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“Boys’ role in life is to 
protect and defend”: Primary 
school boys’ constructions 
of masculinity within a 
context of violence

Abstract

Boys have been identified as the main perpetrators of school 
violence and bullying, evoking debates on masculinities. However, 
boys are not always the active producers of violence. This article 
examines the ways in which primary school boys who otherwise 
denounce violence explain their participation in it. The data draw 
from a more extensive qualitative study that focuses on the 
experiences of school violence among boys at a primary school 
in KwaZulu-Natal. The study sample comprised a group of thirteen 
Grade 7 boys. The primary method of data production was through 
semi-structured individual interviews. The study draws on theories 
of masculinities that regard them as multiple, fluid and socially 
constructed. The findings show that although the boys in the study 
condemned school violence, many could not escape being part of 
it. As boys, they felt compelled to protect and defend themselves, 
their families, girls and their friends. In their efforts to resist and 
mediate violence, they often resorted to violent methods as part 
and parcel of their masculine constructions. This article argues 
that it is necessary to focus on boys’ perspectives and to shift 
the focus on violence from problematic individual behaviour to an 
understanding of the complex social and cultural contexts within 
which they navigate the everyday world of school. Towards this 
end, the conflicting implicit and explicit demands on boys sustained 
through social and institutional structures must be reworked.
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1. Introduction 
Whilst schools are normally seen as, and expected to be 
safe and secure environments for effective teaching and 
learning, there is no doubt that schooling as a practice and 
schools as institutions are often associated with various 
forms of violence (Benbenishty & Astor, 2008; Gafney, 
Farrington & Ttof, 2019; Morrell, 2002). Violent incidents 
and fear of violence profoundly affect attendance and 
retention at school, and schools with high levels of crime 
and violence are less effective at educating learners (De 
Wet, 2007; Madikizela-Madiya & Mncube, 2014). 

AUTHORS:
Shakila Singh1 

Sherri Lee Gopaldass David1 

AFFILIATION:
1University of KwaZulu-Natal, 
South Africa

DOI: https://doi.org/10.38140/
pie.v42i1.7187

e-ISSN 2519-593X

Perspectives in Education

2024 42(1): 84-97

PUBLISHED:
29 March 2024

RECEIVED:
10 June 2023

ACCEPTED:
3 March 2024

https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v42i1.7187
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8675-4246
https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v42i1.7187
https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v42i1.7187


852024 42(1): 85-97 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v42i1.7187

Singh & David “Boys’ role in life is to protect and defend”

Statistics show that the main perpetrators of violence of all kinds in South Africa are men, 
mostly directed against other men (Peacock, 2013). This pattern is also evident in research 
on school violence, which shows that controlling and dominating masculinities not only have 
harmful effect on girls, but on other boys too (Alex-Hart, Okagua & Opara, 2015; Connolly, 
2006). Fighting at school becomes normalised through a “boys-will-be-boys” discourse, and 
those who do not conform to expected gender identities are often targeted by other boys. 
(Leach & Humphreys, 2007). There is ample recognition in the literature that schools can be 
violent places, pointing to the need to invest in understanding the deep-rooted significance of 
gender and the ways in which power imbalances emerge in school violence (Bhana, 2013).

Masculinity as a construct is central to any understanding of how and why men and boys 
behave in specific ways (Anderson, 2009). Lamentably, committing violence is still one of the 
most dominant forms of expressive masculinity (Mills, 2001). Gilbert and Gilbert (2017) assert 
that ignoring an in-depth account of masculinities and cultural constructions in any analysis of 
boys’ lives at school limits the potential to effect positive change. 

With increasing evidence emerging of links between the perpetuation of dominant norms 
of masculinities with men and boys’ perpetration of violence, there has been a concurrent 
increase in interventions focusing specifically on preventing violence through attempting to 
rework masculinities (Graaff & Heinecken, 2017). There is already substantive research in 
South Africa on violent constructions of hegemonic masculinities (see Bhana & Mayeza, 
2021; 2019; Hamlall & Morrell, 2012; Jewkes & Morrell, 2017; Leach & Mitchell, 2006; Morrell, 
Jewkes & Lindegger, 2012; Ratele, 2015). Even regarding the notion of multiple masculinities 
(Connell, 1995; Lindegger & Maxwell, 2007; Ratele, 2015), the main focus of research has 
so far been on how masculinities are implicated in the subordination and violation of girls, 
women, and femininities. There is, as yet, only a limited understanding of the complexities 
related to gender violence among boys and among men. Moosa (2021) studied how South 
African primary school boys validate or resist hegemonic masculinities, finding that while 
some boys do speak out against violence, they often still participate in violence, seeing it as a 
necessary masculine performance. 

This article foregrounds the perspectives of primary school boys and examines how and 
why they resort to participating in violence, even though they recognise its harmfulness. While 
it was not the initial intention of the study, due to the demographics of the school and the 
sampling methods, the final sample entirely comprises Black schoolboys. Nevertheless, the 
focus of this article is not on Black masculinities. Neither does the study present Black boys 
as instigators of violence (Bhana, Singh & Msibi, 2021). Instead, it facilitates discussions with 
the13 volunteer participants in this study by engaging them in reflecting on how and why boys 
commit violence even when they denounce it. The article thus seeks to highlight ways in which 
dominant gender and heterosexual ideologies influence the daily lives of boys at school.

2. Theories of masculinities in relation to school violence
We draw on theories of masculinities that reject the notion of masculinity as a biological entity 
and replace it with a more socially constructed internalisation of a male sex role, following 
broad cultural expectations of men and boys (Connell, 1996). Scholars such as Connell (1995), 
Lindegger and Maxwell (2007) and Ratele (2015) theorise masculinities as being multiple, with 
different versions often competing to be dominant (Frosh, Phoenix & Pattman, 2003). Connell 
(1995:76) argues that “to recognise the plurality of masculinities is only a first step towards 
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the critical theorising of masculinity. To fully understand the critical perspective, we also need 
to examine the relations between the types of masculinity.” Morrell (2001) emphasises that 
multiple and changeable masculinities also imply that positive change is possible.

Constructions of masculinity are characterised by constant effort, as boys must 
continuously participate in asserting and defending their masculinity in order to maintain the 
power with which it imbues them (Oransky & Fisher, 2009). Boys and men are expected to 
display physical strength or toughness, including the use of violence to control others. This 
incentive tends to encourage them to be more violent and more prone to employ aggression 
as a first solution to problems and confrontations (Lindegger & Maxwell, 2007). It should 
not be surprising then, that the overwhelming majority of violent crime (in South Africa and 
elsewhere) is committed by men (Peacock, 2013; Ratele, 2015).

There are, of course, particular pressures on young men in diverse contexts to be like 
other older men, and simultaneous pressure on all males (young and old) to conform to the 
prevailing dominant norms of masculinity (Shefer et al., 2008). There is also a widespread 
belief in some societies that it is natural for men and boys to be violent, with rape and combat 
being viewed as part of an unchanging order (Connell, 1995). While male violence against 
women is a serious concern and is rightfully receiving intensive research attention, male-on-
male violence is also commonplace and often used as a means of establishing a hierarchy of 
masculinities (Mills, 2001). Research also shows that men and boys often urge one another 
to be stoic and tough and to handle their feelings independently (Oransky & Fisher, 2009; 
Oransky & Marecek, 2009; Way et al., 2014). 

A critical norm of South African masculinity is the exercising of power by men and boys 
over women, girls and other boys. This often provides fertile ground for men and boys to 
use violence and aggression to attain power and demonstrate it (Jewkes & Morrell, 2010). 
Boys who do not conform to traditional norms of masculinity are often ‘othered’ and called 
derogatory names such as ‘losers’ and ‘sissies’ (Bhana, 2005; Connell, 1995; Frosh et al., 
2003; Langa, 2010; Renold, 2004). 

On the other hand, research on resistance to dominant masculine norms shows that 
choices regarding resistance and conformity are context dependent, and it seems possible 
that some young men and boys consistently resist prevailing masculine norms across all 
contexts (Smiler, 2014). Boys have consistently demonstrated their capacity to actively 
construct, reject, negotiate and reproduce masculinity, not merely as bearers of power but 
also as mediators of violence (Bhana, 2013). However, some boys choose to establish male-
on-male friendships and, in so doing, actively challenge masculine norms within the context of 
friendship (Smiler, 2014; Way et al., 2014). 

Recognising that not all men and boys are violent and aggressive is also essential in our 
argument. They are often able to negotiate their masculinities by presenting different versions 
of themselves and accommodating and resisting culturally exalted masculinities within the 
contexts they find themselves (Anderson, 2009). Young people are also often actively engaged 
in constructing and criticising hegemonic masculinity (Bhana & Mayeza 2019; 2021; Moosa, 
2021; Way et al., 2014). Hegemonic masculinities here refer to the prevailing dominant cultural 
norms of masculinity in society; for example, the dominant view of boys and men as being 
brave, strong, aggressive and resilient (Langa, 2020). 
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One study of school boys who defined themselves as ‘real boys’ (Bhana & Mayeza, 2016) 
found that they thought a ‘real boy’ involved being physically strong and being able to protect 
or defend themselves. In this study, the protection and defence extended to those close to 
them and mainly those who could not protect and defend themselves. Men and boys as 
‘protectors’ are closely associated with assumed posturing of toughness and dominance. 
Defenders here are individuals who witness bullying or violent behaviour and seek to support 
and protect the victim (Coyne et al., 2017; Salmivalli et al., 1996). Defenders can also be 
aggressive or regarded as antisocial, and they are most often males who use aggression and 
violence towards bullies so as to prevent further offences (Rubinstein, 2004). 

Some research shows that defenders are most likely to be the same age and gender as 
those they are defending (Huitsing et al., 2014), and they usually intervene when the victim is 
a friend (Pronk et al., 2013). This aggression and inherent need to defend others are perhaps 
interlinked with the defending role of ‘superheroes’ (Coyne et al., 2017; Martin, 2007). Other 
research has shown that superhero movies and programmes demonstrate how superheroes 
flamboyantly use aggression and physical violence to stop villains from hurting others (Coyne 
et al., 2017; Martin, 2007). 

In this article, we draw on the theories that view masculinities as multiple, fluid and 
situated. We seek to understand how boys actively participate in, reject, mediate and 
reproduce gendered norms. We draw on the voices of primary school boys and analyse their 
perspectives of their expected masculine roles as defenders and protectors. 

3. Methodology 
The data drawn upon in this study form part of a more extensive study conducted at a public, co-
educational primary school in Durban, KwaZulu-Natal. The learner population is economically 
and racially diverse, comprising Black, White and Indian learners, with the majority being 
Black. This qualitative study enabled us to produce rich data with boys on their perspectives 
of school violence. We did not specifically aim to work with violent boys, just with boys keen 
to participate in the study. 

We used purposive sampling to select and recruit Grade 7 boys of between 11 and 
14 years old. As explained above in the introduction, although it had not been the study’s 
intention or part of the sampling strategy, given the school’s demographics, all 13 participants 
were Black. Our analysis here focuses on their ideas about boys’ masculine roles of defence 
and protection; sometimes, they also talked about themselves and, at other times, about boys 
in general. 

The more extensive study here employed multiple methods, which included drawings, 
focus-group discussions, semi-structured in-depth individual interviews, poster-making and 
song-writing. This paper focuses only on the data from the semi-structured in-depth individual 
interviews we conducted. We received permission for this study from the Department of 
Basic Education, the school principal and the UKZN ethics committee (Protocol number: 
HSS/1210/015CA). 
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We were very aware of the sensitivity of the topic. We ensured ethical processes by 
obtaining participants and their parents/guardians’ informed consent/assent and protecting 
participants’ identities through pseudonyms, which are used (instead of participants’ names) 
in all written and oral outputs associated with this study. We also assured the boys that they 
could withdraw from the study at any time and that if they felt distressed, they should inform 
their teachers or parents. There were no reports of distress. The boys in the study were eager 
to be heard, and it was clear that the individual interviews provided opportunities for them to 
reflect frankly and privately on their everyday experiences of violence at school. 

The interviews lasted approximately 45–60 minutes and were conducted in English, based 
on the language preferences of all participants. The interviews were conducted by the second 
author (an educator at the school) during school hours, and times and dates were arranged 
with participants. The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

We used an inductive thematic analysis technique (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyse the 
interview data. The two authors worked separately to become familiar with the transcribed 
data, identify trends and patterns and develop tentative themes. We then reunited to work 
together and agree on the three major themes discussed in this paper. 

4. Findings
The findings show that violence is part of primary school boys’ everyday experiences. The 
boys in the study indicated that school violence is mainly perpetrated by boys against boys. 
This concurs with many previous research findings (Alex-Hart et al., 2015; Connolly, 2006; 
Peacock, 2013). 

The overall findings show that all 13 boys denounced violence and demonstrated an 
awareness of the adverse effects of violence on themselves and others. However, many held 
conflicting positions of speaking against violence and engaging in violence in their attempts to 
stop it. The boys’ perspectives on their need to engage in protective and defensive behaviours 
are discussed in the themes below.

4.1 Defence and protection for respect and honour
The boys in the study recognised the harmful effects of fighting on everyone involved. Like 
many other boys in the study, Nkosi positioned himself as non-violent, but stated that fighting 
back was just a ‘necessary’ way to defend himself. The excerpt below suggests that he has 
faced negative consequences for previous incidents of fighting but still sees it as the obvious 
and unavoidable method of defence: 

I like to defend myself, so I just like to fight, but this year I don’t fight. I’ve seen there’s no 
reason for fighting. There’s no reason for fighting because it gets people into trouble and 
it gets people injured, that’s why. I just fight to defend myself (Nkosi). 

Gaining the respect of other boys was an important masculinising strategy and the boys found 
it essential to demonstrate their strength by fighting to defend themselves:

All I can say is maybe to defend yourself, oh and uh, like maybe it’s like for people to look 
at you up there, like you strong, praise you, say ay this one I’ll call him you know why this 
one knows how to hit and then we also get angry and start fighting more fighting more but 
then you get hit, that’s what will make you call your gang. That’s the problem with boys. I 
just fight to defend myself (Nhanhla).
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The data thus make it apparent that such displays of aggression contribute to a cycle that 
perpetuates violence and consequently aggravates masculinity. They not only boost boys’ 
self-worth, but gain them the respect of others, which makes them feel powerful, further 
heightening their self-worth. This is evident in Victor’s statement, wherein he voices a common 
view among the boys that fighting symbolises strength and gets respect: 

Well, when you fight in school, you get more respected and all those stuff so, so as you 
get respected, you get full of power (Victor). 

Conforming to dominant notions of masculinity that position boys/men as protectors, many of 
the boys in this study reveal themselves as guardians of their family and their school’s honour. 
They see it as their duty to defend themselves against any attacks, verbal or otherwise. While 
Amisi mainly self-identified as peaceful, he made exceptions when his family was attacked, 
even if it was verbal. He said: 

I’ll fight if they tease or mock my family, parents or people that I love (Amisi).

Like Amisi, many of the boys legitimise violence as a regular masculine activity where boys 
are compelled to fight. 

The boys’ protection of territory extended to their school too as shown below:

Nyako: They started, they said our principal, they swore at our principal … Then we got 
angry, then they started carrying knives … And then they wanted to stab us.

Researcher: Wow. And what did you all do?

Nyako: Ma’am, we also carried ours. 

In this excerpt, Nyako showed how verbal attacks can escalate to the point of severe physical 
violence. Furthermore, it describes how boys justify carrying weapons to school as a means 
to defend themselves. 

Some boys also suggested how school girls sometimes fought with one another. The 
boys themselves did not get involved, except in cases where someone from another school 
attacked girls from their school. Nkosi explained :

Well, let’s say like the girls wanna fight with the girls from St. Angeline’s, then the boys 
come and hit the girls. We go and hit them because they hit the girls in our School. Like it 
works like that, and the girls don’t fight for us but we fight for them [Nkosi]. 

This excerpt demonstrates boys’ care and concern for girls at their school. They felt compelled 
to utilise violence to protect and defend girls from their school. Nkosi also pointed out that 
defence and protection were strictly masculine roles, stating that “girls don’t fight for us, but 
we fight for them”. 

In their explanations of how to potentially prevent future violence, many mentioned the 
need to display strength. For example, Andile positioned his demonstration of assertiveness 
(a valued aspect of masculinity) as an important means to deter bullies:

Ma’am, you see, once you carry on standing up for yourself, you get respected because 
they (the bullies) will see ‘that once you try to bully that person, they will fight back (Andile). 
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In this excerpt, Andile stated that brazenness immediately gained respect and signals power, 
particularly, a capacity to retaliate if provoked. He did suggest, though, that there were 
alternative ways of defending oneself that can prevent violence. This was a shift in emphasis 
from the need to use violent methods for defence. However, the display of assertiveness was 
interpreted as a display of the ability to fight back. It continues to draw on hegemonic aspects 
of masculinity to establish dominance. 

The discussion in this theme shows that boys are unknowingly coerced by their 
understanding of masculine performances. They legitimise violence as a normal response to 
violence when they are attacked or provoked. 

4.2 Boys have to defend and protect their friends and the weak
Many of the boys interviewed demonstrated notions of protectionism against people they 
perceived to be weaker. Girls and young boys were seen to be in need of protection. They 
mentioned that violence against girls was unacceptable and that strong boys were responsible 
for protecting girls. Lindo explained that he sometimes got involved and tried to intervene 
when boys attacked girls.

Lindo said: 

Ma’am I tried sometimes to stop them, they came – the boys to hit a … hit a girl and I 
stopped them I said no it’s wrong.

Amisi had a similar view about boys’ responsibility to protect girls. He added that boys should 
not fight with girls: 

I would say boys, their role in life is to protect, protect like women and girls everything, 
protect them and not fight with them. 

The preceding excerpts show how some boys do challenge and deconstruct harmful dominant 
masculine ideologies that position males as being inherently aggressive towards women 
and girls (Connell, 1995; 1996). However, Amisi’s reference to boys’ “role in life” shows that 
traditional norms of masculinity remain deeply entrenched and that boys usually occupy 
contradictory positions as they navigate their masculine constructions. 

In the excerpt below, Thabiso suggested that not all boys were aggressive and 
confrontational but that the slightest provocation usually demanded retaliation. Some of the 
boys even formed gangs to combine their protective power: 

I am part of a gang that protects you. It doesn’t go around punching people, unless if a 
boy comes to my area and starts looking at me. I am a weak boy, because I don’t fight my 
own battles I call my group members (Thabiso). 

Anderson (2009) and Vetten (2000) also found that gang members are often male and that 
gangs are male dominated, with many young men and boys engaging in gang-related activities 
as a way of proving their manhood. This extract also highlights how boys are often put under 
pressure to conform to the prevailing dominant mode of masculinity (hegemony) (Shefer et 
al., 2008). In attempting to explain this tendency, Thabiso perceived himself as being “weak”, 
solely based on the belief that he did not protect or defend himself against others.
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The boys interviewed were aware of the ways in which gender norms are reinforced in 
schools. Siyamthanda stated it as a regular attitude when he said that younger boys were 
encouraged by other boys to defend themselves by using violence: 

If the big boy hurts the small boy, they will say that the small boy must do the same thing 
that he had done to him.

The boys also mentioned that there was an understanding that boys stand together against 
outsiders. Protection of their territory extended to the defence of boys from their school 
against boys from other schools. This often inexorably involved violent means, as evident in 
the following excerpts by Nkosi and Simphiwe: 

Like, let’s say you are going somewhere, then we are behind you and another boy from 
St. Angeline comes and hits you. We come and help you, so like that like we start we say 
‘hey boy come here we slap you’ (Nkosi).

Some of us protect each other and others. Me too, there’s people who I protect in school 
also. Like one boy says, ‘help us there are people bullying me’ and we say ‘hai, we 
coming’. Then we come as a squad and we start fighting. Like after school ma’am, we 
going another boy needs our help by Summerset School (Simphiwe). 

These extracts demonstrate friendship and camaraderie amongst school boys. It demonstrates 
how some boys in this study engaged in violence as a channel through which to protect and 
defend other boys in and around school. Courtenay (2000) points out that physical dominance 
and violence are easily accessible resources for the purpose of structuring, negotiating 
and sustaining masculinities. These two participants position themselves as protectors or 
defenders of other boys at their school; roles which can also be seen as displays of dominant 
masculine heterosexual behaviours. 

Furthermore, the excerpt shows that Simphiwe was willing to defend boys who may need 
his help, even if he could not do so alone. Drawing on the similar protective role of other boys, 
he enlisted their help to fight for him or others who were bullied. This is another way in which 
some boys in this study use violence as a way of protecting and defending others and how 
dominant gender and heterosexual ideologies have a negative impact on the lives of boys in 
and around school.

4.3 Fighting to mediate violence 
Masculinity theorists, such as Lindegger and Maxwell (2007), Peacock (2013), and Ratele 
(2015) seek to explain the pressure on boys and men to exhibit physical strength or 
toughness, including using violence to control others. They describe how such a framework 
tends to encourage them to be more likely to use violence as a first solution to confrontations. 
However, some of the boys in this study suggested that they first tried to negotiate for more 
peaceful solutions. 

Yes, even if a boy from outside hits a boy in our school we help him. We go to him, try to 
talk, but some of them they start like maybe they start to have an attitude [Siyamthanda].

It seems violence is not the first option, but it still becomes inevitable if the problem cannot be 
resolved amicably. 

https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v42i1.7187


922024 42(1): 92-97 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v42i1.7187

Perspectives in Education 2024: 42(1)

Many of the boys in the study showed a willingness to use other methods of conflict 
resolution. While they attempted to disrupt the norms of harmful masculinities, they felt trapped 
within the dominant versions of masculinity that expected them to be protectors. In the next 
excerpt, Nhanhla demonstrated a recognition that fighting and violence were undesirable by 
specifically prefacing his discussion with, “I don’t wanna lie.”

I don’t wanna lie. I also start with people, but I’ve stopped because I see, I’ve seen that if 
I start with them, I will hit them, so I stopped that, but I like to protect my friends. Like my 
friend Mfundo, they like hitting him so another boy called Junior he, well my friend teased 
him that he’s talking to another girl that’s his girlfriend, but this boy has a girlfriend. Now 
he wanted to hit him so I said, ‘you can’t hit him, you have to come before me. I’ll come 
and fight for him, so if you wanna fight with him come to me first and talk’. And then I told 
him, ‘look it was a mistake. Sorry’. I said everything for him, for my friend, and the boy 
said, ‘okay I understand’. I like protecting people because it’s like they are my friends 
when I need them they are there, so I have I have to show them that a friend is who you 
sometimes too you need in your life. 

Nhanhla also spoke about the need to protect his friends and the possibility of being able to 
speak about problems instead of fighting over them. However, the negotiation he described 
often included threats of violence. This also shows how Nhanhla, like many other boys, felt the 
responsibility to fulfil his role as a ‘protector’ or ‘defender’ towards his friends. This resonates 
with the work of Pronk et al. (2013), who argue that defenders usually seek to intervene when 
the victim is a friend of theirs. This also indicates some of the ways boys show love or care for 
their friends via their need to protect and/or defend them.

The boys who were quieter and did not react with aggression when provoked were often 
regarded as weak and needing protection. For example, Nkosi felt protective over a boy who 
did not seem to defend himself: 

Like Adrian, he’s not a person that argues or fights and all that. Like let’s say a teacher 
shouts at him he just keeps quiet he doesn’t say anything he doesn’t say, ‘oh no ma’am’. 
He just keeps quiet when the teacher pushes him. Well me, I care for him because, let’s 
say someone hits him I will go and jump for him because he is calm he doesn’t fight, 
maybe he can’t even fight so I’ll jump for him and stop the fight and all uhm because it’s 
not nice and because he can’t fight they just come because they want to hit him. 

He here mentions caring about and ‘jumping’ in to fight for another boy in an attempt to stop 
a fight. As some of the other boys said, ‘jumping’ in for someone meant fighting for them. 
This is consistent with the work of Coyne et al. (2017) and Rubinstein (2004), who assert 
that defenders are often males who use aggression or violence to protect victims from violent 
perpetrators and to hinder further offences. 

5. Conclusion and recommendations 
The findings from this study show that schools are social spaces where asymmetrical gender 
power relations are constantly enacted and reproduced. Although boys are implicated in much 
of the school violence, they are not always active producers of said violence. Some boys 
clearly understand violence as being detrimental to themselves and others, but participate 
in it as an unavoidable means to promote and uphold their perceived masculine roles as 
protectors and defenders.
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For boys, the implicit norms that guide behaviour are re-enacted and reinforced in the 
everyday life of the school. They see their roles as protectors and defenders as key to their 
masculine heterosexual constructions. As protectors and defenders, they assert dominance, 
sometimes through violent means. Even as mediators, they often resort to fighting violence 
with violence, thereby reproducing what they argue against. This demonstrates the conflicting 
implicit and explicit demands on boys sustained through sociocultural and institutional 
practices. Schools, therefore, need to engage in pedagogies and practices that encourage 
boys to reflect on their socialisation and openly challenge gender power hierarchies, which 
are harmful to themselves and to others (Reichert & Keddie, 2019).

The findings of the study show how boys are trapped within hetero-patriarchal norms that 
coerce them into violent expressions, even when they demonstrate care and friendship and 
even as a demonstration of care and friendship. It is necessary for schooling to facilitate active 
engagement with boys that opens up possibilities of broader constructions of masculinity that 
move away from narrow conceptualisations of gender.

Effective intervention in school violence thus requires a deeper understanding of the 
complex ways in which schoolboys construct and reconstruct themselves in the realms of 
gender, violence and (hetero)sexuality. This will include recognition and direct confrontation of 
the harmful gender norms which make boys both vulnerable to being victims and perpetrators 
of violence.

6. Limitations 
We do acknowledge that this study has several limitations. While the broader study in which 
this study is embedded used multiple methods of data production, the data used in this article 
were drawn solely from individual semi-structured interviews. However, this did provide 
insights into the individual perspectives of the boys in a space away from peer judgement. 

The sample comprised a small number of boys who volunteered to be part of the study. In 
the interviews, some spoke about themselves, and others attempted to explain the experiences 
and behaviour of boys in general. We do not intend generalisation beyond this sample and 
stress that the findings should not be taken to suggest the typicality of the practices described 
among these particular boys or other Black boys. It is also important to stress that this 
study focused on cisgender heterosexual relationships and reported such practices. Given 
the sensitivity of sexuality-related topics in primary school, we did not purposefully select 
participants who identify with non-normative gender and sexuality. Future research should 
rather involve a diverse sample with regard to race and sexuality.
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