COULD MY CHILD BE

LESBIAN OR GAY?
Information for parents and guardians
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Who is this booklet for?
This booklet is for parents and guardians of children that are
finding out about or coming to terms with their sexuality, for
example:
•
•
•

Your child is lesbian or gay.
You think your child may be lesbian or gay.
You would like to learn more about being lesbian or gay to
understand and support our child and other children in your
community.

Introducing this booklet
•
•
•

Your child has told you that he is gay or lesbian OR
You think that your daughter likes girls or your son fancies boys OR
You have seen different signs that make you wonder. Why is your
child so quiet? Is she unhappy? What about the gay magazines under
the mattress? Why does he show no interest in the ‘opposite sex’?

Important reminder:
If your son is a soft, effeminate boy, he is not necessarily gay. Or, if your
daughter has a tough, boyish side, she is not automatically a lesbian.
Whatever the situation, you may feel shocked, scared or guilty as a parent or
guardian. This is not the future you had in mind for your child.
You are not the only one. In every community, some parents experience
similar initial shock. However, you can learn to understand a bit more about
what your child is facing and what you can do.
This booklet gives you information, answers some of your questions, and
offers you tips on what to do and where to get some help.
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What does it mean to be lesbian or gay?
Just like all other relationships
Some people think that being lesbian or gay is just about who you have
sex with. Actually, it is about who you fall in love with, have close and
intimate relationships with, and share emotions with. In this sense, there is
no difference between lesbian or gay and heterosexual people. Being lesbian
or gay is a natural human feeling, just like… being heterosexual.
Being lesbian or gay means: Having romantic, sexual, intimate feelings for
a love relationship with someone of the same sex.

Discovering sexuality is a process
Discovering that you are lesbian or gay does not happen overnight. It is a
process that can take years. Most young lesbian and gay people realise their
sexuality as teenagers. Some have felt this way since they were little, but were
unable to understand. When friends or schoolmates start having their first
sexual encounters with people of the opposite sex, most young lesbian girls
and gay boys find out that they are different. This puts them in a difficult
position because most young people want to belong to a group, and be
accepted. Starting to discover that you are different can be very traumatic.

Sipho (23): “My grandmother said i couldnt do this to her because I am
a black person and only white people are gay. She passed away and now
I live with my brother. He knows.”
Vuyelwa (20): “My mum asked if I was a lesbian. I first denied it. Later
I told her. She said ‘ it is your life. If you are sure, I will support you.’”
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Development stages
From the point of view of your child, sexuality may develop in these possible
stages:
•

he/she has a vague idea of being ‘different’.

•

They wonder if they may be lesbian or gay--this usually comes with
shock and denial.

•

They start to realise that it could actually be true. They begin to
think about it, read about it and slowly it starts to think in. for many
young people, this can be a lonely and depressing time.

•

They begin to feel a sense of self-acceptance and tell someone else
for the first time--usually a very close person like a best friend or a
mother. This is called ‘coming out’.

•

They start to discover a new world, make new friends, and find a
first love.

Franklin (20): “I was raised by my granny. I told my mother and she
phoned my granny. My granny cried and told me i would get over it. I
told her it was not her fault and it is not a phase.”
Amanda (22): “My mum was angry with me and took me to an aunt
to be cured. I met my cousin there and she took me to gay bars, she
understood. So I never changed.”
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Challenges young people face
Not all young people go through these stages in the same way, and during
the different stages a lot can go wrong, for example:
•

Telling someone else can be so scary that your child delays
doing it.

•

Your child continues to live with a big secret--a secret about who
he/she really is.

•

Your child may experience feelings of loneliness, depression,
anxiety and even suicide.

•

As a teenager, kids have to deal with the extra burden of discovering
being lesbian or gay, together with other challenges kids face at that
age. For example: will I be able to find a job and support myself?
Will I find a partner?

Hilton (20): “At 17 I told my mum. She didn’t listen to me. Later we
were watching a TV programme about two black men who were having
sex with each other. She said ‘ kill them.’ I asked her if they should kill
me too and she said yes. These days I feel that she has made her decision
and I have made mine. I will not deny myself for someone who doesn’t
understand.”
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Questions and answers about your child’s sexuality

Is it just a phase?
If it is only a phase, you may think it will go away, and the dreams you have
for your child will still come true. In fact:
•

If you are heterosexual, your identity is part of who you are, who you
love and who you are intimate with.

•

The same goes for your lesbian or gay child--their sexuality is not a
matter of choice, but it is rather the true nature of your child.

Can my child still be happy?
Being lesbian or gay in itself doesn’t make your child unhappy. Lesbian
and gay people find life partners, start homes and even raise children.
Unfortunately, because of the attitudes towards lesbian and gay people, your
child can face challenges like depression, loneliness, verbal abuse and sexual
harassment from intolerant people.
Your child will cope better and live a happier life with:
•

Support from your family or others in your community, and

•

Being able to talk about any negative experiences.

What did I do wrong?
Most parents feel guilty when they find out that their child is gay. They
wonder what they did to cause this. It is important for you to know that:
•

Being lesbian or gay is not something you can prevent.

•

There are lesbian and gay children in all types of families.

•

Nobody knows exactly what ‘causes’ being lesbian or gay, but it
can never be simply something you did or did not do as a parent.
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Winifred (53): “I always had the feeling my son was quite different. He
was quite effeminate and didn’t fit in at school. When he told me he
was gay, I blamed myself because he was brought up without a father.
Now I know that it was not my fault. I had no idea what gay was. I was
stunned and I couldn’t believe it. I thought it was a phase. I learned it
slowly, it took me years. One time at my son’s birthday I fully accepted
it. I realised I won’t be a granny. But as long as he is happy, that is all
I want.”

Can my child be cured?
This question suggests that your child is sick. This is not true because being
lesbian or gay is not an illness:
•

Historically, some psychiatrists and doctors tried to show that
homosexuality was a mental illness, but they failed.

•

Since 1973, being lesbian or gay is no longer called an ‘illness’ by
the medical profession.

•

Even today there are people who will send their gay son or lesbian
daughter to a clinic or sangoma to be cured. If being lesbian or gay
was accepted by everyone, nobody would want to ‘cure’ it.

Does my son want to be a girl, or my daughter want
to be a boy?
Let’s take the example of gay boys who think they are or should be a girl to
love another boy. That is because you might think only boys and girls can be
together. So a boy must have a wish to change his sex, you think.
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In fact:
•

There is a big difference between being gay and wanting to
be a girl.

•

A boy can love another boy and still look like a boy, dress like a boy,
and talk like a boy.

Is being lesbian or gay against religion?
Most religions started a very long time ago, when having lots of children was
very important for people to survive. That is why the holy books mention
having sex only to have children. Sex between men is often dismissed and
sex between women is not mentioned. The holy books also say it is important
to have compassion.
In all religions, there is a difference between the texts and daily practice:
•

Some religious people ready the holy books literally, and are
therefore against lesbians and gays.

•

Others use the holy texts as an inspiration, but in daily life they
accept lesbian and gay people as human beings.

There are many lesbian and gay people who find a way to keep their faith and
be who they are. It usually takes time to get to that point, but it is possible.

Sonja (55): “I always say that God didn’t create straight people on the
first day and gay people on the second day. He created human beings.”
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What causes people to be lesbian or gay?
Some people wonder if being lesbian or gay is something you are born with
or something that you change into. Unfamiliar things, like being lesbian or
gay, raises the question of cause. It seems like knowing the cause makes it
easier for people to accept lesbian and gay people. Most people hope that it is
genetic as this may show that lesbian and gay people can’t help the way they
are, and are thus not to blame.
The answer to what causes someone to be lesbian, gay, bisexual or heterosexual
is impossible to give. There are some studies that suggest that there are genetic
influences, but these results are not conclusive. Most researchers these days
agree that any sexual orientation is a mixture of genes and social influences.
Whatever the cause, the reality is:
•

Lesbian and gay feelings are human feelings, and therefore natural.

•

Being lesbian or gay is a natural variation of human sexuality.

Did someone talk my child into it?
It is impossible to talk someone into being lesbian or gay. It is part of your
child’s nature--nobody can ‘make’ them gay, or ‘take their gayness out of
them.’
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Is being lesbian or gay unAfrican?
Many years of research show that between 5 and 10% of people in every
community are lesbian or gay. Yet, sometimes people think lesbian and gay
people only live in Europe or America. They think that in Africa, this does
not exist. This is not true. In South Africa today, lesbian and gay people live
in every community, whether they are ‘black’, ‘coloured’, ‘white’, or ‘Indian.’
Our constitution says that we are not allowed to discriminate against anyone
because of their sexual orientation:
•

Religious intolerance and negative attitudes from others still force
some lesbian and gay people to hide their sexuality.

•

As a result, some lesbian and gay people, including those living in
African communities, are less open about who they are in public.

13

Your dreams for your children

You love your children and you want the best for them. You may dream of
their future--getting educated, finding a spouse, settling down and starting
a family of their own. Above all, you want them to be happy.
When you hear that one of your children may be lesbian or gay, those dreams
can fall to pieces. It is important that you don’t ignore your feelings of loss.
You may also feel relief that you know what has been bothering your child.
You may feel ready to support your child’s new path in life.

Elizabeth (69): “I always had the feeling that there was something about
my son. He told us in a letter. I felt sad, but my husband told me not to
ignore him or throw him out of the house. I told him that as long as he
respects me, he will always be my son.”
Sonja (55): “I would like people to realise that a gay child that hides his
feelings, also hides all his talents and that is such a pity.”
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Your process of accepting your child’s sexuality

If you need it, you must allow yourself a period of grief and reconciliation:
•

Accepting a new future for your child can take time. It is just as
much a process for you as it is for your child.

•

Give yourself time, but try not to lose contact with your child.

You may struggle with questions like: what will the neighbours say? This
can be a real concern, especially for families who live in small, close knit
communities. It all starts with coming to terms with it yourself and accepting
your child.

Sonja (55): “She told me that she was not the daughter I wanted her to be, that
she couldn’t satisfy a man. I can’t understand that parents have a problem with
it. Everyone is created, and if you have a close relationship with your Creator,
you know that she is also one of His children. Nothing can change her. I accept
her sexual orientation. This is my child!”

Understand your own feelings and dealing with them is an important step
of acceptance!
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How you can respond to your child
Some tips to help you handle your feelings
Don’t ignore your feelings--they are real.
Write down how you feel. Remember: paper is patient and never judges you.
If you don’t know much about being lesbian or gay, educate yourself. Read
a magazine, find a book or watch a film. You can talk to a lesbian or gay
person you know or talk to someone at Triangle Project (see the end of this
booklet for referrals and resources).

Winifred (53): “I know a lot of my son’s friends. And 90% of their
parents don’t know. They are too scared to tell them. And I think that is
horrible, because you lose out on the relationship with your child. At the
end of the day it doesn’t matter what they are, they are our kids.”

How you can respond to your child
Accepting that they are lesbian or gay can be difficult for your child.
The first time your child tells somebody is a brave step:
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•

Most children understand that their parents will get a fright.

•

They may even expect you to be disappointed.

•

They may feel guilty ‘for doing this’ to you

•

Your child especially needs a listening ear. Sometimes you are the
first person they tell, sometimes not.

Make your child’s coming out a little easier
Your reaction to your child coming out and telling you about his/her
sexuality can be crucial to the further self acceptance of your child.
Each individual discovering his/her sexuality is a unique process. There are
no set rules and each young person has his/her own story to tell. So try to
open yourself up to your child’s individual story and experiences.

Elizabeth (69): “I went to the gay church of my son. I was a bit nervous
but I accepted everyone there and got closer to my son.”

Open up communication
•

Don’t be afraid to ask questions. As long as you are sincere and
you are not attacking, you will learn things yourself, and at the same
time, support your child.

•

Ask open ended questions, such as “Are you happy?”, “What are
you feeling?”, “Is something bothering you?”

Remember this:
•

Give your child space and time if he/she is not yet ready to talk.
Keep the door open, but don’t force your child to speak to you or
explain him/herself.

•

Respect your son or daughter’s privacy:

•

Your child must consent if you want to tell other people.

•

Explain who you want to talk to and ask for permission.
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Encourage your child to be open
Some parents accept the way their child is, but don’t allow open behaviour.
It may make you uncomfortable. If heterosexuals can display affection in
public, there is no reason why lesbian or gay people cannot. So, if your son
or daughter has a boyfriend or girlfriend, try to treat them like any other
young couple. Try to see this as part of your process of acceptance--or, at
least, think about it.

Some practical tips on how to respond to your child
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•

Allow yourself some time to deal with your own emotions. Make sure that
you are calm before you speak to your son or daughter.

•

Be ready to listen to your child. If you are very emotional, you can tell your
child that you want to think about it a bit and that you will speak to him/
her later.

•

Once you say that you would like to talk about it, keep your promise and
take the lead in setting up another time.

•

Your son or daughter may be looking for your approval. Don’t reject him/
her. If you can, tell your child that it is something that shocks you, but you
still love him/her.

•

Don’t tell your child you love him/ her if that is not the way you feel right
now. Your child will pick up that you are not sincere and that can make it
more difficult to bond in the future.

•

Think about the questions you want to ask, and make a list if this helps.
Check your list to see if your questions are too harsh.

•

Ask your child for information about being lesbian or gay if you don’t know
much about it.

•

Don’t force your child to come out to others.

•

Continue to treat your child like your other children. Don’t suddenly
change house rules.

•

Think about giving information to your son or daughter, eg useful articles,
websites, support groups.

•

See the end of this booklet for more on referrals and resources.

Remember: your child is still the same person-- he/she is not
suddenly a complete stranger after coming out to you!

Winifred (53): “There was nobody who explained to me what it meant.
I learned as I went along. He would talk to me about his feelings. I took
him to a psychologist and she asked me why I wanted to change him if he
didn’t want to change. One night he brought home a gay film and told
me ‘You are asking all these questions now you are going to sit here with
me and watch this film.’”
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Dealing with other people
What about other people knowing about your child’s sexual
orientation, eg your partner, other children, other family members
and friends?
Some tips on telling others
•

Do not tell other people unless you have your child’s consent.

•

Discuss with your child how sharing with other close people will
help create a more supportive home and social environment.

•

Talk about how you can support your child when telling other
people who may react sensitively or angrily, eg a father who doesn’t
yet know.

•

If you sense that your partner might not take it well, discuss lesbian
and gay issues generally first to check his/her feelings.

Elizabeth (69): “I told a friend. She told me later she had a night of
prayer for the whole family and for my son’s well being. I thanked her
for that.”
Sonja (55): “I told my family to accept my child unconditionally or to
lose us.”
Winifred (53): “I got support from my sister-in-law, my brothers and my
sisters. My mum didn’t know what ‘gay’ was. She used to say ‘That is my
grandson. He will grow up to be normal.’ But she loved him anyway.”
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School is an important environment where your child spends most of his/
her time. Schools can be very harsh environments. Young people can be
cruel to one another. A child that doesn’t fit into the school culture can have
a difficult time.
Being lesbian or gay is one of the most common reasons for youngsters to be
bullied, harassed and beaten. Schoolmates can give your child a hard time if
they think or know that he/she is lesbian or gay.

Taking action at school
•

If you think or find out that your child is having a hard time at school:

•

Talk to your son or daughter about what you think is happening.

•

Respect your child’s privacy before you do anything.

•

Ask his/her opinion and ask whether you should intervene.

Remember: Teachers can have negative feelings about lesbian and gay
people. If this happens, talk to the principal.
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Where to get more information
If you want more information about your child’s sexual orientation or get
more information for your child:
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•

You can call Triangle Project’s helpline: 021 712 6699, every
day from 13h00- 21h00. You will get help from trained and
experienced people.

•

Triangle Project can put you in contact with other parents of a
lesbian or gay child. If there is enough interest, a support group
for parents will start.

•

Your child can also call the helpline. Triangle Project offers
support groups, individual counseling services, social spaces and
information booklets for young people. Call 021 422 0255 to find
out more about these services.

•

Visit Triangle Project’s library. Open hours are Monday to Friday:
09h00- 16h00
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triangle project

2nd Floor, Leadership House
Cnr Burg and Shortmarket St, Cape Town
Tel: 021 422 0255
Email: info@triangle.org.za
www.triangle.org.za

Triangle Project is based in Cape Town.
We provide services and safe spaces to lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender people in the Western Cape.
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