academic education). Others cited different tactics
they used to remain in control and to defend themselves against men’s
advances and potential aggression (e.g., paying attention to what they wear,
not getting drunk, stay alert, avoiding certain places, having friends close by).
As Tessa, like many other women, described, she was constantly assessing
and guarding against risks: “When I go out with somebody, I have a whole
checklist in my head, checking if this is OK. It’s just, I don’t want to end up
in an alley with some guy, you know?” (White, 18, academic education).
Other women talked as though they welcomed the contest and preferred for
men to challenge them. They felt they could have the upper hand in sexual
negotiations if they were strategic. Lisa: “It’s not masculine when a man is
shy. I want a man with guts. I can set my own boundaries. Girls are in charge.
You just have to play it right.” (White, 20, academic education).
Male participants also referred to the rules of sexual negotiation,
including behaviour they considered out-of-bounds. For instance, one young
man felt that it was unfair for women to change their minds too far into a
sexual encounter. Boris: “I feel that if you are in the middle of it, you cannot
back off. That is a horrible turn down. I mean, you could have thought about
that earlier” (Russian, 19, vocational training). Others expressed wariness
of crossing the line into coercion. Leroy: “There is a boundary between
insisting and putting pressure, and seducing. Seduction is a game, insisting
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is serious” (Surinamese, 20, academic education). The same participant
explained the different value assigned to men’s ability to secure a woman’s
sexual consent: “[I]t is a bigger achievement for a guy to get a girl in his bed
than the other way around. Boys will always say ‘yes.’” Several men described
how gendered sexual norms directed negotiations of sexual consent: that
men are driven by an urgent and insatiable desire for (hetero)sex and that
women are expected to resist their advances and are responsible for setting
boundaries. No participants mentioned the costs to men if they did not
display the sort of sex drive ascribed to hegemonic masculinity, but several
participants – both women and men – criticized women who deviated from
the virtue expected of them. Ryan: “A girl should have class... she should
not be cheap” ( Surinamese, 16, vocational training). Mary: “If you’re easy,
well, you shouldn’t expect them [guys] to pay much attention to you” (White,
20, academic education). Although some participants expressed that they
rationally reject the sexual double standard applied to women, they also
admitted to judging women for being too sexually active. Fabian: “Well, when
you see guys moving quickly from one girl to another, at most they’re seen as
careless, as players. But when a girl behaves like that, she’s seen as a slut. I
admit, that’s a bit problematic, but still...” (Aruban, 18, academic education).
Crossing a line
The opposed positions of young women and men in negotiating sexual
intimacy reflect the different rules and expectations applied to them.
Whereas young men were presumed to be singularly focused on their
own desires and on one objective (sex), young women must balance
multiple obligations and objectives. Young women articulated this double
bind, feeling trapped between their own interests and competing social
injunctions, resulting in unwanted or coerced sexual activities:
Just before we started kissing, I felt that I didn’t want to go on. But
he’d travelled all the way from his home town to visit me and well, it’s
stupid of course, but I felt I had to do it. Of course I should have said,
“I’m sorry but I don’t want to go on with it,” but I felt I had provoked it,
so... (Brenda, White, 17, academic education)
It’s hard to pick the right moment to stop, because I don’t want to
ruin the atmosphere. I don’t want to make a bad impression, being
prudish or something. […] So I try to stop, but when I feel like a guy
doesn’t want to stop, I try to find a balance, to keep the relationship
all right. (Rachel, Antillean, 21, academic education)
Two other excerpts exemplify the divergent positions of young women and
men. Kim (White, 19, academic education) felt ambivalence and uncertainty
in the lead up to a sexual encounter, in part because she felt torn between
priorities:
Well, if you like somebody a lot, but you don’t know if you want to
go further, that’s hard. Because you want to pay attention to the
other person and you don’t want to be rude. […] And well, if you’re
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in a situation where you don’t want to say bluntly “no” but you don’t
feel a heartfelt “yes,” either... So, then it is difficult, in the ten minutes
before your clothes are off, to figure out what you do or don’t want.
(emphasis added)
In contrast, Derek (White, 19, academic education) reflecting on his
relationship with a former girlfriend, described negotiating their sexual
interactions with a sole focus on his own interests and feeling little
responsibility for hers:
With my ex-girlfriend, well, maybe she didn’t want it [sex] as much as
I did. Those times, I just tried to create a nice atmosphere, you know,
and to talk nicely, and well, in the end I got what I wanted. Well,
in the beginning, that was the way it worked. She didn’t make her
boundaries clear. Only if she really didn’t want sex, she would say
so. She’d say, “Don’t you even try!” So that was clear. It’s a learning
process you know? I never forced her, no, but I wasn’t paying much
attention to what she wanted, either.
Contrary to Kim who explained that “you want to pay attention to the other
person,” Derek conceded that he hadn’t been “paying much attention.” And
while he “got what I wanted,” she struggled to filter through competing
priorities in order to decipher “what you do and don’t want.” And as a final
point of contrast, whereas she worried about seeming “rude”, he shifted
responsibility for any unwanted experiences to his girlfriend who “didn’t
make her boundaries clear.”
It is notable that Derek’s narrative suggests some awareness
and regret for his previous self-centred approach (“I wasn’t paying much
attention to what she wanted, either”). As we explore in the next section,
some participants did not simply adhere to a hegemonic discourse of
antagonistic heterosexuality and of sexual negotiations as a contest
between men looking to score and women playing defence. Some young
men expressed respect for girls who took the initiative and disdain for other
men who coaxed and coerced women (e.g., “Guys who try to persuade girls,
saying ‘Baby, come on…’ they’re actually just whining. That’s pretty sad.”
[Boris]), and some young women were unapologetic about being sexually
assertive. We analysed these narratives for signs of new gender norms
shaping youths’ sexual negotiations.
New Gender Norms
Autonomy among women
In contrast to the dilemmas articulated by young women who struggled to
satisfy multiple and often conflicting expectations, other women asserted
that they operated with complete autonomy in their sexual relationships.
This included young women who were sexually abstinent as well as those
who were sexually active. In the case of the former, these young women
described their abstinence as an affirmative, willed choice that reflected
fortitude rather than passive obedience or a lack of opportunity. Their
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accounts cast abstinence in terms of fidelity and commitment (e.g., to
parents or religious beliefs) but in ways that also asserted one’s agency.
Aicha: ‘Being a virgin is your honour. I am proud to be a virgin. I see many
people nowadays having sex, they see it as a game. But I am proud that I am
one of the people who did not do it.’(Moroccan, 16, vocational training).
Those who were sexually active were unequivocal about their control
over themselves and their sexual interactions, as Lisa who preferred “a man
with guts” since, as she asserted, ‘I can set my own boundaries.’ It was
mostly White women with academic educations who held strong opinions
about their sexual freedom, making claims such as: ‘It is my life, you know,
I just do what I like and what I enjoy, and who cares?’ (18 years old); and
‘Well, I’m single, but I do have a guy in my bed upstairs now. I’ve been seeing
him for a while now, but I don’t know, I don’t like to be fenced in. I like my
freedom’ (19 years old). Aligning with Bay-Cheng’s (2015) argument that a
neoliberal construal of agency incites the degradation of others, many young
women used downward comparisons to distance themselves from those
who were “loose” and “easy”:
I have friends who started having sex when they were thirteen. They
were very busy with it, while I… I didn’t feel the urge at all. Meanwhile,
we were at the same school, playing the same sport… But well, they
were from a different social background. Of course it’s up to them,
but well, if a girl approaches a lot of guys… Well, it’s fine, of course.
But personally, I definitely think it’s kind of slutty. (Jennifer, White, 20,
academic education)
While these divisive manoeuvres reify some aspects of traditional gendered
sexual moralism, they also signify young women’s efforts to enlist neoliberal
ideology in order to legitimize their sexual rights and autonomy.
Mutuality among men
Young men in the study also offered counter narratives of negotiating sexual
consent. Unlike young women, whose primary challenge is in staking their
claim as sexual agents, young men’s sexual agency is taken for granted
(and their sexual drive is expected). The striking deviations from traditional
gendered sexual norms among the young men in our study came in their
prioritization of mutuality during their partnered sexual interactions. As
examples:
• I asked her, “Are you ready for it [sex]?” I won’t just start if I don’t know
if she wants to go further. If she doesn’t enjoy it, she’ll regret it and
then I will, too, and feel like I didn’t do it right. (Jason, Surinamese, 16,
vocational training)
• I wouldn’t be happy if I pushed her boundaries and was just selfish.
(Niels, White, 18, academic education)
• I really feel you should have something together. That someone cares for
you. And you for her. Because only then, you know, it’ll be about making
love. (Ben, Surinamese, 16, vocational training)
This norm of mutuality introduced an element of uncertainty for men as
they were wary of crossing girls’ boundaries but were not always sure where
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these lay. As Ryan (16) put it: ‘Girls often puzzle me. When I think she wants
to move further, she doesn’t. And when she says ‘no,’ she actually wants
me to make another move. I’ve experienced that a lot and it really is quite
confusing’. Others felt the old gendered rules and expectations of boys
taking the initiative interfered with open communication.
Sometimes when I go out with friends, they [girls] are watching
us, but I don’t know how to interpret these signals. Does she smile
like that at every guy or just me? I’d like a girl to take the first step,
and approach me. Or be clearer about what she wants, in words.
Not that she has to say immediately that she wants to kiss me or
anything, but just talking, showing some interest, so that I know
she’s interested in me […] (Elmer, Indonesian/Dutch, 19, academic
education)
Intersecting Norms: Gender, Ethnicity, and Class
We observed both long-standing gender norms as well as emergent ones
related to agency and mutuality among participants of varied gender, class,
and ethnic backgrounds. However, we also noted that non-White participants
often merged discourses of agency (among women) and mutuality (among
men) with minority cultural (including religious) values. Importantly, they
did not seem to regard those values simplistically, nor were they simply
compliant. For example, the ethnic minority women in the study often
referred to gendered prohibitions against sexual activity, a finding that
echoes previous studies of diverse Dutch youth (Cense 2014). But instead
of experiencing cultural norms as constraining, the young women described
leveraging these to rebuff unwanted sexual overtures and to assert their
sexual boundaries and rights. Rachida: ‘My faith is very important to me,
including the rule of virginity. So I feel, these are my boundaries and if you
don’t like that or if you want to move beyond that, then it’s over for me.’
(Moroccan, 21, vocational training)
Others described subverting dictates to a certain degree, such as
Miryam (Moroccan, 17, vocational training) who had secretly dated four
boyfriends and enjoyed sexual experiences with them, but drew the line
at vaginal intercourse: ‘Although I must admit I would like to move a step
further than messing around… but I can’t, not yet.’ Bicultural roots can
enable young women to navigate a course between hegemonic and minority
cultural norms by granting access to diverse perspectives to draw on and
push against. This was evident in the narrative of Sitara (Indo-Surinamese,
21, academic education), who reflected at length on individuating from
others’ ideals (i.e., parents, peers, broader cultural norms) while also being
influenced and informed by them:
Your parents warn you [about sex] all the time and then at school
you see other things. You have to find your own path in between. At
home, my father warned me that men want only one thing and that
a girl has to protect herself while boys keep attacking. That idea.
But that’s not reality. And my first boyfriend was so nice, so gentle,
and so patient. That was important, because I was 14, and I wanted
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to be part of the group, and well, you don’t want your boyfriend
complaining that you’re no fun! I’ve always thought, “I’ll only do what
feels right.” That’s always been my principle. There were times when
I thought I wouldn’t have sex before marriage, but when I got older,
my views changed. I felt like, if it’s respectful and doesn’t feel wrong,
there’s no harm in it. And I never regretted it.
Just as some ethnic minority women in the study integrated cultural
norms with sexual agency, some of the ethnic minority men incorporated
these into their discourse of mutuality by casting abstinence as an
expression of partners’ shared bond to a common set of values. As Fatih
(Turkish, 21, vocational training) explained, ‘My girlfriend and I have been
together for two years now. For me personally, when you know you will
marry someone and there is so much love, it would be ok to have sex. But
with my religion and her religion? No. We really have to wait until marriage.
So that’s it, just wait.’ Mohammed (Moroccan, 16, vocational training) used
religious norms to justify and strengthen his resolve in deviating from the
hegemonic code of sex-driven masculinity: ‘I’m not tempted, I have my own
rules. I follow my religion. If I follow these rules, I won’t be seduced. If I say
to myself, I won’t have sex, then I won’t’.
We tracked participants’ educational background as one indicator
of their class status. We did not discern any patterned differences related
to education among the young men in the study. Both those with vocational
training and those with academic preparation drew on “old rules” of
conventional masculinity and on the “new norms” mutuality. Similarly, we
observed young women with various educational backgrounds adhering
to conventional femininity and exploring the possibilities of sexual agency.
More highly educated women appeared more aware of this emerging
discourse, but were still hampered by gender prescriptions and structural
barriers.

6.4

Discussion

Participants’ narratives show the impact of gendered social norms on
youths’ negotiations of sexual boundaries. Several of their accounts,
particularly those that frame these interactions as contests between rivals
with different objectives, rules, and tactics, show how easily coercive and
unwanted sex can occur. Some young men describe attending solely to their
own gratification and goals and assuming that young women would present
obstacles to achieving them. Several young women, on the other hand,
struggled to respond to multiple demands and expectations, often losing
sight of their own desires or entitlement to them. Through this lens, it is
apparent that sexual negotiations are not just a matter of personal feelings
or interpersonal dynamics, but are also infused by broader social norms.
Many participants voiced gendered perspectives and dilemmas that
previous studies of sexual coercion and consent have unearthed (e.g., BayCheng and Eliseo-Arrai 2008; Gavey 2005; Hird and Jackson 2001; O’Sullivan
and Allgeier 1998), while others offered signs of how social norms shaping
sexual negotiations may be shifting. Several young women framed their
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sexual behaviour in neoliberal terms of self-control, self-interest, and selfdetermination. This normative change may be favourable for young women
insofar as those who are sexually active can invoke ideals of personal liberty
and free choice to reject gendered moralist sanctions. Sexually abstinent
women can use this framework as well, to rebut condescending depictions
of them as mindlessly obedient.
The study’s participants also offered a novel perspective on how
the normative landscape might be changing for young men. The narratives
of many young men showed them to prioritize and validate mutuality
as a guiding principle in their sexual negotiations. Contrary to asserting
the dominance and entitlement that are fundamental to hegemonic
masculinity (Connell 2005) or the neoliberal ideological hallmark of personal
responsibility, the mutuality articulated by these participants resonated with
Pham’s (2013) notion of response-ability. Response-ability grounds ethical
relationships and interactions in cooperation and interdependence, thereby
displacing individualist celebrations of competition and goals of selfsufficiency. The young men in our study who described sexual consent as
jointly and mutually experienced, rather than a good (possessed by women)
to be bargained for (by men), may embody a meaningful shift toward caring
as a component of masculinity (Elliott 2016) and of sexual ethics (Lamb
2010).
The intersectional analysis of ethnic and class diversity among
participants allowed us to consider the convergence of various social norms
in youths’ sexual lives, including contradictions of the common assumption
that “liberal” cultural norms are progressive and that ethnic minority youth
are held back by “traditional” ones (Haggis and Mulholland 2014; Kendall
2012; Whitten and Sethna 2014). For instance, the White, highly educated
young women in the study often articulated a self-interested sexual agency
aligned with a permissive sexual rights discourse that is dominant in White
families in the Netherlands (Schalet 2010). However, they did not operate
entirely free of gender prescriptions. Furthermore, we observed young
women from cultures and religions with explicit sexual prohibitions use
these to establish clear sexual boundaries and to prompt critical reflection
on both minority and dominant sexual mores. Similarly, some of the ethnic
minority men who valued mutuality saw this as fused with a partner’s
common cultural orientation to sexuality. A limitation of the study is that it
does not show how the interplay of gender norms, sexual negotiations and
sexual identities work out for people who identify as homosexual, bisexual,
lesbian, transgender or intersex. Future studies should also address
how gender norms and sexual boundaries are negotiated by people with
disabilities.
While we find participants’ perspectives of shifting sexual norms
compelling, we are also aware that our study engaged a group of young
people who were comfortable enough with the topic to volunteer for our inperson interview study. Our use of different modes of participant recruitment
allowed us to learn from participants with varying levels of comfort in
discussing sexuality, including many who might never have responded to our
original advertisement. Our Dutch sample occupies a distinct sociocultural
location. The Netherlands is widely recognized as being at the forefront of
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the move toward egalitarianism and sexual openness (Elliott 2016; Schalet
2010). Thus despite the diverse sexual discourses present within various
social cultural, ethnic groups (Cense 2014), all young people are also
exposed to a national culture in which gender equality and sexual rights are
treated as established, commonly held values. Dutch youth may feel freer
than peers in other countries to explicitly align themselves with alternative
discourses of sexual consent and engagement.
It is important to note that participants’ challenges to the “old rules”
of gender and heteronormativity were not uniform or unequivocal. Many still
approached sexual negotiations as a contest between opposing sides and/
or felt the pressure and sway of gendered norms. Thus while young men’s
narratives of response-ability are encouraging, substantial progress toward
sexual negotiations centered on mutuality will be stymied as long as young
women feel tongue-tied by gendered cultural sexual scripts. Moreover, we
are concerned that while a normative shift toward young women’s sexual
agency gives the illusion of loosening such prescriptions, it does not remedy
systemic sexism and offers individual liberty at the expense of collective
solidarity.
As adults and youth alike work to reduce the incidence of
sexual coercion, it is crucial that we view sexual negotiations in the full,
multisystemic context of personal desires, interpersonal dynamics, and old
and emerging social norms. This perspective broadens the scope of sex
education and other interventions beyond lessons in saying yes or no or in
heeding a partner’s wishes. Any effective and meaningful efforts to reduce
sexual coercion and to promote sexual well-being must incorporate critical
reflection and revision of the gendered rules and norms that govern sexual
negotiations.
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Chapter 7
The storyscapes of teenage pregnancy.
On morality, embodiment, and narrative
agency
Abstract
Young women tell different stories about teenage pregnancies. Their
stories are embedded in the storyscape of their environment, which offers
a limited set of narratives. Normative discourses influence the stories
young women tell about their pregnancies. Social norms and stigma play an
important role in the construction of the meaning of teenage pregnancies.
However, the embodiment of being pregnant constitutes meaning as
well. This paper draws on findings from a qualitative study conducted in
2015 among 46 young Dutch women who got pregnant before their 20th
birthday. Our study explores how young women navigate the moral arena
when they are confronted with a teenage pregnancy and which role the
embodiment of pregnancy plays in the construction of social meanings.
The concept of storyscapes visualises how young women are constrained
by their embeddedness in multiple storyscapes, defined by different and
often contrasting audiences. Nevertheless, our study indicates that the
momentum of pregnancy can offer agentic possibilities to take up another
position towards their social environment and develop narrative agency.

7.1

Introduction

Researchers and public health agencies have predominantly defined
teenage pregnancy as a potential risk of sexual activity for girls and as a
social problem linked to poverty (Robson and Berthoud 2003). Public health
policies in Europe, the US and Australia are strongly influenced by neoliberal
ideology, which conceptualises individuals as rational, entrepreneurial actors
whose moral authority is determined by their capacity for autonomy and selfcare (Brown 2003). Sexual health policies aim to encourage young people
to take responsibility and control their sexuality in order to prevent adverse
outcomes such as unintended pregnancies (Bay-Cheng 2015). However,
there is a contradiction between the individualistic concept of (reproductive)
choice and the societal imperative to prevent pregnancy during adolescence
(Mann, Cardona, and Gómez 2015). In the discourse of being in control,
unintended pregnancies are seen as ‘natural, deserved consequences of
careless behavior’ (Bay-Cheng 2015, p. 285). The neoliberal ideology of
individuals being an agent of their own success reinforces the idea that
teenage pregnancies are shameful (Baker 2009). By creating negative
representations of teenage pregnancy, sexual health policies contribute to
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its stigmatisation (Arai 2009; Cherrington and Breheny 2005; Yardley 2008).
Moreover, not all pregnant teenagers experience their situation only in
negative terms. Therefore, many scholars advocate a re-examination of the
discourses surrounding teenage pregnancies and early motherhood (Arai
2009). Furthermore, it is important to consider the stories young women tell
themselves to understand the meaning of pregnancy in their lives (Barcelos
and Gubrium 2014; Mann, Cardona, and Gómez 2015). Our study wants
to contribute to this re-examination of discourses by exploring how young
women in the Netherlands negotiate the meaning of teenage pregnancy,
motherhood and abortion in the contemporary normative landscape.
The process through which young women understand, reproduce
and rework existing narratives on teenage pregnancy can be understood as
strategic negotiations: the processes through which young women situate
themselves, their families and their reproductive choices in a larger social
context (Barcelos and Gubrium 2014). These negotiations move beyond
individual interpretations of social reality to a deeper recognition of how
social norms, policies, and relationships shape what people think about their
(sexual) selves (Schalet 2010). In this process of storytelling, young women
develop and express narrative agency, which can be defined as the capacity
to `weave out of those narratives and fragments of narratives a life story that
makes sense for the individual selves´ (Benhabib 1999, p. 344).
Studies on teenage motherhood show that discourses on teenage
motherhood run the gamut from describing the positive meanings
motherhood may have to focusing solely on the social and personal
problems of young mothers (McDermott, Graham, and Hamilton 2004).
Motherhood can be an important part of young women’s construction of
themselves as moral and responsible (Alldred and David 2010) and provide
young women with a new identity and new directions in life (Coleman and
Cater 2006). Scholars have pointed out that teenage mothers can overcome
obstacles and derive psychological benefits from their pregnancy (Clarke
2015; Duncan, Alexander, and Edwards 2010). Teenage pregnancy can be
a route to social inclusion, rather than exclusion (Graham and McDermott
2005). Their children stimulate young women to set new goals as they wish
to be a role model for their children and because they have someone else
for whom they are responsible (Clarke 2015). However, young mothers can
also suffer from negative effects of stigmatisation (Yardley 2008), poverty
and problems around education (Robson and Berthoud 2003) and teenage
motherhood is not always experienced as wholly positive (Hoggart 2012).
Moreover, a one-sided presentation of young motherhood in terms of
personal choice and individualised resilience runs the risk of thwarting the
analysis of social inequalities and inequitable circumstances. McDermott
and Graham (2005, p. 76) conclude: ‘despite the young mothers reflexively
constructing their own life narratives, they do this within the confines of very
real structural inequalities and discursive limitations. (..) In these resourcepoor spaces, human action may result from a more embedded reflexivity;
young women’s resilient mothering practices are the reflexive ‘choice of the
necessary’.’
The comforting discourse on the benefits of motherhood does not
offer an alternative narrative for young women who have had an abortion.
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Although the Netherlands can be seen as a liberal country where abortion
is legal, safe and easily available, there is a deep and manifest ambivalence
about the morality of abortion in the media and in people’s attitudes
(Vanwesenbeeck, Bakker, and Gessell 2010). A recent survey amongst
Dutch youth showed that 47% of young women who had had an abortion
felt ashamed about it and 59% never spoke about it (De Graaf et al 2017).
A review on abortion stigma indicates that women perceive stigma from
friends, family, community and society as result of their decision to have
an abortion (Hanschmidt et al 2016). Abortion stigma can be defined as ‘a
negative attribute ascribed to women who seek to terminate a pregnancy
that marks them, internally or externally, as inferior to the ideals of
womanhood’ (Kumar, Hessini, and Mitchell 2009, p. 628). According to this
definition, women who have abortions challenge social norms regarding
female sexuality and maternity, and their doing so elicits stigmatising
responses from their community (Hanschmidt et al. 2016; Smith et al. 2016).
As a consequence, women keep their abortion secret from friends and
family, which causes psychological distress, loneliness and suppression of
emotions (Hanschmidt et al. 2016).
Obviously, being pregnant is not just a narrative, but also a bodily
experience. Often scholars do not talk explicitly about the body but about
embodiment, which refers to the experience of living in, perceiving, and
experiencing the world from the physical and material place of our bodies
(Tolman, Bowman, and Fahs, 2014). Bailey (2001) studied the embodiment
of pregnancies by interviewing middle-class pregnant women in England.
Her study showed that pregnant women changed their perceptions of their
sexuality and the femininity of their bodies, and gained more physical and
social space in public. However, Neiterman (2010) illuminated how the social
position of teenage pregnant women restricts the agentic possibilities of the
embodiment of their pregnancy. Being positioned at the bottom of the ‘social
ladder of motherhood’ (Neiterman 2010), pregnant young women tried very
hard to comply with prenatal regulations to perform pregnancy in a socially
accepted way.
In conclusion, the strategic negotiations of young women to give
meaning to their pregnancy, and subsequently to an abortion or to teenage
motherhood, can be viewed as an ongoing process in interaction with social
norms and discourses, opinions and moral judgements of family and friends,
their sense of self and their ideas about their future, and the embodiment
of being pregnant. In this article, we focus on the life stories of young
women in the Netherlands who experienced unintended pregnancies. The
Netherlands has a specific position when it comes to teenage pregnancies,
as the teenage pregnancy rate in the Netherlands is one of the lowest in
the world (Sedgh et al. 2015). Studies have suggested that this is related
to comprehensive sexuality education at schools, availability of free birth
control for young people, a supportive attitude among parents and a
general liberal climate regarding sexually active youth (Brugman, Caron,
and Rademakers 2010; Schalet 2010). As in other Western countries,
Dutch sexual health policies reflect the neoliberal discourse, in which
teenage pregnancies are presented as adverse outcomes and avoidable
risks. Exploring the narrative and embodied agency of young women will
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contribute to the improvement of youth-friendly counselling practises and
support, both during the decision-making process and afterwards. Moreover,
the lived realities of young women dealing with teenage pregnancy should
have implications for the revising of sexual health policies.

7.2

Method

This paper draws on findings from a qualitative study conducted in 2015
among young Dutch women who became pregnant before their 20th
birthday. In this study, 46 open narrative interviews were conducted with
participants aged 17 to 25 (Table 1). A criterion for inclusion was that
their first pregnancy happened fewer than five years ago. The group of 46
participants included 16 young women who had had an abortion (Table 2).
The participants were recruited through purposive sampling (for example at
social work locations and support groups for young mothers, and through
a post on a website for online counselling for young women who had an
abortion), through widely distributed flyers and links at websites for young
people and through snowballing.
Table 1

Participant characteristics

Ethnicity

Women who became pregnant before age of 20 (N = 46)
Age at time of first pregnancy

Total

12-15

16-17

18-19

White Dutch

4

13

11

28

Surinamese or Antillean

3

3

6

12

Other: Ghanaian,
Somalian, Indonesian,
Philippine

0

4

2

6

Total

7

20

19

46

As the aim of the study was to explore how young women navigated
different discourses on teenage pregnancies, we wanted to recruit both
young mothers and young women who had had an abortion. The last group,
however, was not easy to recruit. Although statistics show that almost two
thirds (62.6%) of teenage pregnancies in the Netherlands are terminated
(Hehenkamp and Wijsen 2016), we experienced major difficulties in finding
women who were willing to talk about their experience of abortion. One
reason for this was that health professionals did not stay in contact with
women after their abortion, whereas they did stay in contact with women
who continued the pregnancy and gave birth. But another important factor
was the abortion stigma the participants revealed. During the interviews
women felt reluctant to talk about their abortion and told us they were afraid
of moral judgements. They often did not talk about their experiences with
family and friends either, which resonates with the findings of Hanschmidt et
al. (2016). Extra effort was also put into recruiting participants with diverse
ethnic backgrounds, as the study wanted to be illustrative of women from a
variety of backgrounds. Ethnic background influences the sexual discourses
that women are exposed to (Cense 2014) and could affect the meaning
of teenage pregnancy. Twelve out of 46 girls were from Suriname or the
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Dutch Caribbean originally; six girls had another non-Western background.
The majority of participants (40 out of 46) came from economically and
educationally disadvantaged backgrounds, which reflects higher rates of
teenage pregnancies among groups with a low level of education in the
Netherlands (De Graaf, Vanwesenbeeck, and Meijer 2015). Their life stories
revealed that two thirds of the participants had experienced unsettling and
unhappy family experiences, which in some cases had led them to leave their
family homes as teenagers.
Table 2

Decisions of participants for their first pregnancies

Decision

Age at time of first pregnancy
12-15

16-17

18-19

Total

Abortion

3

5

8

16

Given birth

4

15

11

30

Total

7

20

19

46

Life history approach and the concept of storyscape
This study uses a life history approach to investigate the construction
of the meaning of teenage pregnancy in the context of young women’s
lives. Life histories are an effective method for eliciting details about
subjective experience (Plummer 2001). Young women construct their
own life story, grounded in ‘historically evolving communities of memory,
structured through class, age, race, gender and sexual preference’ (Plummer
1995, p. 23). The concept of ‘storyscape’ offers a lens to analyse the
stories young women can draw on. A ‘storyscape’ can be seen as the
surrounding landscape of interconnected stories with which we inevitably
interact (Ganzevoort 2017). The term ‘storyscaping’ has been used in
fields like marketing, transmedial communication, and social change
advocacy to describe the purposeful activity of creating a meaningful
and multidimensional ‘landscape’ of meanings that invite the audience to
envision themselves as inhabiting that landscape. It is connected to the
notion of worldmaking in Paul Ricoeur’s theory of narrative (1984) which
has been applied to both cinema and religion (Lyytikäinen 2012; Plate 2008).
The concept of storyscape thus refers to the combination of the narrative
repertoires and normativity provided by the social and cultural context and
the narrative audience to which the narrator responds. It is not limited to
specific contents within a person’s narratives but asks which narrative world
is presented to an individual and how she or he constructs a life narrative
to respond to that world. In that sense, the narrator is always negotiating
possible meanings with her or his narrative context. This negotiation is the
necessary corollary of the storyscape. Two stages can be distinguished in
the negotiation (Ganzevoort 2017).
First, against the backdrop of the storyscape, individuals develop
a life story by reflecting on their embodied experiences and the perceived
‘reality’ around them (‘emplotment’). In this ‘referential negotiation’ people
turn material reality into narrative. The next negotiation is the ‘performative
negotiation’, in which people turn narrative into material and behavioural
reality and facilitate new experiences and changes in reality, interacting with
their narrative audience (‘enactment’). Both negotiations are relevant when
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studying the agentic manoeuvres of young pregnant women. Referential
negotiation is present in how they tell the story of their pregnancy within
their life story and in the normative discourses that mark their stories.
Performative negotiations show how young women navigate the interaction
with their social environment. The women are embedded in multiple
storyscapes defined by different and often contrasting audiences. They use
their narratives to shape, maintain or change their relationships with different
audiences (parents, boyfriends, and friends).
Interviews and drawing of lifelines
An interview can be seen as an occasion of more systematic reflection
and storytelling about the world (Plummer 1995). Our interviews were a
meeting between a female interviewer who was present as a professional,
and a young woman who was talking about her personal life. These different
positions affected the content of the story she told, as some stories can
be told in a specific context while others cannot. As the participant was
selected for the interview because she had experienced an unintended
pregnancy, she might feel judged or held responsible for the course her life
has taken. Both interviewer and participant were aware of the social framing
of teenage pregnancies as an adverse outcome. The interviewer introduced
herself as working for the Dutch nongovernmental organisation Rutgers. This
positioned the interviewer as taking a liberal stance towards sexually active
young people and towards sexual and reproductive rights, including abortion.
During the interviews participants were invited to draw their ‘lifeline’,
with their age on the horizontal axis and the ‘level of happiness’ on the
vertical one (see figure 1). The lifeline is a narrative technique for marking
and validating life events as a starting point for exploring the meaning of
experiences. Drawing a visual, chronological representation of their life helps
the participant to recall events from the past and helps the interviewer to
ask the appropriate questions. Sensitive topics can be discussed as part of
the broader story of the respondents, which prevents their entire life from
being interpreted according to one particular theme or problem (Wilson et al.
2007). Interviews lasted around one and a half hour. All names in this article
are pseudonyms.

Level of happiness

Figure 1 Lifeline of a participant

High school and first boyfriend (12)

Abortion (18)

Break up (15)
Age

Negotiating the meaning of teenage pregnancy

143

Analysis
The interviews were recorded and transcribed. All interviews were coded
using a thematic narrative technique that focuses on the kinds of stories
produced in the data (Riessman 1993). Narratives of personal experience
are stories that people tell that allow them to make sense of events, create
order, contain emotions and establish connections with others, particularly
when narrating difficult times in their lives (Mann et al. 2015). We looked
for normative discourses that were present in the stories, how participants
navigated these discourses, and the meaning they gave to their pregnancy
and the choice they made. The lifelines illuminated which events were seen
as meaningful by the participants, and what emotional value was attached
to them. Secondly, we analysed the overarching storyscapes that enable
the stories of the participants. In our analysis we focussed on how young
women negotiated discourses on getting pregnant and on making the
‘right’ choice, how the embodiment of the pregnancy played a role in their
negotiation and how they developed narrative agency by stepping out of the
storyscapes of their parents and boyfriends, to ground their choices in their
own morality.

7.3

Negotiating the meaning of getting pregnant
It was a bad period, I felt so embarrassed, such a fool, getting
pregnant as young as this... But when she was born it was all right,
I could proudly walk through the town and did not feel I had to hide
anymore. (Chantal, 20, White Dutch, non-religious, first pregnant at
17, gave birth twice)

This account expresses two opposite positions connected to
different discourses on teenage pregnancies: her shame relates to the failure
of not being in control, while her pride relates to obtaining a new social
position. The life stories of the participants show that in most cases their
pregnancy did not occur as an isolated event, but was preceded by problems,
such as parental neglect or domestic violence, parents’ problematic
substance use or psychiatric problems, sexual abuse, migration or loss of
family. As a reaction to a lack of safety, love and belonging at home, many
participants started having boyfriends or hanging out with boys on the
street at an early age. Moreover, many participants expressed that their
relationships with boyfriends were characterised by inequality, sometimes
accompanied by violence. This social context of a teenage pregnancy
influences the meaning of getting pregnant. Three dominant discourses
are present in their stories: the discourse of being young and ignorant¸
the discourse of individual responsibility and failure, and the discourse of
destiny. The discourse of being young and ignorant is often connected to
narratives about the romance of first love and losing control.
We were both young and each other’s first love, so it just happened.
Of course we were both responsible, not thinking about the
consequences. Which is a pity, but I am over that. I am 27 now,
my daughter is 11. It just made me who I am now. (Soerin, 25,
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Surinamese, Hindu, first pregnant at 15, gave birth to three children)
The discourse of responsibility is expressed in narratives such as being
foolish, feeling ashamed and guilty, like Chantal expressed. The discourse of
destiny was the third discourse present in stories, expressing the role of fate.
Felicity was 21 at the time of the interview and reflected on two unintended
pregnancies. At the age of 14 she became pregnant and had an abortion. At
the age of 19 she was pregnant again and gave birth to a twin.
You can never control your own life. You can put some effort into
making it the way you want it, but you can’t determine it. I don’t feel
that would be right either. Everything happens for a reason. Like the
twins: I first had an abortion and then I become pregnant again and
get twins. That is just...not a coincidence... (Felicity, 21, Surinamese,
non-religious, first pregnant at 14, abortion and gave birth twice)
These three moral discourses form a storyscape in which the protagonist’s
naivety implies that she cannot take full responsibility and is therefore less
able to develop agency but instead is subjected to the forces of fate. These
narratives can be viewed as counter-narratives, expressing resistance to the
responsibility deriving from liberal agentic ideals.

7.4

Negotiating the right choice

Reflecting on their choice to terminate or continue their pregnancy, the
narratives of the young women again expressed different normative
discourses. The first moral discourse is about viewing pregnancy and having
children as a gift. For some participants terminating the pregnancy was
not an option, as they considered abortion immoral. For some but not all of
them this was connected to cultural or religious beliefs (Christian, Muslim or
Hindu). Like the Christian young woman Jasmin:
I have always said, ‘I will never have an abortion.’ I just couldn’t. I
think it is murder. I would not want to do that. (Jasmin, 20, White
Dutch, Christian, first pregnant at 17, gave birth)
Others expressed other narratives about pregnancy as a gift. They objected
to terminating the pregnancy because they feared they might never become
pregnant again or because there are many people who cannot have a baby. A
second strong moral framework that is present in many stories regards the
rights of a child to grow up in good circumstances. Participants expressed
they needed a place to live, a completed education, and a job before being
able to raise a child. Sometimes they also expressed the view that a child
needs a father and stated that the quality of the relationship with the boy
involved was not good enough to last. These concerns were often connected
to a more general feeling of being too young.
For half a year, I kept thinking, ‘what did I do?’ I was thinking about
how old the child would have been, if I had kept it. But now I think,
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well, I finished my exams. And our relationship broke up. It would not
have worked. I can see that now. And I am glad to know now, looking
back, that it was the right thing to do. (Robijn, 19, White Dutch, nonreligious, first pregnant at 17, abortion)
Thirdly, in line with this notion of not being able to look after a child, the
participants shared narratives about not (even) being able to look after
oneself and the effects of having a baby on their own wellbeing and that of
the child. As in the account of Berber, who had been placed in foster care at
the age of ten because of domestic violence and child abuse:
I found out I was eight weeks pregnant. I said: I am not going to
keep it. No way. I can hardly look after myself. I never felt guilty
about it. Because it was the best choice. The alternative was that I
had a baby that would be raised somewhere else. I could not cope
with that idea. Because they would have taken it away, I am sure.
(Berber, 24, White Dutch, non-religious, first pregnant at 18, abortion
and gave birth)
The three moral discourses discussed here together build a storyscape of
responsibility in which the key question is how one can responsibly cope
with the situation. The examples show how the balance may shift towards
accepting the gift of life or towards the decision that one is not able to care
for the child (or oneself), but in all cases responsibility is stressed.
The impact of the embodiment of being pregnant on making the right
choice
The feeling you get, it’s just...abnormal. It really made me have
second thoughts. I felt it, I reconsidered, turning things over and
over…that it felt so good and how beautiful it could be. I just felt so
happy! That made it very difficult to decide. But well, that’s how you
feel, and I knew it would not work. I knew I had to have an abortion.
So I blocked my feelings. (Robijn, 19, White Dutch, non-religious, first
pregnant at 17, abortion)
In Robijn’s account, the bodily experience of her pregnancy made it harder to
decide to have an abortion. For some participants, these bodily experiences,
sometimes intensified by healthcare interventions such as hearing the
heartbeat or seeing the ultrasound of the foetus, changed their decision from
having an abortion to continuing the pregnancy.
I did not want it [the baby] at first. I said to my boyfriend, ‘I won’t
have it.’ I’d just started my life. But when I felt it growing and kicking,
well, then I could not even think about getting rid of her. (Olga, 19,
White Dutch, non-religious, first pregnant at 16, gave birth)
In none of the interviews the other story was told: how the bodily experience
of being pregnant changed their decision from continuing to terminating the
pregnancy.
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For some women the bodily experience of being pregnant, having an
abortion or giving birth was connected to earlier intrusive bodily experiences
like sexual assault. Quite a lot of participants had been subjected to sexual
violence at some point in their lives. Although the pregnancies they talked
about were not caused by rape, their earlier experiences interfered with the
embodiment of being pregnant or having an abortion. As in the story of
Monique about her abortion.
I will never forget how it felt to be pregnant. The people in the clinic
did not respond to that. They just checked if I wanted the abortion.
But who really wants an abortion? I knew it had to happen, but
somewhere, deep down, I felt I had to protect something. That it did
not make sense to get rid of it. It was in a way like the experience
of unwanted sex with my first boyfriend. It was both intrusive and
not my initiative. It was the same feeling that I had no choice. It just
had to happen. I was not in control. But I blamed myself for that,
for not being in control. I thought it was entirely my fault. But now
I feel I couldn’t have acted differently, not then, not in that context.
(Monique, 24, White Dutch, non-religious, first pregnant at 18,
abortion)
Monique’s narrative describes her inner struggle. She compared the abortion
to her experience of forced sex, as both experiences were physically
intrusive and crossed her boundaries. The embodiment of pregnancy
produces diverse experiences, such as happiness, confusion, discomfort and
protectiveness, that interfere with the rational and moral agency of young
women and complicate their choices. The bodily experience of abortion
and childbirth can also trigger memories of other physically intrusive
experiences, such as sexual abuse. In that sense the body tells a story of its
own.

7.5

Developing narrative agency

Unintended pregnancy is a turning point in the life stories of young women.
Adolescent girls are instantly confronted with major ‘adult’ responsibilities.
Most participants were confronted with strong judgments of their parents
and boyfriends regarding the right choice. Sometimes participants felt
this was indeed the right path to take. Their life stories corresponded
with the storyscapes of their parents or other significant others, which
corresponds with Hoggart (2012), who found that decision-making is
relatively straightforward and non-ambivalent in the absence of conflicting
values. However, many participants described conflicts. Sometimes girls
consciously conformed to the expectations of their environment, as they
felt they could not raise a child without their support or did not want to cope
with the consequences of choosing a divergent path. Others described
their pregnancy as a breakthrough, a turning point that made it possible
to adopt a different position in relation to their parents and boyfriends. In
this section we will illustrate the agentic possibilities of the momentum of
pregnancy with two life stories. Although each individual life story is unique,
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the two life stories we describe in this section reveal patterns of negotiations
and struggles that were present in the stories of many participants. The
storyscapes that were present in different episodes in their lives form the
background against which they can play their part and negotiate their path.
Stepping out of the storyscape of female vulnerability and dependency
Michelle is 25 at the time of the interview. She grew up as the youngest
daughter in a family in which several members had mental health problems.
Her mother, who had experienced child abuse, was often depressed. She
was demanding and overprotective towards Michelle during her youth.
During puberty Michelle tried to free herself from her mother’s constant
claims. When she had her first experiences of love and sex at the age of
twelve, she was sexually abused by a sixteen-year-old boy, which was the
first of more negative encounters.
I did not really feel self-confident when I was a teenager. I had a
very negative self-image. When I turned eighteen I wanted to be an
adult very badly. So I wanted to be with a real man, the tallest, most
rugged, toughest man I could find. That was my boss at work. We
fell in love immediately. He was nine years older. Sexually he was
dominant too. Because of my bad first sexual experience I did not
want to have sex, it was very painful. But he pushed me. I felt very
small in this relationship. A lot of fears all the time.
During her youth her mother’s storyscape was dominant in Michelle’s life. It
is a storyscape characterised by vulnerability, dependency and fears, linked
to being a girl. When she tried to free herself from this narrow storyscape
by exploring the adventurous world outside, Michelle was sexually abused,
which confirmed the storyscape of her mother and intensified her fears and
low self-esteem. Eventually, at the age of eighteen, she wanted to make a big
leap forward into adulthood but stayed within the same storyscape of female
vulnerability and subordination embodied by her dominant boyfriend.
When I found out that I was pregnant I freaked out. I remember
thinking ‘why does all this have to happen to me?’. I was totally lost
in life and then this happened and I thought ‘my life is ruined’. I had
all these fears, I had therapy and then all of a sudden I was pregnant.
It was way too much. I felt I would never get a normal life. I would
always be dependent on others.
Her pregnancy fitted neatly in the female vulnerability storyscape as another
disaster happening to her. At the same time, this narrative also illuminates
her resistance towards this position as she expresses a desire to become
less dependent upon others.
My boyfriend and my parents pushed me to terminate the
pregnancy, so I did. Although I do agree that I would have made a
terrible mum in that period, I disagree with the way they put pressure
on me. They were so angry at me, they shouted that I had to have an
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abortion. I blame them for that. Of course I know now that I could
have prevented it [her pregnancy]. But at that time, I just didn’t think
about anything. So I felt, I didn’t do it on purpose, you know what I
mean? They blamed me for it.
Although Michelle did not really object to the abortion, she strongly felt she
was victimised by being blamed for the pregnancy. The resistance and anger
she felt towards the way her parents and boyfriend treated her fuelled her
next step into another storyscape.
When, at the age of twenty-one, I unexpectedly became pregnant by
the same boyfriend, they told me again I should have an abortion.
But this time I opposed them. I suddenly thought, ‘I can be a good
mother!’ But everybody told me that I couldn’t. My boyfriend left me.
Even my best friend told me that I couldn’t be a good mother. It really
was hell. They all told me that you have to raise a child with two
parents, so if he refused, I had no other option. And if you have had
an abortion already, you can have another one. Then I thought, ‘this
is not who I want to be’. Somehow I collected the willpower to stand
up against them. I just wanted to prove to them that I could be a
good mother. (Michelle, 22, White Dutch, non-religious, first pregnant
at 18, abortion and gave birth)
In the next episode, Michelle stepped out of the storyscape of her mother
and her boyfriend who pressured her to have another abortion. Instead, she
continued the pregnancy. The frustrations about the first pregnancy and the
momentum of the second pregnancy empowered her to take control instead
of being stuck in the storyscape of dependency and vulnerability. Michelle’s
lifeline showed a clear increase in happiness after her decision to resist the
pressure to have a second abortion.
Creating a moral storyscape of one’s own
Deborah was 25 at the time of the interview. She was raised in a Christian
family and became pregnant at 18.
Sex before marriage is not done. So you don’t talk about sex at
home, because if you’re not married it doesn’t exist. When I was
eighteen I fell in love. Of course I always dreamt of having my first
sex after marriage, but when somebody persuades you... I didn’t
know any better and I didn’t want to disappoint him. I really regret
that now. But well, I still feel I couldn’t have said no. Because he was
my first love and you do everything for that person. He didn’t want to
use condoms. When I think about that now, I feel embarrassed that
I went along with that. He used drugs and I was totally impressed
by him. I never had a boyfriend before that, nothing. Just one kiss.
So I was ignorant. Everything was new. My parents always have
had a huge influence on me and my choices. Whenever I wanted
to do something, I was wondering if they would agree or not. So
there were a lot of things I wanted but didn’t do, because of these
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considerations. It made me lonely and sad sometimes.
The first episode of Deborah’s life story offers a story of ignorance and
silence, basically explaining there were no narrative structures available for
her first explorations of romance, love, and sex. She was very much aware
that this lack of language meant that sex was a no-go area. She intended to
live within the boundaries of her parents’ moral storyscape. But her boyfriend
persuaded her to cross those boundaries and enter a new world.
Well, when I discovered that I was pregnant, I realised that I had
to look beyond his wishes. I had to think about what I wanted. He
couldn’t cope with that and left me. Never heard of him again. So
that was a hard period, being pregnant and alone all of a sudden.
Although my parents were there. They were upset at first but after
a while they accepted it. But I was very angry and not pleased to
be pregnant at all. I wanted to finish school and just get on with my
life. At some point my mother said, ‘Well, it is just as it is, you can’t
change it. We will go on.’ But I couldn’t accept it. My mother said, ‘If
you feel negative and down like this, the baby will feel it, it will feel
it is unwanted.’ So I tried to change, but I kept my pregnancy hidden
from everybody.
The second episode speaks about the clash between these two conflicting
narrative worlds, again starting from the embodied reality of her pregnancy.
Her parents accommodated the new reality and provided a space for her. But
clearly this was not – or at least not yet – her own story. It was her mother
who told her she had to accept the new situation and integrate it into her life
story, thereby changing its direction.
After my daughter was born, I felt happy. It was easy, my mother
looked after her when I went to school. After a year I had another
boyfriend. I became pregnant again. I was shocked, as the
relationship had not been going on for a long time and I immediately
felt, ‘how am I going to confront my parents with this? I do not
want to experience all this again.’ I was busy with my education
and I really felt, ‘I can’t handle this.’ My boyfriend said, ‘why not?
It happened so we will have to.’... But I was fed up with this whole
period. I really could not go on with it. Although I love my [first] child,
I am happy I have her, but no, not again this whole situation. I went
through a very difficult period. So although my boyfriend did not
agree, I had an abortion. My parents still do not know. They would
find it horrible if they ever found out. My boyfriend and I had a lot of
conflicts over it, but well, in the end it was me who had to choose as
it was in my body. It was a hard decision to make, as I am a Christian
myself. To tell you the truth I felt I did not have the right… And I was
afraid I would regret it later. But when I look back now, I feel sorry
but I also feel it was the right thing to do for me then. (Deborah, 25,
White Dutch, Christian, first pregnant at 18, gave birth and abortion)
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The third episode starts with her continuing to live in her parents’ storyscape,
which happened to be rather convenient. But again she found herself in the
impossible position of having to account for her decisions to the two moral
audiences she was engaged with; her parents and her boyfriend. She then
chose a direction that neither her boyfriend nor her parents would approve
of and had an abortion. In fact, she described how she could not justify it
herself because of her identity as a Christian, thus embedding her story in
the wider canonical narratives of her religious tradition. Interestingly, even
though she had come to terms with her choice, the abortion had not received
a place in the storyscape she shared with her parents. Mirroring her youth,
she now had created her own narrative no-go area where her parents were
met with silence and taboo. In so doing, she entered a new storyscape in
which she took responsibility and claimed it was the right thing to do. Here
her narrative agency had matured and she could withstand the moral and
social pressure of her boyfriend, her parents, and her tradition.

7.6

Discussion

Young women tell different stories about teenage pregnancies. Their
stories are embedded in the storyscape of their environment, which offers
a limited set of narratives. Social norms and stigma play an important
role in the construction of the meaning of teenage pregnancies. In the
strategic negotiation of the meaning of their pregnancy and the decisionmaking process, young women have to navigate the strong opinions of their
family and (boy)friends and social discourses that problematise teenage
pregnancy, abortion, and teenage motherhood. The narratives of young
women on becoming pregnant unintendedly reflect not only the discourse
of responsibility, risk, and control that is dominant in neoliberal policies, but
also discourses on youth and ignorance and on destiny. Young women draw
on different concepts of responsibility in their narratives about their decision,
both when they choose to continue and when they choose to terminate
their pregnancy. In their reflections on making the right choice, three moral
discourses can be distinguished: the conviction that children are a gift (and
therefore abortion is immoral), the conviction that children have the right
to grow up in good conditions (and therefore parenthood is in some cases
immoral), and the conviction that one must be able to look after oneself
before becoming a parent. When their moral compass points towards
abortion, the embodiment of being pregnant sometimes complicates this
path and interferes with their moral convictions about making the right
choice.
The concept of storyscapes shows how young women are
constrained by their embeddedness in multiple storyscapes, defined
by different and often contrasting audiences. The storyscapes that are
present set the stage within which they negotiate their path. The two
extensive life stories in this article illuminate how young women wrestle
with the limitations of the storyscapes of their parents and boyfriends to
develop their own narrative agency. One of the tasks for young women is to
negotiate storyscapes of subordination of women, female vulnerability, and
dependency as well as storyscapes of responsibility and individual agency.
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Another constraining storyscape is the taboo, the silencing of sexuality
that disempowers young women in their relationships. The momentum of
teenage pregnancy can offer agentic possibilities to young women as this
time it is up to them to decide. Women who choose to give birth have more
possibilities to frame their pregnancy as a breakthrough, as motherhood
delivers social status and a new beginning. But for women who choose to
have an abortion, the sole fact that this is their personal choice can also be
a turning point in their lives. By resisting dominant people and storyscapes
around them, some young women manage to adopt a different position in
life. Although the narrative emphasis placed by young women on resilience
and individual growth can be seen as manifestations of neo-liberal regulation
(Baker 2009; McDermott and Graham 2005), their stories can also be
interpreted as resisting discourses of female vulnerability and social stigma
on abortion and teenage motherhood.
This study yields novel, contextualised insights into the strategic
negotiations of young women confronted with an unintended pregnancy.
However, some limitations of our study are worth noting. The recruitment
of women who experienced abortion was more difficult than we expected
beforehand. Our announcement on websites did not yield enough
participants, so we turned to professionals who might know people who
wanted to participate. Because we worked with these intermediaries, most
of the women with experience of abortion who were included experienced
mental health problems and received professional support for them. Among
these participants, we encountered no stories of young women who had an
abortion and just went on with their lives without any problems. However,
some of the participants who had given birth had also undergone an
abortion at some point in their lives and had experienced no inner struggle
after it. As for ethnic and religious diversity, we succeeded in including
participants with different ethnic backgrounds but not many with strong
religious affiliations.

7.7

Conclusion

Although the Netherlands established a high level of reproductive and
sexual health and rights, including access to abortion, beneath the surface
these rights are not yet accompanied by accommodating storyscapes.
Instead, young women’s life stories testify to the trouble of gaining narrative
agency over their lives, within storyscapes of female dependency, individual
responsibility and blame, and moral judgments. Therefore, as many scholars
in the UK and abroad have concluded, future public health policies should
avoid stigmatising teenage pregnancies by associating it with social
exclusion and limited aspirations (Arai 2009). Instead, as Barcelos and
Gubrium (2014, p. 479) argue, ‘a discursive shift is needed, to understand
pregnant and parenting young women as agentic social and sexual subjects
embedded in a system of stratified reproduction’. Sex educators should
provide young people with multiple stories on teenage pregnancy, abortion
and parenthood, that open up new storyscapes and facilitate the negotiation
of narrative agency.
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Summary
Dutch sexual health policies explicitly aim to empower young people to take
responsibility and make good decisions about their sexual lives, in order to
prevent adverse outcomes such as unintended pregnancy, STIs or sexual
assault. More generally, in the Western social context, ‘choice’ has become
a central organising concept in the constitution of modern identity (Harris
and Dobson 2015). In sexual health policy-making, the concept of individual
choice is manifest in the emphasis on autonomy and the right to choose (in
Dutch: zelfbeschikking and keuzevrijheid). This is a discourse of individual
entitlement: the focus is on the individual ‘choosing’ subject (Richardson
2017). Although this focus promotes the value of individual freedom and
sexual and reproductive rights, it also requires actors to be in control and
responsible at all times (Bay-Cheng 2015).
However, while studying the stories young people in the Netherlands
told about their sexual practices and choices, I found that free choice was
a problematic concept and agency was not as autonomous as it sounded.
Young people were navigating multiple desires, expectations and social
norms, and combining different social identities. Moreover, the paradigm
of individual responsibility that is associated with choice and autonomy
obscured social structures and gendered inequalities that limited their
choices. Running into trouble, for example an unintended pregnancy or
sexual coercion, easily led to self-blame and feelings of guilt. This raised
the question of how sexual agency could be conceptualised in a way
that included social navigation. How can we recognise the complex and
subtle navigation of sexual agency in our approach to young people? And
how should sexuality education be transformed in order to prepare young
people for the complex social navigation of sexuality? With these research
questions I started this PhD project.
Analytical lens and methodology
In this dissertation, I approach young people as actors who are able to
enact sexual desires, identities and practices. I focus specifically on young
people’s negotiation of their sexual identities, desires and practices, which
situates my study at the interface between the individual and society. Young
people‘s perspectives and strategies are central to my research, but I also
analyse the way their stories reflect social norms, gendered ideology and
sexual discourses, and the morality and narrative landscape that surrounds
them. I use a broad definition of sexuality as my framework (WHO 2006),
including sexual and gender identities, thoughts and desires, values and
roles, relationships and sexual behaviour. This broad definition of sexuality
fits within a social-constructionist approach, which assumes that sexuality
is constructed differently across cultures and over time (van Reeuwijk 2010).
Moreover, it emphasises the interconnectedness of body and mind, and of
individual identities and practices and their social context.
To study the lived realities of young people, I draw on two
approaches: sexual script theory (Simon and Gagnon 1984) and sexual
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storytelling (Plummer 1995). Both focus on the interplay between the
individual and cultural, social norms. Plummer’s approach includes reflection
on the stories the participants tell about their identities and practices, and
the role their stories play in their identity construction and their reputation
management. In line with this approach, each case study is based on the
life histories of young people (see 1.5 for details about the methodology).
Conceptualising sexual agency as the multi-layered negotiation of sexual
identities and practices of individuals within society and social groups, with
partners, peers and family, I selected four case studies to explore in depth
how young people negotiated sexual agency. The four case studies were
designed to explore young people’s sexual agency while navigating sexual
discourses (Chapter 4), negotiating sexual identities (Chapter 5), negotiating
sexual intimacy (Chapter 6), and negotiating the meaning of consequences of
sexual behaviour (Chapter 7). A meta-reflection at the end of the dissertation
connects the findings of these case studies in order to answer the research
questions.
Diversity as a key concern
Although the four studies focused on different subjects and involved
different groups of young people, they all shared the goal of learning more
about the way young people negotiate their choices as (sexual) agents
and about the strategies used to deal with conflicting discourses and
social norms. Each of the four studies included a rich cultural diversity of
participants. Their varying and intersecting cultural backgrounds contributed
to a better understanding of how different sexual cultures interact, and
offered opportunities for analysing both differences and commonalities
in discourses and practices. The characteristics of contemporary Dutch
society, including attitudes and ideologies concerning gender, sexuality and
migration, rights and obligations, and sexual health policies, influence the
broader social landscape young people have to navigate. By analysing how
young people from different backgrounds negotiated their identities, their
stories and their practices, different components of sexual agency became
visible.
Four-component model of sexual agency
Sexual agency lies at the heart of this thesis. Agency, including sexual
agency, is always connected to concepts of power. Sexual agency is
connected to different concepts of the self, being autonomous or dependent,
being in control of one’s body, and becoming a subject through the body.
Relationships play a crucial role in creating possibilities and constraints for
individuals when it comes to developing sexual agency. Sexual agency can
be viewed as the strategic negotiations of an individual to situate oneself
and one’s choices in a social context, maintain relationships, and make
sense of experiences. These strategic negotiations take place in a broader
social and cultural context which imposes constraints on the agency of all
people; however, due to structural inequalities some people experience more
constraints than others.
Drawing on my fieldwork and the conceptualisations offered by
scholars such as Bell (2012), Phạm (2013), Benhabib (1999), and Tolman,
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Bowman, and Fahs (2014), I advance a definition of sexual agency that
includes four different interrelated components: (1) embodied agency; (2)
bonded agency; (3) narrative agency; and (4) moral agency. Each component
has its own link to the broader social context, and the interaction between
the different components of agency and the social context is crucial to
understanding the strategic negotiations engaged in by young people
(Chapter 2). First, embodied agency concerns the processes through which
young people engage in sexual practices, develop sexual subjectivities and
position themselves in relation to the concepts of sexual identity, desire
and practice made available to them by the context and culture in which
they live. The life stories of young people in the four case studies showed
how they developed their subjectivity and their sense of self by engaging
in sexual practices, comparing themselves with others and evaluating their
experiences in relation to the concepts available to them. When reflecting on
their sexual practices, young people may embrace or distance themselves
from social norms and dominant stories. The second type of agency is
bonded agency, which is narrated in the form of strategies, actions and
negotiations involved in maintaining relationships and navigating broader
social expectations. Talking about their experiences and the choices they
made, many young people described the manoeuvres they undertook
to secure social support. Their stories highlighted their awareness of
the impact of their actions on the reputation of their families. The third
component is narrative agency: the capacity to weave a life story that makes
sense to the individual self. Narrative agency consists of the accounts
young people give of their choices and their lives and those of others. The
fourth component is moral agency: the reflection upon and positioning of
oneself within moral frameworks. This moral positioning may be connected
to feeling responsible for not hurting or bringing shame on others such as
their family, but also, more specifically, to the reasoning behind terminating
an unintended pregnancy or giving birth. The life stories of young people
show how sexual agency is forged and expressed within a context and
is manifested through individuals’ responsiveness to others. Young
people’s connectedness to families, friends and communities (bonded
agency) interacts with the processes through which they develop sexual
subjectivities and position themselves in relation to concepts of sexual
identity, desire and practices (embodied agency). Moreover, young people’s
accounts also reveal how they navigate different normative landscapes while
developing their sexual selves and engaging in sexual practices, and how
they develop moral and narrative agency within these processes. The four
different components of sexual agency are intertwined and deeply influence
each other.
Developing one’s sexual self, including the four components of
sexual agency, within diverse social, cultural, narrative and moral landscapes
is challenging for all young people, but not to the same extent for everyone.
The road is bumpier for young people deviating from cultural ‘normalcy’, for
instance by being non-heterosexual, gender-fluid or transgender, or by not
conforming to the cultural ideas of being a ‘good girl’ or a ‘real man’. They
have more trouble in obtaining social support and maintaining relationships
with families and peers, hear fewer stories at school and in the media they
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can identify with, and are confronted more often with moral judgments and
social stigma.
Sexuality education
Viewing sexual agency as a complex and subtle process of navigation
between competing expectations, discourses and cultural influences has
consequences for sexuality education. An exclusive focus on autonomy,
assertiveness and making one’s own free choices does not suffice, as it does
not recognise and match the realities of young people. Too great a cultural
emphasis on individual responsibility obscures the mutual responsibility
between partners, and the impact of structural limitations and inequalities.
How can we develop sexuality education that is relevant to young people’s
lives and takes context and strategic negotiations into account? In order to
do so, I propose to expand the goals and activities of sexuality education to
support young people, in all their diversity, to develop sexual agency in each
of the four forms highlighted earlier: embodied, bonded, moral and narrative
agency (Chapter 3). To reach this goal, sex educators should recognise and
value the fact that young people are constantly negotiating their position
within the social and normative landscape that surrounds them, and should
no longer view sexual agency exclusively as autonomous decision-making.
CSE should therefore move away from its narrow individualistic focus
on danger and risk towards a broader view of sexuality as a domain of
adventure and exploration (Fine and McClelland 2006; Naezer 2017) and
subjectivity and morality (Allen and Carmody 2012; Lamb 2010).
First, by addressing different sexual cultures, gender norms and
other social norms within the classroom, this newly comprehensive form of
sexuality education will stimulate reflection and critical consciousness. It
is important to consider sexual cultures as temporary and changeable, as
sites of participation, negotiation, reproduction, resistance and challenge
(Attwood and Smith 2011). In doing so, CSE can create an environment in
which young people feel invited to take up a position, form an identity and
embody a sexual self. These reflections will support both their embodied
and their moral agency. Second, using real-life scenarios which do not
mask the conflicts and the troubles that can be present in relationships and
sexuality will support young people in gaining navigation skills and preparing
for the challenges of real life. By emphasising that one learns about oneself
and others by doing, and reframing ‘mistakes’ or ‘failures’ as learning
experiences, CSE can provide a counterbalance to the neoliberal pressure
to be successful and make the right choices. Third, to support young people
in their bonded agency, educators should actively invite young people to
explore their relationships to parents, peers and lovers. By recognising
multiple desires, including the desire to fit in and belong to a community or
family instead of striving for individual autonomy, young people can learn
better how to navigate social expectations and social pressures, and develop
reciprocity in relationships. Finally, by providing multiple different stories of
sexual identities and practices, CSE will support young people in developing
narrative agency.
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Conclusion
Studying the life stories of young people, I analysed how they negotiated
sexual agency in a subtle and sometimes complex way. I distinguished
different forms of agency, connected to different aspects of their social
context. Furthermore, I developed a model for comprehensive sexuality
education, which acknowledges this navigation, stimulates a reflexive
attitude towards gender norms and heteronormativity, moves beyond
hegemonic sexual stories and enhances response-ability and navigation
skills. Although I recognise that the development of this kind of sexuality
education may be a real challenge, I do hope that this perspective on
contextualised sexual agency challenges sex educators to broaden the
scope of sexuality education beyond lessons in individual decision-making.
Because, ultimately, sexuality education aims to empower young people
to develop their gendered and sexual selves, in all their many aspects.
Moreover, I hope that this book will contribute to the understanding of young
people’s navigation of different normative worlds, and that this will help
to reduce social judgement and stigma, as well as the disproportionate
emphasis on individual responsibility and good decision-making in sexual
health policies and practices.
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Summary in Dutch
(samenvatting)
Het Nederlands beleid rond seksuele gezondheid heeft tot doel dat jongeren
verantwoorde, goede keuzes maken in hun seksuele leven, zodat ongeplande
zwangerschap, soa’s en seksuele grensoverschrijding voorkomen worden.
Individuele keuzevrijheid is in de Westerse sociale context een belangrijk
aspect geworden van de moderne identiteit (Harris and Dobson 2015). In het
beleid rond seksuele gezondheid krijgt individuele keuzevrijheid de invulling
van zelfbeschikking, autonomie en seksuele assertiviteit (wensen en grenzen
kunnen aangeven). Dit geeft een denkkader weer van individuele rechten
waarbij de focus ligt op het individuele ‘kiezende’ subject (Richardson
2017). Positief aan deze ‘keuzevrijheid’ benadering is dat het individuele
vrijheid en seksuele en reproductieve rechten bevordert. Tegelijkertijd wordt
wel van jongeren verwacht dat ze altijd controle hebben, en hebben ze de
verantwoordelijkheid de goede keuzes te maken (Bay-Cheng 2015).
Uit mijn analyse van interviews met jongeren over hun seksuele
ervaringen en keuzes, komt echter naar voren dat keuzevrijheid een
problematisch concept is. Veel keuzes die jongeren maken zijn niet
autonoom, los van invloeden van buitenaf. Jongeren navigeren tussen
diverse verlangens, verwachtingen en sociale normen, en combineren
verschillende sociale identiteiten. Het paradigma van individuele
verantwoordelijkheid dat vastkleeft aan keuzevrijheid en autonomie, heeft
bovendien het effect dat beperkingen door maatschappelijke ongelijkheid
en gender verhoudingen aan het zicht onttrokken worden. Problemen die ze
tegenkomen, zoals een ongeplande zwangerschap of seksuele dwang, leiden
daardoor vaak tot zelfverwijt en schuldgevoelens. Hierdoor werd ik aan
het denken gezet, of we over keuzevrijheid of agency1 van jongeren kunnen
denken, op een manier die hun sociale posities en het noodzakelijk navigeren
tussen verschillende doelen meeneemt. Hoe kunnen we de complexe en
subtiele navigatie van jongeren erkennen en waarderen? En hoe gaat dat
navigeren? Hoe moet seksuele vorming eruit zien, om jongeren voor te
bereiden op het navigeren van hun seksuele relaties, hun identiteiten en hun
verlangens? Met deze vragen ben ik aan dit PhD traject begonnen.
Analytische lens en onderzoeksmethode
In dit proefschrift benader ik jongeren als handelende mensen, die in staat
zijn om seksuele verlangens, identiteiten en praktijken te belichamen. Mijn
focus ligt op hoe jongeren onderhandelen over hun seksuele identiteiten,
1

In het Engels gaat mijn onderzoek over sexual agency, in het Nederlands heb ik hier geen
goed woord voor kunnen vinden. In de inleiding van dit boek behandel ik verschillende
manieren om agency en sexual agency te definiëren. Elke richting zou een ander Nederlands
woord opleveren, afhankelijk van het soort macht dat eraan gekoppeld wordt. Voor deze
samenvatting houd ik het op het Engelse agency, omdat ik daarmee de breedte van het
concept kan weergeven.
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verlangens en praktijken. Het gaat in deze studie dus om de wisselwerking
tussen individu en omgeving. Het perspectief van jongeren, en hun
strategieën, staan daarbij centraal, maar ik analyseer ook wat in hun
verhalen naar voren komt over sociale normen, gender ideologie, seksuele
discoursen, en morele kaders om hen heen. Ik ga uit van een brede definitie
van seksualiteit, die zowel seksuele en gender identiteit, gedachten en
verlangens, waarden en rollen, relaties en seksueel gedrag omvat. Deze
brede definitie van seksualiteit past in een sociale constructivistische
benadering, waarbij uitgegaan wordt dat seksualiteit steeds anders wordt
ingevuld en beleefd, in verschillende culturen en tijden (van Reeuwijk 2010).
Bovendien benadrukt deze definitie de verbinding tussen lichaam en geest
en tussen individuele beleving en sociale context.
Voor de analyse van de levensverhalen van jongeren put ik uit
twee benaderingen: de seksuele script theorie (Simon en Gagnon 1984)
en het vertellen van seksuele verhalen (sexual storytelling, Plummer 1995).
Beide benaderingen analyseren de interactie tussen een individu en de
sociale, culturele normen. Plummers’ benadering voegt de reflectie toe
op de verhalen die jongeren vertellen en de functie die een verhaal heeft
in een bepaald gesprek, om een identiteit te laten zien of een reputatie
te handhaven. De gekozen onderzoeksmethode, om te werken met
levensverhalen (zie 1.5 voor een beschrijving van de methode), past goed
bij deze benadering. Omdat ik seksuele agency opvat als onderhandeling
die plaatsvindt op veel vlakken, tussen een individu en zijn of haar partner,
peers, familie, sociale omgeving en de bredere samenleving, heb ik vier
verschillende deelstudies opgezet om deze onderhandelingen te bestuderen.
De vier studies gaan in op: (1) hoe jongeren omgaan met verschillende
seksuele discoursen (Chapter 4); (2) hoe ze hun seksuele en sociale
identiteiten vormgeven (Chapter 5); (3) hoe ze intimiteit en seksuele
grenzen onderhandelen (Chapter 6); en (4) hoe ze betekenis geven aan
tienerzwangerschap (Chapter 7). Een overstijgende analyse aan het einde
verbond de vier studies om de onderzoeksvragen te kunnen beantwoorden.
Diversiteit is essentieel
De vier deelstudies behandelen verschillende onderwerpen, waarbij
verschillende onderzoeksgroepen betrokken zijn. Alle vier studies hadden
tot doel meer inzicht te krijgen in de manier waarop jongeren keuzes
maken/navigeren en de strategieën die ze hanteren om met conflicten
om te gaan, tussen verschillende discoursen en sociale normen. Elk van
de onderzoeksgroepen bestond uit participanten met een rijke culturele
diversiteit aan achtergronden. Deze culturele diversiteit droeg bij aan
inzicht in de wisselwerking tussen verschillende seksuele culturen,
en gaf mogelijkheden om zowel verschillen als overeenkomsten in
discoursen en praktijken te analyseren. De Nederlandse samenleving wordt
gekenmerkt door telkens veranderende opvattingen en ideologie rondom
gender, seksualiteit en migratie, rechten en verplichtingen, en seksuele
gezondheidsbeleid. Deze maatschappelijke context beïnvloedt het sociale
landschap waarin jongeren hun weg zoeken. In de analyse hoe jongeren
met diverse achtergronden hun identiteit, hun verhaal en hun praktijken
construeren in hun verschillende sociale omgevingen, worden verschillende
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componenten van seksuele agency zichtbaar.
Vier componenten van seksuele agency
Seksuele agency is het kernbegrip van dit proefschrift. Agency, en ook
seksuele agency, is altijd verbonden aan concepten van macht. Seksuele
agency is ook verbonden aan verschillende opvattingen over het zelf, als
autonoom of verbonden, in controle over het lichaam of juist een subject
wordend door het lichaam. Relaties spelen een grote rol in de mogelijkheden
en beperkingen voor individuen om seksuele agency te ontwikkelen.
Seksuele agency kan gedefinieerd worden als het geheel van strategische
onderhandelingen van een individu om zichzelf en zijn of haar keuzes
te plaatsen in een sociale context, relaties te behouden en betekenis te
geven aan ervaringen. Deze strategische onderhandelingen vinden plaats
in een bredere sociale, culturele context die beperkingen oplegt aan
de bewegingsvrijheid van alle mensen, maar gezien maatschappelijke
ongelijkheid aan sommige groepen mensen meer dan aan anderen.
Gebaseerd op mijn eigen onderzoek en op studies van onder andere
Bell (2012), Phạm (2013), Benhabib (1999), en Tolman, Bowman, and Fahs
(2014), heb ik een definitie ontwikkeld waarin seksuele agency is opgebouwd
uit vier verschillende, onderling verbonden componenten: (1) ‘belichaamde’
agency; (2) agency in verbondenheid; (3) narratieve agency en (4) morele
agency. Elke component heeft een eigen link naar een bredere sociale
context (Chapter 2). Om het navigeren van jongeren te begrijpen is het nodig
om de interactie tussen hun eigen agency en kenmerken van de context
te zien. Bij ‘belichaamde’ agency gaat het om processen waarin jongeren
seksueel actief zijn – in welke vorm dan ook -, zichzelf ontwikkelen en
zichzelf positioneren ten opzichte van concepten van seksuele identiteiten,
verlangens en praktijken, die mogelijk zijn in de context en cultuur waarin ze
leven. De levensverhalen van jongeren in de vier deelstudies maken duidelijk
dat ze hun seksuele zelf ontwikkelen door seksuele ervaringen op te doen en
zichzelf daarin te leren kennen, door zichzelf te vergelijken met anderen en
door hun ervaringen te vergelijken met de verhalen en boodschappen die ze
meekrijgen om hen heen. Hun reflectie maakt vervolgens dat jongeren zich
conformeren of afstand nemen van sociale normen en dominante verhalen
om hen heen. Het tweede type agency is agency in verbondenheid, dat naar
voren komt in strategieën, acties en onderhandelingen die erop gericht zijn
belangrijke relaties te behouden en te reageren op sociale verwachtingen.
In de levensverhalen van jongeren, en hoe ze praten over de keuzes die
ze maken, wordt duidelijk dat jongeren veel bezig zijn met het vinden van
sociale steun, zowel bij peers als bij hun familie. Ze houden rekening met
hun reputatie bij anderen en met de uitwerking van hun gedrag op hun
familie. De derde component is narratieve agency: de mogelijkheid om een
levensverhaal te maken dat betekenis heeft voor diegene zelf. Narratieve
agency bestaat uit zowel uit de verhalen die jongeren over zichzelf en hun
keuzes construeren als over anderen. De vierde component is morele
agency: de reflectie op en plaatsing van zichzelf in morele kaders. Deze
positionering komt bijvoorbeeld naar voren in de verantwoordelijkheid
om niemand te kwetsen of te beschamen en, als specifieke kwestie, in de
afwegingen die iemand maakt om een zwangerschap uit te dragen of af te
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breken. De levensverhalen van jongeren maken duidelijk dat seksuele agency
altijd in context tot uiting komt; in hoe een individu omgaat met anderen. De
verbondenheid van jongeren met hun families, vrienden en gemeenschappen
(agency in verbondenheid) beïnvloedt hoe jongeren hun seksuele zelf
ontwikkelen en hoe ze zich verhouden tot concepten van seksuele
identiteiten, verlangens en praktijken (belichaamde agency). Bovendien laten
de levensverhalen van jongeren zien hoe ze zich in verschillende normatieve
omgevingen bewegen (denk aan school, peers, online, thuis, straat, sport,
uitgaansleven, etc.) en zich verhouden tot steeds andere sociale normen.
Terwijl ze hun seksuele ontwikkeling doormaken, ontwikkelen ze ook hun
narratieve agency en hun morele agency door verhalen uit te wisselen en
te ontdekken welke morele opvattingen er rondom hen gelden. De vier
verschillende componenten zijn dus met elkaar verbonden en beïnvloeden
elkaar.
Het is een uitdaging voor alle jongeren om zichzelf te ontwikkelen
tot seksueel wezen, met alle vier soorten seksuele agency, in verschillende
sociale contexten, maar de uitdaging is niet voor iedereen even groot.
De weg is moeilijker voor jongeren die afwijken van wat cultureel als
normaal wordt gezien, bijvoorbeeld doordat ze zich identificeren als nietheteroseksueel, gender fluïde of transgender, of door niet te passen in de
culturele opvattingen over ‘nette meisjes’ en ‘echte mannen’. Ze moeten
meer moeite doen om hun verbondenheid met familie en leeftijdgenoten te
behouden, ze krijgen via school en media minder verhalen te horen waarmee
ze zich kunnen identificeren, en ze krijgen eerder met negatieve oordelen en
sociaal stigma te maken.
Seksuele vorming
Door seksuele agency te beschouwen als complex en subtiel navigeren
van verschillende verwachtingen, discoursen en culturele invloeden,
veranderen ook de doelen voor seksuele vorming. Een eenzijdige focus op
autonomie, assertiviteit en keuzevrijheid is niet voldoende, want dit sluit
niet aan bij hoe jongeren hun seksualiteit beleven. Een te grote nadruk
op individuele verantwoordelijkheid belemmert bovendien het zicht op
de gedeelde verantwoordelijkheid tussen partners en de invloed van
maatschappelijke beperkingen en ongelijkheid. Hoe kunnen we seksuele
vorming ontwikkelen die relevant is voor jongeren en rekening houdt met
context en strategische onderhandelen? In Chapter 3 stel ik voor om de
doelen en activiteiten van seksuele vorming uit te breiden om jongeren, in
alle diversiteit, de gelegenheid te geven de vier componenten van seksuele
agency te ontwikkelen. Om dit doel te bereiken, zullen we moeten erkennen
en waarderen dat jongeren continu hun positie aan het onderhandelen
zijn, in hun sociale en normatieve omgeving, en niet langer uitgaan van
autonome keuzevrijheid. Seksuele vorming moet niet gebaseerd worden op
psychologische modellen van individuele risicoperceptie en risicogedrag.
Een bredere blik op seksualiteit maakt seksualiteit een domein van avontuur
en exploratie (Fine and McClelland 2006; Naezer 2017), subjectiviteit
en moraliteit (Allen and Carmody 2012; Lamb 2010). Door verschillende
seksuele culturen, gender normen en sociale normen te belichten, kan
seksuele vorming reflectie en kritisch bewustzijn bevorderen. Seksuele
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culturen moeten hierin beschouwd worden als tijdelijk en veranderbaar,
plaatsen voor participatie, onderhandeling, herhaling, weerstand en uitdaging
(Attwood and Smith 2011). Daardoor kan seksuele vorming een omgeving
zijn, waarin jongeren zich uitgenodigd voelen om positie te bepalen, een
identiteit te vormen en zich te laten horen. Deze reflecties zijn zowel voor
‘belichaamde’ agency van belang, als voor morele agency. Ten tweede,
door gebruik te maken van scenario’s uit het echte leven, die de mogelijke
conflicten en problemen in relaties en seksualiteit niet maskeren, kunnen
jongeren hun vaardigheden om te navigeren versterken en zich voorbereiden
op de uitdagingen die henzelf te wachten staan. Door te benadrukken dat je
leert over jezelf en anderen door ervaringen op te doen en ‘fouten’ en ‘falen’
om te buigen naar leerervaringen, kan seksuele vorming een tegengeluid zijn
voor de druk die er op jongeren wordt uitgeoefend om succesvol te zijn en
altijd goede keuzes te maken. Ten derde, om jongeren te ondersteunen in
het vormgeven van agency in verbondenheid, is het belangrijk dat jongeren
uitgenodigd worden om de wederzijdse sociale verwachtingen in hun relaties
met hun ouders, hun peers en hun geliefden te onderzoeken. Als jongeren de
meervoudigheid van hun verlangens beter kennen, waaronder het verlangen
om erbij te horen en waardering te krijgen in hun familie en vriendengroep,
kunnen ze hier beter mee omgaan, dan wanneer hen vooral op het hart wordt
gedrukt dat ze vrije keuzes moeten maken. En tenslotte, door jongeren te
voorzien van een grote variëteit aan verhalen over seksuele identiteiten en
praktijken, kan seksuele vorming jongeren, in alle diversiteit, ondersteunen
om narratieve agency te ontwikkelen.
Conclusie
Door het bestuderen van de levensverhalen van jongeren kon ik analyseren
hoe ze seksuele agency onderhandelden, op een subtiele en soms complexe
wijze. Ik heb verschillende vormen van agency kunnen onderscheiden,
gerelateerd aan verschillende aspecten van hun sociale omgeving.
Vervolgens heb ik een model voor seksuele vorming ontwikkeld, dat
tegemoetkomt aan de navigatie van jongeren, hen uitdaagt te reflecteren
over gendernormen en heteronormativiteit, eenzijdige beeldvorming en
verhalen overstijgt en wederkerigheid en navigatievaardigheden vergroot.
Ook al weet ik uit de praktijk dat het ontwikkelen van dit soort seksuele
vorming een echte uitdaging is, ik hoop dat het perspectief dat ik in dit boek
bied op hoe jongeren agency onderhandelen in context de ontwikkelaars en
begeleiders van seksuele vorming uitdaagt om seksuele vorming breder te
zien dan lessen in individuele besluitvorming. Uiteindelijk beoogt seksuele
vorming immers jongeren te ondersteunen in de ontwikkeling van hun
seksuele zelf, in alle aspecten. Bovendien hoop ik dat mijn proefschrift
bijdraagt tot meer begrip voor hoe jongeren de sociale normen om hen heen
navigeren, wat vervolgens weer kan bijdragen aan de afname van zowel
sociale veroordeling en stigma als de onevenredige nadruk op individuele
verantwoordelijkheid en het maken van goede keuzes in beleid en praktijk.
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Dankwoord
Zoals veel verhalen, begint ook het verhaal van dit proefschrift op een feestje.
Het is voorjaar 2014, Marian viert haar verjaardag en ik ontmoet Geertje weer
eens, na jaren. Ze vraagt me of ik in de tussentijd gepromoveerd ben. Als ik
sputter dat ik daar helemaal geen tijd voor heb, stelt ze daar tegenover dat
het juist heel inspirerend kan zijn voor mijn werk. Vanaf dat moment laat de
gedachte me niet meer los. Zou het in te passen zijn? Het onderwerp is er al,
dat is de vraag die al een paar jaar achterin mijn hoofd ligt te wachten. Hoe
maken jongeren keuzes op het vlak van seksualiteit? Hoe bewegen jongeren
zich in het spanningsveld tussen autonomie en verbondenheid met peers en
familie, met sociale verwachtingen en normen? Uit mijn onderzoeken weet ik
in elk geval al dat jongeren niet louter autonoom in hun keuzes zijn, maar zich
erg veel aantrekken van wat anderen om hen heen doen en wat ze denken dat
anderen van hen verwachten. Hoe kunnen we over de bewegingsruimte van
jongeren nadenken en hun verbondenheid met anderen erin erkennen? En wat
zou dat betekenen voor de boodschappen die we als opvoeders en seksuele
vormers aan hen geven? Zijn we dan wel op de goede weg met individualistische
boodschappen als ‘geef je eigen wensen en grenzen aan’, ‘je moet pas beginnen
aan seks als jij daar klaar voor bent’ of ‘volg je hart en maak je eigen keuzes’?
Ik bespreek het plan met Ciel, mijn baas, hoofd onderzoek bij
Rutgers. Ciel ziet het zitten, sterker nog, ze vindt het bijna een plicht voor
haar senior onderzoekers. Rutgers heeft er baat bij, om ons onderzoekswerk
wetenschappelijk te publiceren. Dus ik voel een grote steun in de rug om
hieraan te beginnen. Welgemoed vraag ik aan Margreet tijdens een wandeling
door de uiterwaarden hoe dat eigenlijk in zijn werk gaat, buitenpromovendus
worden. De belangrijkste stap blijkt het vinden van een inspirerende promotor.
Als interdisciplinaire sociale wetenschapper kan ik vervolgens alle kanten op.
Genderstudies lijkt me wel wat, gezien mijn onderwerp en de interdisciplinaire
benadering. Ik ga praten, maar op regelmatig overleg met deze professor ga
ik me niet verheugen. Ik benader professor Ruard Ganzevoort, want zijn artikel
Growing up gay and religious gaat precies over het soort processen die ik wil
bestuderen. De wisselwerking tussen individu en omgeving. De botsingen tussen
verschillende werelden en de identiteiten en strategieën die dan mogelijk (en
onmogelijk) worden. Hoe een mens niet geheel vrij is, maar ook niet geheel
bepaald. Hoe mensen navigeren tussen verschillende discoursen. Tijdens onze
eerste ontmoeting stelt Ruard me vragen waardoor ik opnieuw na ga denken over
wat ik wil onderzoeken, en welke aanpak dan werkt. Ik weet dat ik een goede
mentor gevonden heb. Scherp van geest, zacht in aanpak. En mijn richting wordt
dus.. theologie. Dat is verrassend. Gaat mijn proefschrift wel genoeg over religie?
Tijdens het schrijven van mijn voorstel lees ik dat praktische theologie ook
over het navigeren van normen en moraal gaat, over verhalen die in een context
betekenis krijgen. Daar kan ik zeker wat mee. Ruard stelt voor om Mark Spiering
te vragen als copromotor, vanwege zijn kennis van seksualiteit en psychologie.
Als ik na mijn eerste gesprek met hen beiden terugreis naar huis, voel ik me
dankbaar. Er zijn twee bijzondere begeleiders op mijn pad gekomen. Ze weten
veel, maar ze zijn vooral opvallend aardig. En dat zijn ze allebei gebleven, de
afgelopen 3,5 jaar: opbouwend bevragend, bemoedigend, en inspirerend. Betere
mentoren had ik me niet kunnen wensen. Ik heb me zeer gesteund én vertrouwd
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Dit proefschrift is gebaseerd op interviews met jongeren. Diepgaande
gesprekken over hun levensgeschiedenis, de waarde die gebeurtenissen hadden,
hun overtuigingen en hun emoties. In het contact met een interviewer vertelt
een geïnterviewde niet een verhaal dat al klaar ligt. Het verhaal wordt in feite
telkens weer anders terwijl het verteld wordt, afhankelijk van de sfeer tussen
de twee mensen, het doel van het gesprek, de gevoeligheid van het thema. De
verteller kijkt naar de reactie van de ander, houdt iets in, benadrukt iets anders,
wil begrepen worden, zich niet teveel bloot geven of zich niet hoeven schamen.
Soms kan het bevrijdend zijn, om iets te kunnen vertellen aan een vreemde, die
daarna weg gaat. Soms kunnen vragen van een interviewer helpen om iets onder
woorden te brengen, dat daarvoor nog niet verwoord is. Wat er verteld wordt, is
wat verteld kan worden, daar en dan. Niet meer, niet minder. In de ruimte die het
gesprek biedt. Na het afscheid is het de verantwoordelijkheid van de onderzoeker
om het levensverhaal recht te doen in de analyse. De jongeren die ik geïnterviewd
heb, lezen over mijn schouder mee als ik schrijf. Tijdens het schrijven van een
artikel, bij het afbakenen van een citaat of als ik conclusies trek, raadpleeg ik de
jongeren in mijn hoofd. Doe ik hun levensverhaal recht als ik het zo opschrijf?
Voelen ze zich gehoord in mijn analyse? Dit proefschrift was er niet geweest
zonder de gesprekken met jongeren, die bereid waren met mij en de andere
interviewers over hun leven te praten. Jongeren die het ongemak verdroegen om
te praten over seks en sociale normen, over zwangerschap en seksueel geweld,
over hun identiteit en hun ervaringen, met een vreemde.
De dataverzameling voor dit proefschrift is verspreid over zes jaar. Het
begint in 2010, met de interviews over seksueel grensoverschrijdend gedrag. Ik
werk met een fijn team, we leren veel van elkaar. Mijn medeonderzoeker Lieke
heeft als klinisch psycholoog minder schroom dan ik om directe vragen te stellen
als jongeren ontwijkende antwoorden geven. Wat mij leert om iets brutaler te zijn,
en ik merk dat er dan soms verrassende wendingen in een gesprek plaatsvinden.
En zonder Thera had ik nooit het lef gehad om bij de ingang van de H&M te staan
om ter plekke jongeren te werven, waardoor we andere jongeren spreken dan
diegene die zich melden op onze oproep of via een intermediair. De analyse van
de interviews legt de basis voor de campagne Maak Seks Lekker Duidelijk, en
de game Can You Fix It. Zeven jaar later analyseer ik deze data opnieuw met de
onderzoeksvragen uit mijn proefschrift als lens. Het volgende onderzoek richt
zich op de jongeren met een migratie achtergrond en ik werk met een team van
interviewers met een biculturele achtergrond. De werving van jongeren is een
grote uitdaging, maar dankzij het netwerk en de cultuursensitieve aanpak van
Malika, Taraq, Grace en Ludette en de leden van de begeleidingscommissie, lukt
het. Het derde onderzoek doe ik alleen en dat is ook weleens prettig. De laatste
dataverzameling, over tienerzwangerschap, vind plaats in 2015-2016. Ik ben dan
al met dit proefschrift bezig en kan in het interview een paar specifieke vragen
meenemen. Ook dan werk ik in een fijn team en ben ik blij om intensief samen te
werken met Eline, aan de werving, de interviews en de analyse.
Naast de collega’s die ik hierboven al genoemd heb, heb ik het geluk om
bij Rutgers nog veel meer inspirerende collega’s te hebben. Met Ine, Miranda en
Judith brainstorm ik hoe we seksuele empowerment en seksuele agency kunnen
operationaliseren in ons werk. Met Jantine boom ik over de ethische kanten van
kwalitatief onderzoek, over seksuele diversiteit en seksuele identiteit. Ciel vraagt
vaak hoe het gaat met schrijven en laat me merken dat ze vindt dat ik goed bezig
ben. Rutgers biedt me de ruimte om mijn proefschrift voor een deel in werktijd
te schrijven. Daar ben ik dankbaar voor, want dat heeft me echt geholpen om
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er tijd voor vrij te maken, te midden van de turbulentie van ons werk. Ook thuis
krijg ik de ruimte, van Joris en Dorian. Ruimte om twee keer per jaar een week
op de hei te gaan zitten met Margreet. Die weken concentratie heb ik hard nodig,
om even in de analyse te duiken. Of een artikel rigoureus te herzien op basis
van reviewers feedback. Margreet schrijft haar eigen dingen, waardoor ik me
ongestoord monomaan aan mijn proefschrift kan wijden. Onze wandelingen
tussendoor brengen nieuwe gedachten. En op momenten van twijfel, na een
afwijzing van een artikel door een journal, troost het dat Margreet me wel een
echte onderzoeker vindt. Ook andere vrienden bemoedigen en inspireren me op
de reis, Henk, Claire, Hetty, Marian, Tessel, Lisette, Sander. Sander stelde tijdens
het schrijven van zijn eigen proefschrift al dat je het niet te zwaar op moet vatten,
want het is niet meer of minder dan een ‘proeve van bekwaamheid’. Ik heb je
adagium voor ogen gehouden.
Ik had verwacht dat het een eenzame reis zou zijn, het schrijven van
een proefschrift. Maar tot mijn verbazing is de wetenschappelijke wereld ook
een echte ‘community’ van mensen die ideeën uitwisselen en samenwerken. Op
conferenties ontmoet ik onderzoekers die bereid zijn een eerste versie van een
artikel te lezen. De reviewers van journals sturen vaak feedback waar ik echt
iets aan heb. En eind 2015 ontmoet ik op de conferentie Sexual assertiveness
en autonomy, georganiseerd door Peggy Emmerink en Ine Vanwesenbeeck,
de Amerikaanse onderzoeker Laina Bay-Cheng. Haar onderzoek over sexual
agency is heel inspirerend. Laina, I really want to thank you for crafting together
the article on negotiating sexual intimacy and boundaries. Your bright mind
enlightened my thoughts.
Ook het einde van de reis van dit proefschrift is geen eenzaam
geploeter. Robert helpt mijn Engels te verbeteren, en als oud collega snapt hij
goed waar het over gaat. Nel doet de lay-out van dit proefschrift en tekent mijn
modellen. Allebei zijn ze heel flexibel, precies en snel. Het loopt op rolletjes. Een
paar dagen op het Vlaamse platteland bij Koenraad helpen om de puntjes op
de i te zetten. En Koenraad maakt ’s avonds heerlijke hapjes. Als ik na die week
thuiskom, zijn Joris en Dorian blij dat het proefschrift zo goed als klaar is. Zodat
de kerstvakantie weer eens als vanouds besteed kan worden aan tijd samen, aan
spelletjes en samen op pad gaan. Ik ben blij dat ze me laten voelen hoe ‘bonded’
ook mijn leven is, in de positieve zin.
Dit verhaal eindigt ook met een feestje. Want het is klaar. En ik moet
zeggen dat Geertje gelijk heeft. Het is echt enorm inspirerend om tijdens het
werk een proefschrift te schrijven. Het heeft me zoveel gebracht: grondige
analyse van mijn onderzoek, theoretische verdieping door veel artikelen te lezen,
het grote genoegen van gepubliceerde artikelen, onderbouwing voor een koers
die ik in lezingen en in de media uitdraag vanuit Rutgers, en last but not least,
veel ruimte om te denken. Ik kan het iedereen aanraden!
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Individual freedom and choice are highly valued in the
Netherlands. In Dutch sexual health policies, choice is
manifest in the emphasis on autonomy and the right to
choose (in Dutch: zelfbeschikking and keuzevrijheid).
Although this focus on choice promotes the value of
individual freedom and sexual and reproductive rights,
it also requires actors to be in control and responsible
at all times. While studying the life stories young people
in the Netherlands told me about their sexual
experiences, I found that free choice was a problematic
concept. Young people were navigating multiple
desires, expectations and social norms, and combining
different social identities. Moreover, the paradigm of
individual responsibility obscured social structures and
gendered inequalities that limited their choices.
Running into trouble, for example an unintended
pregnancy or sexual coercion, easily led to self-blame
and feelings of guilt. This raised the question how we
can rethink sexual agency beyond autonomy and
include the social navigation of sexuality in our
approach to young people.
In this thesis I analyse four different case
studies of young people’s navigation of sexuality. Based
on these findings I propose a multicomponent model of
sexual agency, connected to different aspects of the
social context. Furthermore, I developed a model for
comprehensive sexuality education, which broadens
the scope of sexuality education beyond lessons in
individual decision-making to developing their sexual
selves by acknowledging their connectedness to others
and learning to navigate different normative worlds.
This thesis aims to contribute to the understanding of
young people’s negotiation of sexual agency, to the
reduction of social judgement and stigma, and to the
development of subsequent sexuality education.

