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Abstract 

The #MenAreTrash movement has seen many strides and has gained much traction and support from 

society. Although societal issues of Gender-Based Violence (GBV) have been a concern predating 

the time of social media, the #MenAreTrash movement represents a more recent attempt to address 

the issues of GBV and Intimate Partner Violence (IPV). There are many ways in which young 

university-going men have been impacted by the movement, including influencing their perceptions 

of masculinity within a predominantly patriarchally defined society. Consequently, there is a 

continued need for the involvement of young university-going men in conversations addressing both 

the movement and psychosocial issues surrounding GBV. The study explored young university-

going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement, its influence on their behaviour, and its 

impact on their sense of masculinity. The study was situated in the notion that reality is constructed 

through social processes (constructionism), and that knowledge is best sought through interpreting 

peoples lived experiences and the meanings assigned to those experiences (interpretivism)These 

were explored through the transcendental phenomenology lens. Methodologically, this study 

employed an explorative qualitative approach, making use of individual interviews to collect data. 

The sample consisted of 12 young university-going men from a university in the Western Cape, 

recruited through purposive sampling. Ethics clearance was obtained from the Humanities and Social 

Sciences Research Ethics Committee (HSSREC – HS22/9/26). Data analysis for this study used a 

transcendental phenomenological technique called the Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method. The 

study found that men’s behaviour and sense of masculinity have been influenced by #MenAreTrash 

in ways that have led them to act more cautiously in spaces where women are present. Men have 

been more hesitant to engage with women due to fears of misperceptions. They have also raised 

important ways of reconnecting men and women establishing a common ground through dialogues 

and navigating ways to make society better for all. Young university-going men are more 

conscientised through #MenAreTrash on women’s struggles in society, and a call for all men to act. 
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This study recommends that more research ought to be conducted to expand the understanding of 

men, and through the research, indicate ways to increase men’s involvement in ending GBV and 

building a better society. Lastly, it advocates for NPOs and other organisations geared towards 

ending GBV to implement some of the key ways interviewees have suggested as solutions to build 

social cohesion among women and men – further increasing the engagement of men and boys in anti-

violence movements.  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



vi 
 

Table of Contents 

Chapter one: introduction ...................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Background to the study .............................................................................................................. 1 

1.2 Rationale ...................................................................................................................................... 3 

1.3 Problem statement ........................................................................................................................ 4 

1.4 Research question ........................................................................................................................ 5 

1.5 Aim of the study........................................................................................................................... 5 

1.6 Objectives .................................................................................................................................... 5 

1.7 Thesis structure ............................................................................................................................ 5 

Chapter two: literature review ............................................................................................................... 7 

2.1 New form of social justice ........................................................................................................... 7 

2.2 Abuse of power and the patriarchy .............................................................................................. 9 

2.3 Violence: as influenced by tradition, poverty, and alcohol use ................................................. 10 

2.5 Gender-based violence in Southern Africa ................................................................................ 11 

2.6 #HowWillIChange versus #NotAllMen: The divide amongst men on GBV/IPV movements .. 13 

Chapter three: methodology ............................................................................................ …………….15 

3.1 Research design ......................................................................................................................... 15 

3.2 Participants and sampling strategy............................................................................................. 16 

3.3 Data collection and procedures .................................................................................................. 18 

3.4 Transcendental phenomenological data analysis ....................................................................... 19 

3.4.1 The process of epochè ......................................................................................................... 20 

3.4.2 Horizontalisation ................................................................................................................. 23 

3.4.3 Transcendental-phenomenological reduction ..................................................................... 23 

3.4.4 The process of imaginative variation .................................................................................. 27 

3.4.5 The process of synthesis ..................................................................................................... 27 

3.5 Trustworthiness of the data ........................................................................................................ 28 

3.6 Ethics considerations ................................................................................................................. 28 

4.1 #MenAreTrash effects on masculinities and men's actions ....................................................... 32 

4.1.1 The confusion brought on by the hashtag ........................................................................... 33 

4.1.2 Being reluctant to engage in interactions with the opposite sex ......................................... 35 

4.1.3 Cautious expressions of masculinities ................................................................................ 36 

4.1.4 How masculinities have negatively been affected .............................................................. 39 

4.1.5 How generalisation hinders engagement between men and women .................................. 40 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



vii 
 

4.1.6 How masculinities have been positively affected ............................................................... 41 

4.2 The need for dialogue in addressing issues raised by #MenAreTrash ....................................... 43 

4.2.1 The importance of establishing a common ground ............................................................. 43 

4.2.2 The development of a counter-narrative ............................................................................. 45 

4.2.3 The importance of cultivating conversations among men. ................................................. 46 

4.2.4 Actively listening is an important role men must play ....................................................... 48 

4.3 The awareness of self and realisations developed through the movement ................................ 50 

4.3.1 Self-awareness birthed through the movement ................................................................... 50 

4.3.2 Realising what the aim of the hashtag is ............................................................................. 51 

4.3.3 The importance of taking accountability ............................................................................ 53 

4.3.4 The importance of power dynamics .................................................................................... 55 

4.4 Masculinities and manhood ....................................................................................................... 56 

4.4.1 Religion-centred masculinity .............................................................................................. 57 

4.4.2 Fluid masculinity ................................................................................................................ 58 

4.4.3 The influence of key male figures ...................................................................................... 59 

4.4.4 The struggles of being a man in South Africa .................................................................... 61 

Chapter five: discussion ....................................................................................................................... 64 

5.1 The significance of cross-sex conversations .............................................................................. 64 

5.2 The rise of mutual responsibility ............................................................................................... 66 

5.3 Facing fears and navigating confusion ...................................................................................... 69 

5.4 Being a man: the grounding factors ........................................................................................... 70 

5.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 75 

Chapter six: conclusions: significance, limitations, recommendations for future research, and 
implications for intervention and policy .............................................................................................. 77 

6.1. Significance of the study ........................................................................................................... 77 

6.2. Limitations and recommendations ............................................................................................ 77 

6.3 Implications for interventions and policy .................................................................................. 78 

References ............................................................................................................................................. xi 

Appendix A: information sheet ....................................................................................................... xxvi 

Appendix B: privacy notice ............................................................................................................... xxx 

Appendix C: consent form ............................................................................................................. xxxii 

Appendix D: interview schedule .................................................................................................... xxxiv 

Ice-breaking questions: .............................................................................................................. xxxiv 

Demographic information: ......................................................................................................... xxxiv 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



viii 
 

Content questions: ..................................................................................................................... xxxiv 

Concluding questions: ............................................................................................................... xxxvi 

Debriefing questions: ................................................................................................................. xxxvi 

Appendix E: HSSREC ethical clearance ....................................................................................... xxxvii 

Appendix F: data collection advertisement................................................................................... xxxviii 

 

  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



ix 
 

Abbreviations 

DMP - Data Management Policy 

FOMEN - Focus on Men 

GBVF-NSP - The Gender-based Violence and Femicide National Strategic Plan  

GBV - Gender-Based Violence  

HSSREC - Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee  

IPV - Intimate Partner Violence 

NPC - Non-Profit Company 

POPIA - Protection of Personal Information Act 

SSA – Sub-Saharan Africa  

SGJ - South Africa’s Sonke Gender Justice 

  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



x 
 

List of Tables and figures 

Table 1: The demographic characterisation of participants  

Table 2: Coding sample 

Table 3: Thematic sample 

Figure 1: Graphic thematic diagram

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



1 
 

Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Background to the study 

Gender-based violence (GBV) is a global phenomenon predominantly affecting women, 

children, and vulnerable groups in all contexts (John et al., 2020; Muluneh et al., 2020; 

Theuretzbacher et al., 2021). Some authors refer to GBV as the violent expression of toxic 

masculinities and the exploitation of power rooted in gender inequalities, typically perpetrated by 

men and boys, with many victims being women and girls (Crooks et al., 2019; Dlamini, 2021; 

Theuretzbacher et al., 2021). This violence is expressed in multiple forms, such as physical, sexual, 

emotional, verbal, financial, and psychological abuse. These forms of abuse can occur in an 

individual’s private life, involving one’s romantic partner, family members, or acquittances, and can 

also manifest in public, where strangers may be perpetrators (Muluneh et al., 2020). The pervasive 

nature of GBV in various contexts across the world has culminated in widespread movements that 

are, by and large, channelled through social media platforms such as X (formerly known as Twitter). 

These movements #MeToo (Garcés, 2021; PettyJohn et al., 2019), #AmInext (Mokgwathi, 2021), 

#TimesUp (Nutbeam & Mereish, 2021), and #MenAreTrash (Tanaka, 2019) and others alike, seek to  

highlight the impact of GBV on victims and serve as a call to action, while putting pressure on legal 

and social structures to change and drive the agenda forward for social justice and legislation change 

(Cotter & Savage, 2019; Stanley & Devaney, 2017).  

However, Flood (2019) notes that in a survey conducted in the United States (US) on men 

aged 18-55, 41% reported having not heard of the #MeToo movement. This sheds light on men’s 

lack of awareness of efforts to address the violent behaviours towards women and the social and 

psychological consequences for survivors of GBV. This lack of awareness highlights the numerous 

forms of resistance that men express, especially older men towards anti-GBV initiatives (Flood, 

2019). In South Africa, D’Avanzato et al. (2022) expressed how the #MenAreTrash movement calls 
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for men to be part of the conversation around GBV. However, they have observed that the hashtag 

seemingly detracts men from engaging in the conversation, and as such seems to be an ineffective 

way of engaging men as allies. This speaks to how men, although they might be aware of these 

movements, will either disengage in conversations about them or simply not take part in them. This 

lack of success in working with males may be attributable to the movements and initiatives' 

unintended consequence of alienating and shunning the same men they seek to be collaborating 

within the battle against GBV. For instance, some men regard the movement as alienating them due 

to them being men (D'Avanzato et al., 2022). This suggests that for men to engage in these 

conversations and take an active and central part in the eradication and prevention of GBV, there 

ought to be certain conditions and terms in place that enable ongoing and conducive participation. 

For example, working collaboratively with men and men’s organisations in finding avenues for 

fighting GBV might yield more strategies that are perceived as more inclusive and less alienating 

(Crooks et al., 2018; Flood, 2019 ; Theuretzbacher et al., 2021). 

Globally, several organisations are at the forefront of these interventions. For instance, South 

Africa’s Sonke Gender Justice (SGJ) and FOMEN (Focus on Men) in Europe are notable examples. 

The SGJ employs its efforts to address violence among South African men through the provision of 

psycho-educational workshops and interventions, conducting research to challenge and inform policy 

change, and seeking to involve men in terms of these interventions (Crooks et al., 2018; Goerge, 

2020; Peacock, 2013). FOMEN addresses issues of gender roles, violence, and GBV 

(Theuretzbacher et al., 2021) in the European context. FOMEN particularly focuses on male refugees 

and migrants through workshops and psychosocial support and promotes violence prevention and 

alternative and healthier forms of masculinities, such as caring and empathetic masculinities (Ratele, 

2016; Theuretzbacher et al., 2021). Despite these interventions, the scourge of GBV in South Africa 

has continued unabated, with feminist movements expressing themselves in raising awareness of 

violence against women. For example, the #MenAreTrash movement in South Africa began gaining 
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popularity and building momentum in 2017 following the murder of Karabo Mokoena (aged 22) by 

her ex-boyfriend Sandile Mantsoe, who is currently serving a 32-year prison sentence (Fagbadebo, 

2021; van Graan, 2021).  

The movement gained further traction when similarly heinous acts of violence and murders 

claimed the lives of Leighandre Jegels (25), Uyinene Mrwetyana (19) and Jesse Hess (19), to 

mention a few (Barolsky & Halley, 2021; D’Avanzato et al, 2021; Tanaka, 2019). All these women 

were very young at the time of their passing, and some of them were university students at the 

University of Cape Town (Mrwetyana) and the University of the Western Cape (Hess) (Harris, 2021; 

Ndlovu et al., 2020). GBV has seemingly been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic through the 

restrictions put in place to curb the spread of the virus, such as hard lockdowns (Caristia et al., 2020). 

This entailed restricted movement and enforcement of staying at home. During this time, there has 

reportedly been an aggravation of the deeply entrenched social issue of GBV, both globally and 

within the South African context (Dlamini, 2021; John et al., 2020; Muluneh et al., 2020; Rieger et 

al., 2022; Theuretzbacher et al., 2021). For example, in countries like France, Cyprus, Singapore, 

Argentina, Canada, Germany, Spain, the United Kingdom (UK) and the US, since the beginning of 

their respective national lockdowns, there was a reported 25% to 33% increase in domestic violence 

cases being reported (Dlamini, 2021). 

In South Africa, the national helpline for abused women and children received over 120,000 

domestic violence calls within the first three weeks of the hard lockdown (Mbunge, 2020). This high 

prevalence in cases could be attributed to various factors such as close contact, which may have 

reignited and further exacerbated relational strife, especially within the context of unstable home 

environments (Abdullah et al., 2021; Piquero et al., 2021). 

1.2 Rationale 
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GBV remains a pervasive and central issue in South Africa and globally (Colpitts, 2014; 

Dlamini, 2021; Enaifoghe et al., 2021;  Kempen, 2019). Numerous movements have been formed in 

response to the rising cases of GBV, one of which is the #MenAreTrash movement. However, it has 

been demonstrated and argued that the inclusion of men in these movements is crucial for real 

change and progress in society (Bailey, 2015). The core rationale is to include men and encourage 

their participation in violence prevention and eradication efforts. While this is indeed true, it is 

equally important to understand men’s current psychological and social underpinnings, such as their 

perceptions, and feelings about #MenAreTrash, as this will provide valuable insights for informing 

interventions aimed at combating GBV. Therefore, exploring young university-going men’s 

perceptions and feelings regarding the #MenAreTrash movement and including them in engagements 

of these social issues is the strength of the current study.  

1.3 Problem Statement 

Research has shown the importance of engaging men in GBV prevention and the negative 

impact of violence on society when GBV is unaddressed (Muluneh et al., 2020; Sommer et al., 

2013). This study aimed to not only explore the perceptions that young university-going men hold 

regarding the #MenAreTrash movement but also to contribute to the existing advocacy efforts and 

literature by shedding light on their perspectives regarding such movements in South Africa.  

These perceptions are made evident through a transcendental phenomenology lens, which 

explores the connection between the individual and the world/environment (Noetic-noematic 

schema), and how the world and its ways are unique to the individual (Sheehan, 2014). Given that 

these movements and related debates are seemingly dispersed on social media platforms which tends 

to favour the younger demographic, the primary exploration of this phenomenon is being explored 

with young university-going men. Due to the difficulty of involving men and their seeming 

opposition to these movements, this study aimed to explore and determine their perspectives and 
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fundamental experiences of the movement to better inform interventions and other related initiatives 

aimed at addressing GBV. 

1.4 Research Question 

What are young university-going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement and the 

impact thereof on their masculinity? 

1.5 Aim of the Study 

The study aimed to explore young university-going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash 

movement and the impact thereof on their masculinity. 

1.6 Objectives 

The following objectives were designed to guide the study: 

1. To explore young university-going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement. 

2. To explore how young university-going men’s behaviours may have been impacted by the 

#MenAreTrash movement.  

3. To explore the impact of the #MenAreTrash movement on their masculinity. 

1.7 Thesis Structure 

         This thesis is outlined through multiple chapters, each one exploring key aspects of the study. 

Chapter one explored some background contextualisation of the #MenAreTrash movement, what the 

study aimed/sought to achieve, and the important contribution it seeks to make in relation to efforts 

to combat GBV. Chapter two, the literature review, discusses previous research around the 

#MenAreTrash movement, exploring it various nuances such as the counter hashtags (#NotAllMen), 

and the hashtags on support (#MeToo and #HowWillIChange). Chapter three, the study’s 

methodology, outlines the procedures that were undertaken to collect data and offers insights into the 

study’s design, participant selection, and ethical considerations. Chapter four presents the findings 
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and results of the study. This chapter details how the transcribed data was analysed, and how the 

themes, along with their relevant subthemes were fleshed out. Chapter five, the discussion of the 

study, serves as the culmination of the research process, where the findings from the interpreted data 

are synthesized with existing literature and drawing on the theoretical framework of transcendental 

phenomenology to delve deeper into the themes that emerged. Chapter six outlines how the present 

study concludes, by stating its significant contribution to the literature, what it was limited by when 

conducting the study, what it recommends future research in this area of study ought to focus on, and 

lastly, what possible policy implementations and interventions could be enacted from the insights 

discovered in this study.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

The dynamics in society that affect men and women, and how they interact with one another 

are explored below. More specifically some of the difficulties between them, and the systems such as 

tradition, culture, and powers of patriarchy, lead to the creation of perpetual misunderstandings 

among the two and inequalities – further creating barriers between men and women. Throughout 

these societal struggles of women being abused and women standing up against injustices, there have 

been multiple social justice movements that are in effect, such as the #MenAreTrash and #MeToo 

movements. In this chapter, the above will be explored, alongside how men have interacted with the 

movements (#HowWillIChange and #NotAllMen) and how, through engaging previous literature, 

have thought and felt about these movements. More importantly, this study is a contextually South 

African effort to understand young university-going men and their perceptions of GBV and 

#MenAreTrash. In this literature, the South African context will be painted to provide a wider 

understanding of the issues of violence against women (GBV/IPV).  

2.1 New Form of Social Justice 

Since its rise, social media has become one of the prominent mediums of activism used by 

many movements today (Li et al., 2021; Rogan & Budgeon, 2018; Turley & Fisher, 2018). This new 

form of social justice is known as ‘hashtag activism’, where social media is used as a tool for social 

change (Jouet, 2018; Mueller et al., 2021; PettyJohn et al., 2019). This has given rise to, and 

recognition of, many social movements that fight against and advocate for policies and specific 

measures to be taken by society (Goetz & Jenkins, 2018; Haas, 2021; Mendes et al., 2018; Weldon, 

2019). Haas (2021) examines some of these initiatives in her book on policymaking in Chile, where 

63 bills have been passed, courtesy of online social movements, in the last two decades. Women's 

rights, labour and marriage legislation, health and reproductive rights, and educational opportunities 
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were all stressed in these bills (Haas, 2021). Predicated within the drive of social media activism, so 

too are issues related to GBV and IPV.  

A common theme throughout these movements that aim to end all forms of GBV is the 

absence of male participation, and there is a growing need to incorporate more men in the struggle 

for justice and advocacy. Some of the more predominant movements that have developed and gained 

significant traction on social media include #MeToo (Garcés, 2021; PettyJohn et al., 2019); #AmInext 

(Mokgwathi, 2021); #TimesUp (Nutbeam & Mereish, 2021); and #MenAreTrash (Tanaka, 2019). 

The #MeToo movement began in Hollywood, gaining momentum around the sex scandal involving 

the then-celebrated executive movie producer Harvey Weinstein. Weinstein was convicted and 

charged for a long-standing history and recurring incidents of sexual assault and coercion on 

emerging female actors in exchange for a particularly prominent role in a TV show (Jaffe, 2018). 

This hashtag, like many others, formed when some female actors, Rose McGowan and Ashley Judd, 

and others, spoke out and accused Weinstein of sexual assault. Over time, multiple other female 

actors, namely, Lupita Nyong’o, Uma Thurman, Brit Marling, Salma Hayek, Daryl Hannah, 

Annabella Sciorra, and Cara Delevigne, began speaking up through the hashtag (Finley, & Johnson, 

2019; Jaffe, 2018). Although this movement began to address sexual harassment in the world of 

Hollywood, it culminated in a broader movement of women speaking up on men of influence and 

power, and the misuse thereof to inflict abuse on women (Wexler et al., 2019).  

All these movements serve to highlight the impact of GBV on victims; they also serve as a 

call to action, aim to apply pressure on legal and social structures that are needed to effect change in 

mindsets and drive a broader transformative agenda for social justice and legislation on matters about 

violence towards women (Cotter & Savage, 2019; Stanley & Devaney, 2017). However, despite 

these advances in creating public awareness about GBV and highlighting the need for change in 

attitudes and mindsets, Flood (2019) notes, in a survey conducted in the US on men aged 18-55, that 

41% had not heard of the #MeToo movement. This shed light not merely on men's lack of awareness 
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of violent behaviours and their social, physical and psychological consequences on the survivors of 

GBV, but also on whether the messaging about GBV speaks only about men’s role in violence 

against women (instead of speaking to them). 

2.2 Abuse of Power and the Patriarchy 

 The dynamics in the Harvey Weinstein case are a clear indicator of abuse of one's power in 

space – further linked to how patriarchy is entrenched in society. Abuse of power can be defined as 

taking unjust exploitation of individuals, organisations, or government by misusing the authority 

granted by one’s position (Auchter et al., n.d.). This abuse of power can often take the form of 

economic and occupational crimes, and public or private corruption (Auchter et al., n.d.). This abuse 

of power can take many forms and expressions, but one that has led to movements such as #MeToo is 

primarily coercing females to engage with them sexually (Feltoe, 2018).  

One of the underlying factors that place women in a space where they need men in positions 

of power to provide them with opportunities and access to showcase their talents and skills is 

patriarchy. Hadi (2019) states that patriarchy is explored in multiple ways to begin defining its 

complexity. Some speak on how it is rooted in male power and ideology, rooting it to a 

psychological symbolic power made manifest through social systems, such as relations between men 

and women, and hierarchical ordering (Hadi, 2019). Through the expressions of patriarchy and its 

instilled systems, it has developed into an institution that has formal and informal prescriptions for 

humans in a society where it favours males over females (Brännmark, 2022).  

Hadi (2019), in a study on how patriarchy and its values are embedded in Pakistan, highly 

contributes to the GBV behaviours. These GBV behaviours of honour killings, forced marriages, and 

dowry murder have been maintained and defended through the guise of cultural and religious 

practices (Hadi, 2019). A key finding showed that GBV is used to instil compliance in women, and 
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further maintain the patriarchal society that is expressed through the religious and cultural set-up 

(Hadi, 2019).  

 The link of patriarchy to maleness and power, and ultimately the abuse of that power 

indicates that there are deeper issues at play, that ought to be explored.   

2.3 Violence: as Influenced by Tradition, Poverty, and Alcohol use 

There are several studies conducted exploring some men’s thoughts and perceptions of 

violence. These studies go beyond hashtag activism, as they explore men’s perceptions of violence in 

the context of tradition, poverty, alcohol, and drug use. The first study, exploring the impacts of 

tradition, was by Pun and colleagues (2020), they conducted a study on Nepali men and their views 

on domestic violence, they found that some men viewed violence as a ‘necessary part of enforcing 

discipline’ in their families; others opposed the use of domestic violence, and others expressed their 

sense of unease over how common violence was in families and households. It is worth noting that 

the coercive control in which violence is deemed as a form of ‘discipline’, is perpetrated by men’s 

investment in gendered normativity and the trans-generation of the construction of masculinity 

(Downes et al., 2019; Pun et al., 2020). In other words, men who still hold the traditional ideas of 

what a man is (dominant), what a man does not do (e.g., to cry), and the solidified gender roles 

played, perpetuate some of the coercive control men may express at times (Neilson et al., 2020).   

In exploring the dynamics of how poverty plays a part in violence, a study conducted by 

Kaeflein (2013) investigated men’s perceptions of GBV in the South African township of Alexandra, 

Gauteng province. It revealed that some men expressed how commonplace the incidents of violence 

were, and how, in many instances, they were no longer fazed by them (Kaeflein, 2013). These acts 

were often perpetuated and exacerbated by using alcohol and drugs (Renzetti et al., 2018; Swahn et 

al., 2018). Other men spoke of how financial issues lead to GBV, for instance, quarrelling about 

financial issues and how these quarrels can lead to violence (Kaeflein, 2013). Another important 
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factor that men expressed in this study was their cultural influences, stipulating how they were raised 

with a sense of superiority over women (Kaeflein, 2013). This suggests that men who engage in 

GBV have less equitable views on ideas of manhood and womanhood and their roles (Sikweyiya et 

al., 2020). Therefore, highlighting, to some degree, why these violent acts still occur, and why some 

men have not fully embraced the movements (Makama et al., 2019).   

The complex relationship between men and women can easily become more intense, as a 

result of the introduction of alcohol. A study conducted by Sommer et al. (2013) on boys’ and young 

men’s perspectives on violence, noted that many of these participants were perturbed by the violence 

around them, and through their discussions, many of the above-observed causes of violence were 

expressed. Through these young men and boys’ awareness and how uneasy the violence made them 

feel, they did not despair and lose hope, but rather highlighted areas where change could be 

implemented and provided some recommendations including the interventions focussing on the 

eradication of excessive drinking in communities (Sommer et al., 2013). This recommendation is due 

to the effects that drug use has on individuals' behaviours, stemming from significant impairment in 

judgements, emotional regulation and decision-making, which in turn correlates with alcohol use and 

violence (Renzetti et al., 2018; Swahn et al., 2018). Therefore, certain efforts ought to be put in place 

to reduce alcohol consumption, which subsequently reduces violence itself. Given that no one 

approach can truly eradicate violence in households and communities, multiple approaches ought to 

be used in conjunction. One such approach would perhaps include the exploration of the subjective 

experiences of young men in higher education institutions, and beyond, about feminist movements 

that fight GBV and femicide and the role they (as men) think they can play in the broader 

conversation about how to turn the tide against violence that besiege communities.  

2.5 Gender-Based Violence in Southern Africa   
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According to Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) pre-COVID-19 statistics, 35.5% of women globally 

have been victims of romantic sexual violence or IPV (Muluneh et al., 2020). About 14% of women 

worldwide have reportedly experienced sexual assault at the hands of someone other than a romantic 

partner, and up to 38% of female homicides worldwide are the result of an intimate relationship 

(Muluneh et al., 2020). Close to 18% of women and girls between the ages of 15 and 49 who have 

never been in a relationship had been subjected to intimate partner abuse in the previous 12 months 

(Allen, 2018; Muluneh et al., 2020). To understand these statistics in more detail, Hooks (2014) 

states that all acts of aggression in a society that takes place between the dominant and the 

dominated, the powerful and the powerless, are intrinsically related to violence. The Western 

philosophical idea of hierarchical rule and coercive authority is the fundamental cause of violence 

against women, adult violence against children, and all other forms of violence between those who 

are dominant and those who are dominated, even though male supremacy encourages the use of 

abusive force to maintain male dominance over women (Hooks, cited in Allen, 2018).  

The hashtag activism is a more recent approach to fighting the social injustices that are faced 

by women, which stem from GBV. SSA has one of the highest prevalence rates in the world, with 

33% of women between the ages of 15-49, having been victims of IPV at least once in their lifetime 

(Wado et al., 2021). The increased prevalence rate indicates the dire state and the worsening 

conditions women and young girls live in. The most highly documented prevalence rates of IPV 

were physical (25.87%) and emotional (29.40%) and violent sexual behaviour (18.75%) (Dlamini, 

2021). To attain the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that would result in long-lasting 

changes in women's health, there is a view proposing that integrated mitigation strategies to 

minimize GBV in SSA, and arguably the rest of the continent, should concentrate primarily on IPV 

(Dlamini, 2021).  

GBV remains a central issue within the South African context (Colpitts, 2014; Dlamini, 2021;  

Enaifoghe et al., 2021; Kempen, 2019), with numerous movements having been formed in response 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



13 
 

to the recurring incidents of GBV and femicide, it has been argued that the inclusion of men in these 

movements might bring about real change and progress in society (Bailey, 2015). The core rationale 

is to begin the process of including men in the conversations through a very important aspect of 

understanding men’s current psychological and social underpinnings, such as their perceptions, and 

feelings about these movements, particularly #MenAreTrash, to better understand and potentially 

inform interventions that seek to address GBV.  

2.6 #HowWillIChange versus #NotAllMen: The Divide Amongst Men on GBV/IPV Movements 

There was a reaction by men towards these movements which culminated in the form of other 

hashtags such as #HowWillIChange and #NotAllMen, that support and are somewhat against 

movements that seek to address GBV/IPV respectively (Hayes & Luther, 2018; PettyJohn et al., 

2019). On the one hand, men who were informed and aware of the #MeToo movement expressed 

solidarity through hashtags such as #HowWillIChange. It was created particularly for men who 

sought to change their behaviours to dismantle rape culture and other ways in which their behaviours 

may have sustained rape culture, and sexual harassment (PettyJohn et al., 2019). Rape culture is 

referred to as an ideology that is ubiquitously known to effectively provide support and/or excuses 

for acts of sexual violence (Johnson & Johnson, 2021). Many X users admitted their participation in 

the toxic manifestation of masculinity with one saying “#HowIWillChange Recognize we, as men, 

have all taken part and perpetrated in the toxic culture we live in and it’s our duty to learn/grow” 

(PettyJohn et al., 2019, p. 614). While the hashtag #NotAllMen was formed in the contestation of 

movements like #MeToo. #NotAllMen came forth as a rebuttal to movements such as #MeToo and 

#MenAreTrash to speak against these movements that ‘not all men’ engage and are responsible for 

rape culture, violent and misogynistic behaviour against women and children (Jones et al., 2022). 

The reactions of men who support #NotAllMen culminated in strong reactions against other men who 

supported #HowIWillChange with statements such as “#HowIWillChange is for men without 

testicles” (PettyJohn et al., 2019, p. 615). These social changes and movements have been received 
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differently by men who display the hegemonic or dominant form of masculinity held in high regard 

by society (Graaff & Heinecken, 2017). Some men have heeded the social justice call and shifted 

how they act and carry themselves in society (e.g., #HowWillIChange).  

On the other hand, some men have taken on hypermasculinity ideals (e.g., #NotAllMen). 

Graaff and Heinecken (2017) describe these ideals as toughness, hostile resistance, and strength 

which all lead to high rates of violence and aggression. These hypermasculinities are typically 

expressed through beliefs that danger brings excitement, that violence is optimal in asserting one’s 

dominance, and reckless sexual behaviours and attitudes (Graaff & Heinecken, 2017). Consequently, 

this shows poor regard for women's rights and well-being (Graaff & Heinecken, 2017). These 

perceptions and expressions are made evident through a transcendental phenomenology lens, which 

explores the connection between the individual and the world (Noetic-noematic schema), and how 

the world and its ways are unique to the individual (Sheehan, 2014). It is therefore vital to explore 

the perceptions of young university-going men around movements like #MenAreTrash, to 

incorporate knowledge gained through these narratives in bolstering the social fight against GBV. 

 The literature demonstrates that there is still a hefty amount to be done in addressing issues of 

GBV and IPV. Moreso, the role men play in it all. Previous studies show that patriarchy, along with 

tradition, and socioeconomic factors such as poverty, alongside drug use, make the eradication of 

violence in society, especially amongst women difficult. Through hashtag activism, and actions 

taken by social justice and organisations, progress is being made, but male involvement has been 

limited. This paper explores that aspect in the literature – why men are not involved much in 

movements geared towards ending GBV. To better understand why they do not engage, this study 

will explore their perceptions towards one of the movements – #MenAreTrash.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

The study used the qualitative methodological framework to delve into young university-

going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement. It also employed social constructionism 

according to which there is an external reality, but that reality is only perceivable via the lens of the 

human mind and socially constructed meanings (Al-Saadi, 2014). It goes on to say that there are only 

approximate or estimated observations or views of reality (Al-Saadi, 2014). In this epistemological 

viewpoint, social actors continuously complete social phenomena and their meanings. These are 

generated by social interaction and are constantly revised through these interactions (Amineh & Asl, 

2015). Ontologically, the study aimed to be rooted in an interpretivist perspective, as this approach 

allows for all knowledge to be based on individuals’ experiences, making it subjective and connected 

to the natural environments in which these people live (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020; Hiller, 2016). 

Interpretivism knowledge is created through investigating and comprehending the social worlds of 

the individuals being researched, and it is viewed as personal, subjective, and distinctive to the 

participants (Al-Saadi, 2014). The “mental orientations to learning” (noesis) (Sheehan, 2014, p. 12), 

or ways of making sense of their societal surroundings (noema), are what transcendental 

phenomenologists refer to as the noesis/noema framework (Sheehan, 2014). 

3.1 Research Design 

 In investigating and understanding the above-mentioned, this study used an exploratory 

research approach, where the study made use of in-depth interviews to collect and explore this 

research area (Lowe et al., 2016). The study aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of young 

university-going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement and its impact on their 

masculinity. This approach allowed for the exploration of participants’ perceptions or essence of 

their experiences of the #MenAreTrash movement. Extrapolating this essence was further enhanced 

by adopting the position of a tabula rasa, or a blank slate, and using the participants' experiences to 
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grasp the core of a phenomenon (Neubauer et al., 2019). As a result, the follow-up questions for the 

study participants are based on their replies rather than asking them leading questions.  

3.2 Participants and Sampling Strategy 

Participants in the study included young university-going men from a university in the 

Western Cape, South Africa who were individually interviewed. According to Bonnie et al. (2015), 

young adults are people between the ages of 18 and 26 years. This age range is further supported by 

Higley (2019), stating that between the ages of 18 and 25 years, young adulthood is a distinctive 

developmental stage. For this study, the young university-going men were aged between 17 and 25. 

They were a diverse group of men from various institution faculties, consisting of undergraduate and 

postgraduate males. The majority of the study's participants fell within the above-recommended 

range, except for one who was 17 at the time of the interview. Peltzer et al., (2008), in a study on 

Xhosa male initiation practices, noted the age of the participants ranged from 16-26 years. As such, 

once one has undergone the entire cultural practice, one is deemed a man (indoda), and no longer 

treated as a boy (inkwenkwe) (Magodyo et al., 2017; Mavundla et al., 2009; Mfecane, 2016; Peltzer 

et al., 2009). Therefore, out of respect for the participant’s journey to manhood, and his isiXhosa 

culture, the 17-year-old was included as part of the study, as he was already a Xhosa man capable of 

independently making his own decisions and choices.  

 Creswell (2013) recommends 5 to 25 participants for phenomenological investigations, with 

an average of 15 (cited in Owusu Sarfo et al., 2021). Furthermore, in a study conducted by Guest et 

al. (cited in Francis et al., 2010), which conducted 60 interviews, it was found that 97% of the 

pertinent codes were identified within the first 12 interviews. The study also noted that data 

saturation was reached between 7 and 12 interviews (Guest et al, cited in Francis et al., 2010). With 

this in mind, this study included 12 participants. During the data collection process, as the stories 

unfolded, the data indicated increasingly that data saturation was reached, especially closer to the last 
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few interviews, as such, it was determined that no further recruitment was required. Participants for 

the study were recruited through purposive sampling procedures.  

The table below illustrates some demographic information of the interviewees who took part 

in the study. This demographic information included their pseudonyms, relationship status, study 

programmes, and their ages.  

Table 1.  

The demographic characteristics of participants (N=12) 

Interview

ees 

(Pseudon

yms) 

Age  Year of study 

(programme) 

Year/s of hearing 

about 

#MenAreTrash 

Relationship status 

Xola 19 1st year (Arts and 

Humanities) 

2019-2020 Single  

Thomas 21 3rd year (Chemical 

Sciences) 

2018-2019 Single 

Edward 23 1st year (BCom Hons in 

information systems) 

2016-2017 Single  

Jay 25 2nd year (MA 

Anthropology) 

2017-2018 In a relationship 
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Peter 21 Final year (BCom, 

majoring in finance and 

economics) 

2017-2018 Single 

 

Raymond  22 Final year (BA, 

majoring in Psychology, 

Geography, and women 

and gender studies) 

2022 In a relationship  

Themba  20 2nd year (BCom Law) 2019-2020 In a relationship 

 

Sibusiso 17 1st year (Biotechnology) 2020 Single  

Riyaad 19 1st year (Occupational 

therapy) 

2018 Single  

Thabo 25 Final year (LLB) 2017-2018 Single  

Kevin 19 1st year (BA, 

psychology major) 

2021-2022 Single  

Sipho 18 1st year (BCom general) 2019 Single 

 

3.3 Data Collection and Procedures 
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Ethics clearance for the study was granted by UWC’s Human Social Sciences Research 

Ethics Committee (HSSREC), and institutional permission from the Office of the University 

Registrar was received. The process of data collection began in April 2023 and was concluded in 

September 2023. As mentioned, participants of this study were selected through purposive sampling 

by being young university-going men who were accessible and willing to participate in the study. 

Participants were interviewed individually using semi-structured interviews.  

The study was given more credibility and dependability by using a pilot study to test the 

methodology and interview guide, contributing to the findings of the design and research technique 

(Malmqvist et al., 2019). The first interview was treated as that pilot, and it was also included as part 

of the overall set of collected data. Given that the University’s medium of instruction is English, all 

interviews were conducted in English. These were semi-structured – ranging from 30 to 60 minutes 

in length per individual. This wide range was largely influenced by the participants' answers, in 

addition to the follow-up questions from the interviewer. These were also influenced by how much 

the participants were willing to share and could reflect on. Furthermore, it was due to the individual 

participants' familiarity with the topic under study, as some had more to say than others. The 

interview schedule (see Appendix D) explored young university-going men’s perceptions of the 

#MenAreTrash movement, how this has impacted their behaviours and its impact thereof on their 

masculinity. These interviews were primarily conducted face-to-face on the university premises, and 

only one interview was conducted online using the Google Meet platform, at the preference of the 

participant. 

3.4 Transcendental Phenomenological Data Analysis  

The interview data was analysed using a transcendental phenomenological data analysis 

technique called the Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method (Frizzell et al., 2016; Tuel, 2014). This 

method of analysis includes various steps in the data analysis process, including the researcher’s 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



20 
 

epochè, horizontalisation, transcendental-phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, 

synthesizing, and repeating all the above steps (Chun, 2013; Rao, 2019). The process of epochè in 

analysis refers to the setting aside of the researchers' prejudice and judgment to approach the 

phenomena with a renewed eye, through transcribing verbatim (Chun, 2013). Horizontalization, 

which assures that each segment is handled equally, is expressed in this stage. Transcendental-

phenomenological reduction, the next phase, is finding meaningful parts and sentences that shed light 

on the participants' perceptions of the phenomena (Chun, 2013; Rao, 2019). The third phase, known 

as imaginative variation, is developing a structural description of the phenomena utilizing the data 

clusters generated for the themes (Chun, 2013; Rao, 2019). The fourth phase of synthesis is 

combining all the interview data and observing the phenomena's time and space (Chun, 2013; Rao, 

2019).  

3.4.1 The process of epochè. This process of setting aside one's preconceived notions of the 

phenomenon aligns with the general concept of reflexivity in qualitative or quantitative research. 

Reflexivity is a continual process of questioning, scrutinising, embracing, and articulating my 

attitudes, assumptions, viewpoints, and roles regarding the #MenAreTrash hashtag to challenge the 

status quo of how I view things (Barrett et al., 2020). As I reflect and set aside my prejudices, 

judgements, and overall thoughts on the phenomena, to enable the essential extraction of the 

phenomena’s meaning, participants' experiences, and their insights. The participants' subjectivity and 

perceptions were completely expressed and assessed with little to no influence from the researcher 

thanks to the procedure's extensive monitoring and reflection of my subjectivity as a researcher 

(Barrett et al., 2020; Bernet, 2016).  

I am a young black, lower-middle-class, cisgender male of African descent, who grew up in a 

township in Cape Town. More often, when it comes to the ideas and perpetrators of violence, the 

media has painted the black man/man of colour as the usual culprit (Foster, 2012; Kulaszewicz, 

2015). With the abovementioned factors in mind, exploring this area of research has posed a risk for 
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biases to resurface and influence the study, or the readers' interpretation of it. Therefore, reflexivity 

goes beyond the interviewee and interviewer, but also the audience. A key aspect that I reflected on 

is what Barrett and colleagues (2020) refer to as the ‘insider researcher’, which speaks to the role the 

researcher plays and their shared identity and knowledge or experience of the phenomena under 

study. Being a male is a shared identity, and through these interviews, this was a highly beneficial 

factor, as many of the interviewees would not have expressed as much nuanced detail, as they would 

have if the researcher was female. Being an insider researcher aided in the richness of the data 

collected from the interviewees. The questions were written in a way that regardless of their answer, 

the participants did not feel socially excluded (Shah, 2019). Consequently, aiding and enhancing this 

research study's transcendental phenomenological theoretical underpinnings. An important aspect of 

being a researcher conducting these interviews is having learnt the ability to not invalidate an 

interviewee's opinion on matters under question, and having encouraged them to expand and share 

their thoughts freely has been key to the overall interview experiences, and sparking a deeper 

understanding of self, and their thoughts, for both the researcher and the participants.  

The data that emerged from the participants was not contaminated by the interviewer, as the 

questions were set up in a way that allowed the participant to fully express their perspectives, without 

the perspectives of the researcher interfering. The closing questions were written in such a way that 

participants could ask the interviewer questions, allowing the interviewer to express their thoughts 

and perspectives on the topic. Furthermore, participants had an opportunity to add on things that 

were not addressed by the preset questions, aiding their full expression of their ideas and views on 

issues related to the topic. Although there are positive factors that are at play in the interview 

process, benefiting the depth of some responses and rapport, it is worth noting that there may also be 

negative factors. Due to the interviewer's personal factors explored above, participants may have 

answered in a manner that they thought the interviewer wanted to hear. Although contingencies and 
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research were structured in a way that minimised data contamination, by preventing all biases, there 

is always a slight margin for error in research. 

The hashtag for me is quite a tricky situation, I found myself feeling like a lot of men who 

speak on the opposing narrative, speaking on the redemption of one's masculinity. Understandably 

so, I felt like why condemn one who has not done anything? Maybe that's the problem, that's why the 

hashtag exists. I mean, if I’m not doing anything at all to help women who other men are hurting, 

how virtuous am I to cling to the story of ‘not all men!’? Especially when I am advocating for a 

better existence of manhood in society, would that not mean that I ought to do my part to try and 

protect and create a safe space for as many women as possible? This is where the hashtag, after my 

emotional defensive turmoil in understanding it, took a turn, linguistically speaking, its name 

selection is genius, pulling on all men’s strings and not just those we know are bad in society. It 

brought many of us, those who detest the reputational tarnishing of being called trash. It called us to 

speak up. I think of being a man in South Africa and I realise the power of culture and religion, and 

its hold on men and their role. It becomes limiting for men to express, that anything beyond the set 

parameters of being a man is something that is deemed less masculine. I have observed within me 

that the idea of being limited to societal and cultural notions of being a man has left me in a twisted 

‘cage of limitations’. Making me more understanding of those men who act out whenever their 

confined masculinity is threatened, because, in a ‘cage’, one can only move so far back until one 

retaliates, for whatever reason.  

Interviewing all my participants, I found it to be a very fascinating experience where I 

connected and related to many of their stories. I also found myself strongly disagreeing with some as 

they spoke about the ideas of manhood to be with many women simultaneously and lying to those 

women, making it seem like they are the only ones. I think, more specifically my quarrel with it all, 

the hashtag and men who act in questionable ways, is the factor of who takes accountability. This 

speaks more towards the ethical navigation of relations between men and women. Some of my 
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participants spoke on the importance of the idea of a common ground establishment, where both 

parties come together to hash out all the differences, and potentially reach a common agreement on 

how they ought to treat each other going forward. Realistically, of course, this is a conversation that 

spans years and years, but it must start.  

Men need the help and active involvement of women to guide and help where they can. This 

hashtag is for men to claim responsibility for their actions, to remove the burden placed on women 

and society, but more so to rebuild aspects of society that have been damaged, and to restore value 

and purpose in many men.  

One measure of concern I picked up as I was interviewing these young university-going men 

was that with #MenAreTrash, whatever men do will always be scrutinised through that lens, as some 

men might see it as an impossible mountain to climb to impress women and change their ways. As a 

result, they could revert to accepting their prescribed identity by doing the opposite of what I believe 

the hashtag aims to do.  

3.4.2 Horizontalisation. During this process, I treated all the participant's data equally and 

extracted all potential quotes. This process resulted in a document that included 12 quotes for most of 

the potential themes before the final ones in the diagram (see Figure 1). Once I had thoroughly 

engaged with all the transcripts and collated the quotes in a single document, I then began to remove 

repetitive quotes and kept those quotes that fully encompassed what was repeated. Once this process 

was completed, I then began the process of transcendental-phenomenological reduction.  

3.4.3 Transcendental-phenomenological reduction. The transcendental-phenomenological 

reduction process is where finding meaningful parts and sentences that shed light on the participants' 

perceptions of the phenomena is achieved (Chun, 2013; Rao, 2019). In the 12 interviews conducted, 

key quotes were extracted from the transcriptions and tabulated. The tabulation consisted of multiple 
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phases, consisting of coding, theming, sub-theming, and aligning said themes with the overall 

objectives of the study.  

The first phase, coding, consisted of words that spoke to the core meaning of each selected 

quote. These were then grouped into phrases that share similar essential expressions. The table below 

depicts a sample of the coding section of the table, along with the grouped quotes.  

Table 2. 

Coding Sample  

Themat

ic 

Domain

/Object

ives 

The

me 

Codes Contextua

l 

Contribut

ors  

Related 

Sub-

themes  

Location Raw Data 

  Confusi

on  

  UWC 

Campus, 

interview

ee 3. pg. 

3. 

“At first I was a bit 

confused. Because like, 

Why? Why the words 

#MenAreTrash? I didn't 

understand. Like, where it 

came from. So I want more. 

I was like, why are you 

guys saying Men are trash, 

what was the reason? So I 

was a bit more confused. 

And I wasn't like angry like, 
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‘cause you already know 

you are not trash.”(int 3) 

      “I feel like it's definitely 

made me, when I first heard 

about it, question like, is 

masculinity a good thing or 

a bad thing? Because a lot 

of, especially with the 

LGBT peeps, they would 

try and portray masculinity 

as a bad thing. And then 

you have the other side, like 

men, trying to show that 

masculinity is a good thing. 

I think because of the 

prevalence of the LGBTQ 

and all that, I was very like 

questioning myself. Like, is 

masculinity really a good 

thing? But now I think it is 
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actually. I think there is 

definitely a point where it 

can become bad. Like toxic 

masculinity. But as a man, 

as a straight man, I think 

being masculine is a good 

thing because it helps you 

stand up for yourself” (int 

11). 

 The next phase after coding the data, is to develop themes, from the highlighted codes and 

engage in a reduction process to hone in on the essence of the phenomena through the expression of 

themes, and their sub-themes. After the process, the themes were aligned with the objectives of the 

study, and they were more accurately addressed. All three objectives were covered and addressed in 

the themes.  

Table 3.  

Thematic sample 

Thema

tic 

Domai

n/Obje

ctives 

Theme Codes Contex

tual 

Contri

butors  

Locatio

n 

Raw Data 
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3.4.4 The process of imaginative variation. This process is the development of a structural 

description of the phenomena utilizing the data clusters generated for the themes (Chun, 2013; Rao, 

2019). This is the process of analysis where the ‘how’ of the phenomenon is explored. This process 

is fully explored in the findings and results chapter.  

3.4.5 The process of synthesis. The fourth phase of synthesis is combining all the interview 

data and observing the phenomena's time and space (Chun, 2013; Rao, 2019). This will consist of the 

contextualisation of the phenomena experienced by the young university-going men, it also drew on 

Explore 

how 

young 

universi

ty-

going 

men’s 

behavio

urs may 

have 

been 

impacte

d by the 

#MenA

retrash 

movem

ent 

#MenAre

Trash 

effects 

on 

masculini

ty and 

men's 

actions 

Reluctan

ce  

being 

reluctan

t to 

engage 

in 

interacti

ons 

with 

women 

UWC 

Campus

, 

Intervie

w 7, 

pg., 4. 

And 

intervie

wee 11, 

pg., 3. 

“um yes, it did a bit.  I'm more 

hesitant to do help girls they might 

see it as like I'm trying to come onto 

them or anything and I think as a 

man you should obviously look to 

help because you have to provide as 

a man but now, they limit that aspect 

of it.  Am I giving you good 

information?” (int 7) 

“Yeah. I'm definitely more careful of 

what I say around people. And like, 

when certain topics of conversation 

come up, right, in groups, I'll be 

more hesitant and think more about 

what I want to say than just 

speaking.” (int 11) 
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the overarching, or more accurately the deep-seated essence of the phenomenon of the 

#MenAreTrash, and the ways it affects men. This section is where the sense-making of the essence 

has been explored through the noesis/noema framework (Sheehan, 2014). This will be elaborated on 

in the discussion chapter.  

3.5 Trustworthiness of the Data 

In qualitative research, there are several strategies researchers may use to enhance the 

trustworthiness of the data such as credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability 

(Nowell et al., 2017). In this study, ensuring credibility and validity, the interviews were audio 

recorded, and transcribed verbatim and as accurately as possible, to prevent misrepresentation. The 

goal of confirmability is to guarantee that the researcher's interpretations and results are deduced 

from the data. To do this, the researcher must explain how conclusions and interpretations were 

reached, thereby decreasing bias (Anney, 2014). In making this study dependable the research 

techniques of this study are documented so that someone not involved in the study may review, 

audit, and assess it. It also refers to the consistency and dependability of research findings (Moon et 

al., 2016). The supervision process by senior researchers increased the study's rigour, reducing the 

possibility of bias.  

Lastly, transferability is a subset of external validity that describes how relevant or valuable a 

phenomenon or set of findings from one study are to theory, practice, and future research, or how 

transferable the research findings are to different contexts (Moon et al., 2016). This study’s 

transferability is more so to informing theory, encouraging future research, as well as advocating for 

improved practice in the spaces of violence prevention, and advocacy groups.  

3.6 Ethics Considerations 

The study obtained ethics clearance from HSSREC (reference number HS22/9/26). 

Thereafter, the University Registrar's office was contacted for institutional approval for the use of 
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students as research participants, before any students were approached. An information sheet (see 

Appendix B) outlined the goal, purpose, nature of involvement, participant rights, the contact 

information of the researcher and supervisors, and referral information was provided to interested 

participants. The consent form (see Appendix A) asked participants whether they wished to take part 

in the study and to provide permission to record the interviews. To ensure confidentiality, the 

electronic information collected (audio recordings, transcripts, and consent forms) from the 

interviews, was kept private and securely saved in a password-protected folder for 5 years. Only the 

research team, as well as the specific recordings of specific participants upon request, would be able 

to access them. The participant’s identities and information were kept anonymous.  

The participants also had the right to withdraw from the study at any point, should they 

choose to do so, without any consequences (principle of autonomy). The researcher undertook to 

protect their identity and the nature of their contribution. Furthermore, to ensure their anonymity, 

their answers were given a pseudonym (i.e., Thabo, aged 25, single) and they would be referred to in 

this way throughout the data, any publications, or other research reporting methods such as 

conference proceedings. The Data Management Policy (DMP) of the University and the Protection 

of Personal Information (POPI) Act's guidelines were followed by this proposed study to guarantee 

that participant information is safe, and that anonymity and confidentiality have been maintained. A 

debriefing session followed the content question component of the interviews to check in with 

participants, and their overall experience of the interview process, and questions, and they were 

provided with an opportunity to speak freely. In conducting these interviews, the researcher was 

mindful that participation may be triggering for these young university-going men, perhaps due to 

past traumas, participants were encouraged to reach out, to the Centre for Student Support Services 

(CSSS - 021 959 2299), Lifeline (021 461 1113), and Counselling Hub (021 462 3902) for expert 

counselling. During the data collection phase, there was no major discomfort experienced, and no 

referrals were required.  
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Chapter Four: Results and Findings 

This chapter explores the findings of the study through the Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen 

method (Frizzell et al., 2016; Tuel, 2014). The aspect of the method to be explored below is the 

imaginative variation, utilising the themes determined from the data clusters, to construct textual 

descriptions and analyse the phenomenon.  These findings and the conducted analysis yielded four 

themes, namely, 1) #MenAreTrash effects on masculinity and men’s actions; 2) The need for 

dialogue in addressing issues raised by #MenAreTrash; 3) The awareness of self and realisations 

developed through the movement; and 4) Masculinity and manhood: as defined by young university-

going men. All these themes have their own set of sub-themes that expand and explore the nuances 

of the different dynamics of the #MenAreTrash movement. The interviewees, in their extracts, are 

referred to via assigned pseudonyms (see Table 1 in Chapter 3).  
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Figure 1. 

Graphic thematic diagram depicting clustering of themes and subthemes

 

4.1 #MenAreTrash effects on masculinities and men's actions 
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with the opposite sex”; “cautious expressions of masculinities”; “how masculinities have negatively 

been affected”; and “how masculinities have been positively affected”. These sub-themes present 

aspects of men’s constructions of masculinity, the societal interactions with femininity, and other 

dynamics, such as gender roles, and expectations, as well as how this idea expands and impacts their 

behaviours in their interactions and society.  

4.1.1 The confusion brought on by the hashtag. An expressed initial reluctance to embrace 

the hashtag, as well as the negation or repudiation of what the hashtag stands for and represents, 

more so (as gleaned from the interview) was evident in the discussions, with the hashtag being 

largely seen as 'painting all men with the same brush’ regarding GBV. This brought on a level of 

confusion that was experienced by some men and raised questions about their masculinities. 

“At first, I was a bit confused, because like, why? Why the words #MenAreTrash? I did not 

understand. Like, where it came from. So, I want more. I was like, why are you guys saying 

Men are trash, what was the reason? So, I was a bit more confused. And I was not like angry, 

because you already know you are not trash.” (Edward, aged 23, single)  

Edward’s confusion was conveyed through questions about the name of the hashtag such as 

“Why the words #MenAreTrash?”, and “what was the reason?”. The questions raised by the 

interviewee bring to light the questions of blaming “all men”, and not directly speaking on those who 

have been the primary perpetrators of violence in society. This is why the interviewee wanted to 

know the reason behind the deliberate use of the phrase itself to champion the movement of fighting 

against violence and abusive behaviours exhibited by some men. Although this part “confused” him, 

he had clarity on himself as a man, stating, “And I wasn't like angry, because you already know you 

are not trash”. This first impression of confusion due to the hashtag led to some introspection for 

Edward, where he disavowed the idea of #MenAreTrash, which paints men with the same brush. 
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Furthermore, he indicated he was confused about the hashtag, and what it was trying to do, but 

seemed to be certain of himself and his masculinity.  

For others, however, the questions ran deeper to the point of questioning their sense of 

masculinity, as illustrated in the following: 

“When I first heard about it, questions like, is masculinity a good thing or a bad thing? 

Because a lot of, especially with LGBTQ people, they would try and portray masculinity as a 

bad thing. And then you have the other side, like men, trying to show that masculinity is a 

good thing. I think because of the prevalence of the LGBTQ and all that, I was very like 

questioning myself. Like, is masculinity really a good thing? But now I think it is actually. I 

think there is definitely a point where it can become bad, like toxic masculinity. But as a man, 

as a straight man, I think being masculine is a good thing because it helps you stand up for 

yourself.” (Kevin, aged 19, single) 

The #MenAreTrash movement is typically discussed from a feminist position but for Kevin, 

this also extended to other inclusive positions such as the LGBTQIA+ community, where 

masculinity (generally) is perceived from a vilified, problematic identity. This is evident in the 

statement, “they would try and portray masculinity as a bad thing”. This represents an othering of 

masculinity as a problem by other forms of identities – where these communities view it as a bad 

thing and the individuals themselves start to question their own identities in a negative light – having 

to remind themselves of the positives/good aspects – in this case being able to stand up for yourself. 

This, however, left men feeling uncertain about how to navigate their masculinity in society and this 

collective guilt placed on all men, could not easily be negated by those who chose to adopt a 

masculine identity.  

What is evident here is that there are multiple ways in which #MenAreTrash can play itself 

out, as it influences young men. One of these ways is whereby men use #MenAreTrash to solidify 
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and somewhat confirm their masculinity. Whereas, in other instances, it can lead to more uncertainty 

about what it means to be a man and if masculinity is a good element of one's identity after all. This 

can have detrimental effects for both, as well as positive effects.  

4.1.2 Being reluctant to engage in interactions with the opposite sex. Men in this study 

reported having an overall cautious approach towards the #MenAreTrash movement, this is 

demonstrated by their actions, or in this case, the lack thereof. Men reported that they were less 

likely to engage with the opposite sex in contexts where they may be perceived in a way that is 

offensive in any regard. These participants stated that:  

“I am more hesitant to help girls they might see it as like I am trying to come onto them or 

anything and I think as a man you should obviously look to help because you have to provide 

as a man but now, they limit that aspect of it.” (Themba, aged 20, in a ‘complicated’ 

relationship) 

“I work at the gym… I would be very sceptical about helping out the lady. … More especially 

even, like, approaching them when there is even like there is a problem or situation or you 

see, I would be, like, I would not try to engage. You see how social media plays a role, you 

might like be photographed as a creep or that kind of stuff, while you're trying to help. That is 

why I say that the perception of #MenAreTrash, you see, everyone is afraid of it, because like, 

you, what if I tried to help her and this happens? […] So, it created like this whole toxic gym 

culture.” (Raymond, aged 22, in a relationship) 

Themba states how he is less inclined to help, as he notes that he has become “more hesitant 

to help girls”. This suggests that not only have men limited their expressions in society, but more so 

have limited their interactions with the opposite sex. This display of limited engagement is due to the 

possible misconception of being seen as someone “trying to come onto them or anything”. Being 

cautious or reluctant to engage in interactions involving the opposite sex affects men's sense of self, 
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because, as Themba states, “[you] have to provide as a man but now, they limit that aspect of it”.  

The cautious or limited engagement with women, alongside his later statement of men's provision 

indicates the conflict that arises when thinking of the role of men in society. This, according to 

Themba, leads to a limited expression of self. The nuances expressed by Themba shed light on the 

idea that men can be stagnant in their actions, as they are being pulled by two opposing forces in 

society.  

Raymond states a similar experience, and what makes this experience more pertinent is that 

his job involves assisting gym members, in this case, some of them being women. He speaks of how 

a “toxic gym culture” creates a further divide between men and women by depicting men as 

“creep[s]” via social media influence. The danger of such is that men’s reluctance to help, albeit out 

of fear, can typically have a negative effect, such as affecting their ability to do their job effectively, 

which could lead to gym members potentially getting injured, due to their incorrect use of the 

equipment. #MenAreTrash, in its efforts to root out toxic masculinity in society, has also made daily 

interactions amongst men and women more tense, and men tend to navigate very carefully, or in this 

case, avoid these interactions outright to protect themselves. Seemingly the hashtag has distanced 

men from engaging and reflecting on typical oppressive behaviours which the hashtag is, in part, 

emphasising.  

4.1.3 Cautious expressions of masculinities. Along with the expressions of reluctance, Men 

are seemingly more aware of the potential negative impacts that the #MenAreTrash movement can 

have on them, regardless of whether they have perpetuated violence towards women. Beyond 

innocence or guilt, men are also cognisant that they are capable of dangerous behaviours, even if 

they do not see themselves as trash, as captured in the following expressions: 

“I am very scared of what these things meant because I know how terrible, terrible things 

could go in terms of like, I have heard stories where guys are falsely accused and also like 
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witness one was my friend […] and then they had to expel him? After expelling him, they 

realize he was falsely accused, but by the time they realized, his his life was already ruined, 

because there is no taking it back because you see, it is already ruined. His reputation is 

ruined and there is no going back. […] So, it has made me cognizant of the relationships I 

hold, especially the women I hold like, into like, how close we are like, like the connections 

we share like more especially as friends. Can I trust you as my female friend? Yeah. How 

well do I trust you as my female friend? You see, I am just, I am just very, very, very careful.” 

(Raymond, aged 22, relationship) 

“[I] feel like I became really wary, you know, because I am a man and yeah, you have to 

start asking yourself like, yo, is this what are we capable of? Like, we really need to check 

ourselves, man, like, you cannot, even behaviour which is not directly or seems to be directly 

abusive, or manipulative. It is also a problem. So just a lot to reflect on.” (Jay, aged 25, 

single) 

The expressions by Raymond indicate the importance of being “cognizant of the relationship 

[one] hold[s], especially [with] the women” one has connections with. This new awareness could 

have been an opportunity to have conversations with his female friends on issues surrounding GBV, 

and #MenAreTrash. This sense of fear brought on by the #MenAreTrash movement for Raymond 

tended to, at times, lean towards the realisation of a very potential outcome. Furthermore, 

#MenAreTrash seemingly does not highlight how men can adopt behaviours and mindsets that are 

more supportive and less oppressive. The fear is exacerbated after hearing of “this guy [that] was 

falsely accused, and then they had to expel him? This brought the cautious expressions of 

masculinity to the fore, as he states that after such he is “just very, very, very careful”. The repetitive 

use of the word “very” emphasises the deep fear experienced, and caution adopted by young 

university-going men, on how they navigate university spaces under the broader societal gaze of their 

behaviour within the context of the #MenAreTrash movement. One could also postulate that reported 
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instances of false accusations of sexual indiscretions and -violence against men, can lead to a 

decreased validity of the cause and create a further divide between men and women. It also 

inadvertently does to men what it hoped to change for women i.e. the notion of highlighting 

women’s fear of their interactions with men predicated on wide experiences of GBV, sexual assault 

etc. and now how men interact with women out of fear that he may be vilified, falsely accused or 

their actions taken out of context.  

Furthermore, this divide can detract from the seriousness of accurate cases where women are 

subjected to abuse, and/or violence. On the other side, the fear that is expressed by men needs to be 

taken into account, especially when navigating how to address issues of GBV in society. The fear 

exhibited by men who are reluctant to engage also raises concerns about the idea that they are 

potentially part of the problem. 

The notion that being in spaces with women, and that a man must be careful how he conducts 

himself, serve to signify the extent of the fissures that conversations about GBV engender in gender-

diverse spaces like a university setting – especially at the dawning realisation of what, as a man, one 

is capable of when neither self-policed nor self-regulated. Jay points out that as a man “you have to 

start asking yourself like, is this what are we capable of?” This sense of reflecting on the capabilities 

of men has seemingly helped men be more present and mindful of their interactions with women 

while also leading to the scary realisation of what he is capable of. As such, this expression of 

cautious masculinity is not only towards fearing being falsely accused but also the aspect of fearing 

the full extent and capabilities of being a man and being “wary” of how he interacts with women. 

Men see glimpses of how violent one can be through the stories and cases of those who have been 

incarcerated for assaulting women. Jay advises that as men “we really need to check ourselves”. This 

speaks to the sense of responsibility that is encouraged by #MenAreTrash, that men need to be more 

mindful of the ways they treat and interact with women. The participant, however, further notes that 

“even behaviour which is not directly or seems to be directly abusive, or manipulative. It is also a 
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problem”. This indicates that the process of checking themselves is a complicated one. This 

indirectly highlights that it is a journey that implores women to also be involved in the process itself, 

as certain behaviours, which men would not typically see as problematic, can be seen as such by 

women. This becomes difficult to navigate as even though men are more mindful of their actions 

towards women, and the risks of being painted in a certain way, men still operate cautiously with 

women.  

4.1.4 How masculinities have negatively been affected. With the abovementioned 

potentially problematic behaviours, as well as the fears, and heightened caution of engaging with 

women, #MenAreTrash’s effects have negatively affected masculinity constructions more broadly, 

specifically how men might express and enact their sense of masculine identity. Men’s dating lives 

and how much they can express have been hindered by #MenAreTrash. Interviewees stated that:  

“I think it also made like dating for guys much harder. So, guys are not very…yeah, even on 

campus, I think you have noticed those Gwababa [moments – that is, the fear of approaching 

women] could have saved you from a humbling experience. Like you just stay away, you just 

stay away, bra? It doesn't matter. If you are only there trying to help, you might go on and 

help. But also, it is at a risk you see. So, which is, it just like created a border you see, and 

the on the only thing I can say that it is negative, it created this huge, huge border between 

females and males.” (Raymond, aged 22, relationship) 

“I feel like the normal things that would be deemed normal that we would do, yeah, as being 

seen as a bad thing. Because first of all linked to being a guy there is a lot of “You cannot say 

this, you cannot do that”. So, I feel like it affected people who are not… I cannot say they are 

not of the problem because it starts in conversation, like I said, with your guys. So, like, I feel 

like it is affected many things or ways. As in we have to watch what we say and do, even if 

your intentions are not in that direction. […] I feel like every small step that you do 
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subconsciously has to be conscious., it's impacted the way we live based on the fact that you 

have to watch every single step.” (Thomas, aged 21, single) 

From the participants’ accounts, the notion of the dating space on campus has shifted by the 

discourses surrounding the #MenAreTrash (with the implied culpability of men in GBV) dominating 

the discussion. This is shown by Raymond in that “it [has] also made like dating for guys much 

more harder”. This is due to the cautious masculinity expressed through fear of engaging with 

women, as “If you are only there trying to help, you might go on and help. But also, it is at a risk you 

see”. At times, young university-going men, are not willing to take that risk and place themselves in 

a situation that, is not only potentially embarrassing but also one that could be construed as 

unintentionally enacting what the movement is highlighting. 

Thomas also expressed the notion that #MenAreTrash has hindered or restricted how men 

ought to conduct themselves in society. He states that “being a guy there is a lot of “You cannot say 

this, you cannot do that”. These limitations have made navigating one's masculinity in society 

trickier, as men have been placed “under a magnifying glass”, as they watch every step they make. 

These indicate that men find these hindering factors to their expressions of masculinity as negative 

effects, as it demands a change in them and their ways, whether outrightly problematic or not, with 

this indicating an inherent pressure on men to constantly be conscious of all their behaviour and 

actions for how they may or may not be perceived.  

4.1.5 How generalisation hinders engagement between men and women. In the 

expressions of the negative effects of #MenAreTrash, especially regarding the conceptions and 

perceptions of #MenAreTrash, young university-going men do not fully accept the name. They speak 

against the idea of categorising all men as one entity: 

“The first thing that came to mind was it should not like let's say…put like a title on men, on 

all men, from the men that you experienced? Yeah, that was my first thought. Because those 
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people who like to see men as trash only are probably like experienced trash. Like maybe 

they experience something that made them feel like men are trash, but hey, they should not 

have put it on all men, because of those experiences.” (Peter, aged 21, single) 

“I feel like the first time I heard I was a bit young, so in my opinion, I was always like, but 

not all men. The first impression is like, oh, but how can you speak, based on your 

perspective on one person.…the people that you have come in contact with? So, it is a matter 

of how can you categorize us all in one. Until I grew up and understood what most of the 

people meant. And I feel like people abuse the use of the hashtag by Just, oh Your boyfriend 

cheating, oh men are trash. Like if your boyfriend is trash, I feel like it is stereotypical of 

some people, but actually, there are people that have a valid reason as to why they say all, 

man, and I came to understand a bit as I grew up” (Thomas, aged 21, single)  

The use of the generalised #MenAreTrash, as Peter states that “those people who like see men 

as trash only, probably like experience trash”. This speaks to the idea that it is unfair to generalize 

the statement to all men in society based on the negative encounters one may have with some men. 

As deduced from the excerpt, Peter does not dispute that there are men in society who are violent 

towards and mistreat women, but he emphasises that it is not right to then see every and all men as 

such. Thomas notes #MenAreTrash’s stereotypical nature, but as time went on, stating that “actually, 

there are people that have a valid reason as to why they say all, man, and I came to understand a bit 

as I grew up”. As one grows in life, one learns more about things, suggesting a level of reflective 

mindfulness to not dismiss the plight of many women going through difficult situations, but more so 

pleads with them to also be mindful of the dangers of generalisations.  

4.1.6 How masculinities have been positively affected. In the negative effects on 

masculinities explored above, #MenAreTrash has also had some positive effects. Men have shown 
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instances of warming up to and embracing the discourse on the role of men in the fight against GBV. 

Interviewees expressed how they were positively affected: 

“I think it is a strengthen my masculinity because you should not see it as like most people 

see it as a threat to masculinity, I see it as an opportunity to showcase your masculinity and 

so improve that is not really what they say masculinity is…” (Themba, aged 20, complicated) 

“It made me aware of the realities. As much as the hashtag, though, we can die, we can 

argue about what it's all about. But this stuff is real. Because I was sheltered. It made me 

aware that these things are real, and it also shaped my masculinity, in essence, I wanted just 

to be someone that I can be proud of, someone that my brother can, [be] like, that is my big 

bro, like I look up to, like something that my parents could be like, that is a good son a good 

human being. That is just all.” (Edward, aged 23, single) 

Themba speaks about how #MenAreTrash has “strengthen[ed] [his] masculinity”. This, he 

further adds, is due to him not allowing himself to view it as a threat like other people portray it to 

be, but instead, he highlights the importance of knowing oneself, defining oneself, and not allowing 

others to define key aspects of yourself. The knowledge and power of self are key to not being 

negatively affected by how one operates and expresses one’s masculinity. Instead, the excerpt 

indicates that he sees it as an opportunity to strengthen his masculinity and to showcase how 

masculinity can be positive.  

 #MenAreTrash also made participants aware of the many realities experienced by people out 

in the broader society. Edward states that “this stuff is real… I was sheltered”, indicating that outside 

of #MenAreTrash, he was unaware of the struggles that women go through, their experiences with 

GBV, and other abusive behaviours in society. For them, “it also shaped [their] masculinity, in 

essence, [he] wanted just to be someone that [he] can be proud of”. His expression of his desire to 

be a better man, and essentially an improved human being has emerged or has been solidified 
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through the birth of the hashtag. It has influenced many layers of their sense of self and culminates 

into a self that seeks to positively influence others and become one that plays a contributory role in 

society, and not one that is extractive and abusive.   

4.2 The need for dialogue in addressing issues raised by #MenAreTrash 

The young university-going men have also raised the importance of engaging in these 

dialogues in their interviews. They spoke of the need for conversations between men and women to 

start or continue combating these issues of GBV which is raised by #MenAreTrash. The dynamics of 

these dialogues are fleshed out through subthemes such as, “the importance of establishing a 

common ground”; “how generalisation hinders engagement between men and women”, “the 

development of a counter-narrative”, “the importance of cultivating conversations amongst men”, 

and “actively listening is an important role men must play”. These seek to highlight and emphasise 

the nuances of the dialogue, its required parties, and some forms of dialogue that are encouraged to 

take place in university spaces, and the broader society.  

4.2.1 The importance of establishing a common ground. The progression of increasing 

men’s participation and engagement in the #MenAreTrash movement is the establishment of a 

common ground between men and women. Interviewees emphasise that:  

“It is never like a progressive conversation because you get girls that are just like far on the 

other side. And some guys, nowadays, some guys being far on the other side. …. And let you 

hear me, it's not about me being right, but everyone is bottled down to I'm right, you are 

wrong. So, it is like, it is not about who is right. Just like, let us listen to each other. And see, 

sometimes the truth is like, somewhere within your right and my right, yeah, so like, there is 

never like, the minimum, we should try and listen to each other. … because they are 

uncomfortable conversations, but we are required to have these conversations.” (Edward, 

aged 23, single) 
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“Honestly, yeah, it is very it is very worrying and overwhelming at the same time. Because I 

do not know because I feel like there is no common ground in terms like feminists and other 

scholars in trying to like set up a basic like academic discourse in tackling it. Yeah, because I 

feel like in both ways, they go to the extreme points of trying to solve it…” (Raymond, aged 

22, in a relationship) 

Edward speaks about the lack of progressive conversations among men and women. He 

speaks on the danger of the extremes that make things difficult for men and women to meet each 

other halfway. He states “…let me hear you. And let you hear me, it's not about me being right, but 

everyone is bottled down to I'm right, you are wrong”. This demonstrates that the unwillingness from 

both sides to hear the other out maintains the divide between men and women. He further emphasises 

that “it is not about who is right…let us listen to each other. And see, sometimes the truth is like, 

somewhere within your right and my right”. This highlights the importance of the idea of common 

ground, in other words, there is no absolute right side, nor is there an absolute wrong side, however, 

there is a space where both are correct to some extent, and the interviewee brings that part to the fore 

and implores that that should be the focus itself, and not living in the extremes. This essential place 

where this common ground can be reached is fostered when we “Listen to each other”. Listening is 

an important aspect, but what would begin to make the entire process of establishing and maintaining 

a middle ground between men and women, is when both parties are willing to have “uncomfortable 

conversations” with each other. He also sheds light on how the nature of these conversations is 

difficult and, as such, emphasises that we are required to engage in these conversations.  

Raymond expands on some of the spaces where these conversations ought to be taking place. 

He states that “feminists and other scholars in trying to like set up a basic like academic discourse in 

tackling it” must work together instead of having two different conversions in these academic 

discourses. It is worth noting that there is an importance in having multiple dialogues, but there 

ought to be discourses that are geared towards working on the establishment of common ground, and 
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the strengthening of the relationships between men and women. The raising of some of the most 

important voices in the space of narratives and discourse, the academics, and the activists, for 

instance, further indicates the power they possess and ought to be the pioneers of these 

conversations, and further expand them into different spaces. Interestingly, the offsetting of the 

responsibility of beginning these dialogues to activists and scholars, and not the men themselves 

indicates a layer (conscious or not), of a wider concern of how men abdicate responsibility. It is 

important to illustrate, however, that the conversations are inherently divisive, #MenAreTrash seems 

to divide (as established by the participant's experiences), and the current context is divisive (which 

resulted in the need for #MenAreTrash).  

4.2.2 The development of a counter-narrative. In the divisiveness of #MenAreTrash, the 

birth of a counter-narrative sets its way to contend with #MenAreTrash. These generalisations have 

not gone without additional backfire, or resistance, as many men have stated, as a rebuttal to the 

general saying #MenAreTrash, that not all men are trash. 

“Uhm, to be honest, I did not agree with it, you know. Why are you saying we are trash? But 

I can understand why they are saying that. But not all men are, you know, so you cannot just 

generalise.” (Sipho, aged 18, single) 

“Gender-based violence, yeah, it's high. But even though it is high, also it is on boys actually. 

Because here in South Africa, the side that is noticed is for the girls… Yeah, it is not seen as 

it is. Even if a guy could go and report that thing, even in police stations, they would laugh at 

him.” (Sibusiso, aged 17, single) 

Sipho states his disagreement, rooted in understanding, with the statement “Why are you 

saying we're trash? But I can understand why they are saying that”. This participant speaks about 

the idea that the fight against men being trash is important, and he understands, but he questions the 

inclusion of men who do not engage in GBV behaviours. He further states that “not all men are, you 
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know, so you cannot just generalise”. The #MenAreTrash movement has not only directed its issues 

and concerns to those men who perpetrate violence, but also to those men who claim to be ‘good 

men’ or claim to be not involved in the abuse, and mistreatment of women. The subjective 

experience of the hashtag as generalizing for all men seemed to have given rise to a counter-narrative 

that brought those men who were typically not involved in the #MenAreTrash movement (and who 

regarded themselves as not involved in GBV) to speak up and address these issues, this arising out of 

the notion that even the men who do not directly perpetrate violence are being called to order, 

possibly due to their indirect perpetuation of it through conversations in male-dominated spaces 

where men objectify women and do not call out other abusive men.   

Sibusiso brings to our attention an aspect of why the counter-narrative is important. He states 

that “Gender-based violence, yeah, it is high. But even though it is high, also it's on boys”, which 

suggests that it is dangerous to have one side of the story and not address the other, as he states that 

GBV is more focused on addressing women and girls’ issues, and somewhat neglects the plight of 

men and boys. He further states that “if a guy could go and report that thing, even in police stations, 

they would laugh at him”. It is worth noting how few cases that are reported lead to convictions and 

how many cases are not reported out of fear of stigmatisation – while it is useful to explain that men 

and boys are unable to make these reports, we also need to acknowledge that women and girls also 

cannot just walk into a police station and be taken seriously. This speaks to the justice system leaning 

towards women and girls but falls short of recognizing that men and boys are also vulnerable to some 

degree in society, his expression of this counter-narrative highlights the problematic practices that 

are one-sided.  

4.2.3 The importance of cultivating conversations among men. The ideas, and pleas for 

action to have commonly grounded conversations, and allow for other discourse to take place, has 

seemingly showcased the need for these to begin with men talking to other men.  
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“Honestly, I think us, as men in this conversation, yeah. First of all, before you, we have a 

chat with the ladies, we need to have a chat amongst ourselves... We do not have these 

conversations as guys. Why? What makes other guys do this stuff, you know? There are some 

guys that automatically defend another guy, without even questioning anything (Edward, 

aged 23, single) 

“I feel like it is more of […] with your guy friends, having a conversation and bring it up, you 

know, involve it in your guy time, you know, and just speaking about what we can do to make 

the streets a safer place for our females. So like, I feel like it is more of firstly, including it in 

the conversation and it starts over by not, what is the word, uhm, objectifying women, in the 

sense of we need to first change the conversation of how we speak about women because for 

some of the guys, it raises a thought of seeing women as objects and in that you feel like you 

have power over objects, I feel like it starts in small conversation as guys that we have among 

each other to just make it known like if your friends are calling, objectify women to stop it 

and rectify them. “Like I don't think that is a cool thing to do”. So, I feel like it is more of we 

need to start having conversations and rectifying certain things in conversation. That can 

kind of stop the stigma of objectifying women” (Thomas, aged 21, single) 

Edward indicates “First of all, before you, we have a chat with the ladies, we need to have a 

chat amongst ourselves... We don't have these conversations as guys”. These conversations are 

important for men to address each other's issues and to find their common ground before they expand 

the narrative and speak to women. He notes that “we do not have conversations as guys”, especially 

when it comes to serious matters such as GBV. The rise of the counter-narratives might have been 

the beginning of those conversations, but they seem to be more geared towards the separation of 

good and bad men, and not necessarily speaking about the problematic issues that face men and 

women. Therefore, it is paramount that men speak amongst themselves to converse about these 

issues, perhaps in spaces where they may feel less judged or hindered by stating their perspectives 
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without offending those around them. This would extend the conversation with males specifically to 

men more generally. One of the issues that the interviewee hopes that these conversations amongst 

men will address is things like, “What makes other guys do this stuff”, and why do men at times 

“automatically defend another guy, without even questioning anything like”. He argues that he 

understands that friends will support each other in difficult situations, but there should be a 

conversation that aims to get to the truth and determine if your friend is engaging in ways that are 

inappropriate or to the extent to which he is enacting and perpetuating violence and 

violent/objectifying narratives. This conversation speaks to how men can also begin to hold the space 

for one another and cultivate accountability within the space. Thomas adds parts that take 

conversations further into changing perspectives and putting these conversations into action to 

change behaviours.  

4.2.4 Actively listening is an important role men must play. In these established spaces for 

well-needed commonly grounded conversations and academic discourse, there lies an understanding 

of men and their roles in the conversation of #MenAreTrash. The inclusion of all men seems to be a 

means to get all men to listen, and some interviewees understand the aim of #MenAreTrash.  

“Our role is very easy, bro, in this conversation, I say it is easy because we have the 

audience more than they do when I say they, I mean women, mostly, I do not know maybe 

things have changed and developed a bit, maybe there are men behind that movement now, 

but when it was born, as I observed it, I observed it as a women's movement, you know. So, 

our role is being the audience, putting the word out there, helping the movement gain an 

audience because, by nature, laws of nature dictate that when you sit in front of a gentleman 

it is easier to make a conversation compared to when you sit in front of a woman and you are 

a gentleman. See it is easier, there is more common things that can easily be talked about and 

then in that conversation incorporate the critical most important issues that you need to 

address that are attached to the movement, the hashtag itself. So, our role, the reason why I 
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say it is easy is because what we, what the best thing that we can do costs nothing for us just 

being the audience and being the mouthpiece of the conversation. amplifying the voices of 

this movement.” (Kevin, aged 19, single) 

“It is okay if you're offended by it because maybe you are innocent in this situation, or maybe 

you’re in denial or like there is nothing wrong with me, this is who I am, you just have to deal 

with it. Some men can really be prideful [sic] in their actions, and not see if there is anything 

wrong, but [with regard] to that, is like the role… let it inform you know that there are things 

that you need to work on.” (Riyaad, aged 19, single) 

Kevin speaks about how pivotal it is for men to be the “audience”. This awareness of 

needing to actively listen to women’s concerns and demands for redress calls on men to engage and 

be the agents to also drive the movement for change through “putting the word out there, helping the 

movement gain [an] audience”. He highlights this because the involvement of men can help connect 

and expand the message even further, that the violence needs to end, and men need to play an active 

role in ending GBV, as they are commonly the perpetrators. He further elaborates that it is easier for 

men to connect with men, as such, they have a higher chance of getting the message through without 

other men outrightly dismissing it, via the counter-narrative of #NotAllMen.  

Riyaad sheds light on how “Some men can really be prideful in their actions”, further 

supporting the point raised by Kevin. The “prideful” nature that Riyaad notes can be damaging to not 

just men and their characters not developing beyond it by changing their behaviours, but also the 

women who are involved in their lives, or the broader society. Beyond a sense of pride, Riyaad raises 

a pertinent point where men do “not see if there is anything wrong” in their actions. this creates a 

perpetual cycle of violence and problematic behaviours in society. This lack of awareness raised by 

Riyaad that is present in men suggests that this is one of the main things that perpetuate the issues of 

violence in South Africa.  
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4.3 The awareness of self and realisations developed through the movement 

Even though the hashtag was not well received widely by men, receiving more pushback than 

acceptance, and progressive action, it did manage to raise awareness and encouraged men to engage 

with it, as well as with themselves. The subthemes such as “self-awareness birthed through the 

movement”, “Realising what the aim of the hashtag is”, “the importance of taking accountability”, 

and “the importance of power dynamics”. These sub-themes aim to expand on the different aspects 

of how men come to these realisations, and how they have come to be more accepting of the 

movement itself, and its key objectives.  

4.3.1 Self-awareness birthed through the movement. As men reflected and became more 

aware of themselves, #MenAreTrash was expressed as having cultivated and encouraged that sense 

of self-awareness, highlighting the notion of value-based narratives, its educational power, and 

capacities for generating introspection in the ongoing conversations about the hashtag and GBV. 

These interviewees stated: 

“I think it is more to bring awareness maybe. That like, against crimes against like, to bring 

awareness to like crimes against women and all that. I think the way they are going about it 

is not the best. But I do think that the underlying message it could bring is like, that we need 

to be more equal with women and stop like, not equal but like stop killing them and all that… 

I feel like men should be like protectors, kind of like… they should protect the families and all 

that. The women, the children. (Kevin, aged 19, single)” 

“I would say...It is trying to raise awareness of certain behavioural traits that men exhibit. 

And I think in the broader aspect, the broader purpose of it, I think it could have a benefit in 

terms of you know, men kind of realizing, OK, what I am doing is wrong, you know, giving 

them that self-awareness. I need to do something about it. Not just for them, but for me, so 

that I do not kind of have that label or like…” (Riyaad, aged 19, single) 
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Kevin notes that the hashtag itself is geared “more to bring awareness, maybe. That like, 

against crimes against like, to bring awareness to like crimes against women and all that”. This 

indicates that through their reflections on what the aims of the movement entailed, Kevin became 

aware of what the movement was trying to do and brought forth an awareness of the many crimes 

committed against women. He does add, however, that “I think the way they are going about it is not 

the best”, although he does acknowledge the core underlying message that the movement is trying to 

achieve in society, so men can “stop killing them [women] and all that… I feel like men should be 

like protectors, kind of like… they should protect the families and all that”. This statement reignites 

the call for men to play an active role in being “protectors” and not engaging in behaviours such as 

abusing and killing women. The interviewee notes that even though he may not agree with the 

wording or the overall way in which those involved in the movement may be carrying it out, he still 

agrees with the core message of the movement. This level of awareness is typically reached through 

reflecting on and becoming more aware of the societal issues that harm its members.  

This sentiment is further emphasized by Riyaad, who noted that “the broader purpose of it, I 

think it could have a benefit in terms of [...] men kind of realizing, OK, what I'm doing is wrong, you 

know, giving them that self-awareness”. This newly discovered “self-awareness” being birthed out 

of the #MenAreTrash movement is key to showing all men, whether perpetrators or not, that certain 

behavioural traits that men exhibit are inappropriate, abusive, and affect women negatively. As a 

result, becoming more aware and conscious of one's actions is where change can begin, allowing all 

men to improve their ways in society.  

4.3.2 Realising what the aim of the hashtag is. In this realm of newly enhanced self-

awareness, men also reflected on what #MenAreTrash aims to do so in society. Interviewees state 

that:   
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“I feel like one of the aims is to make men, I feel like realize, the things that they are doing, 

mostly to women. And I feel like it's also going to open their eyes to the possibilities of what 

men can do. And not what other people are doing and then blaming all men, you know, in 

general. What men can do in a situation? The realisation that these things are happening in 

the world. Realisation that this is the perception that people have about men, and the next 

step would be change, to change behaviours to change, even people's way of thinking. Your 

friends' way of thinking, you know, prevents something bad from happening.” (Xola, aged 19, 

single) 

“I feel like the aim of the hashtag itself is to more uhm, it is not to attack men by saying you 

are trash, but it's more of a means of trying to let us all come to the party and do something 

about the safety of the women around us. I feel like it is so that we are using it for the right 

reasons. I feel like it is more of a “guys wake up” or “do something” instead of waiting for 

something to be done. I feel like we have to make a stand and do something first. To protect 

the ones who love first of all to make it a safe environment like I say, you know, for the female 

friends that we have. So, I feel like the whole aim is to call all the guys at a party and realize 

that as men, we can do better in order to make sure that our friends, our guy friends, do 

better in protecting our females.” (Thomas, aged 21, single) 

The realisations brought on by the deeper understanding of the #MenAreTrash movement are 

expressed by Xola, where he notes, “Realisation that these things are happening in the world” and 

that men need to be more aware of the levels of violence and how it manifests itself in society. This 

also suggests that learning towards counter-narratives alone and not fully acknowledging and 

understanding how women in society are affected and abused, limits the action taken by all members 

of society, especially men, to eradicate the violence. It is through realizing how and to what extent 

women are affected, beyond being defensive of the generalisation, that men can change their 

“way[s] of thinking, you know, prevent something bad from happening”,  resulting in a society that is 
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safer for all, especially the most vulnerable, as there would be more men playing an active role in 

“prevent[ing] something bad from happening”.  

Through realisations of what #MenAreTrash truly means, Thomas states that “it is not to 

attack men by saying you are trash, but it is more of a means of trying to let us all come to the party 

and do something about the safety of the women around us”. This realisation speaks to the notion of 

social responsibility that men, in some cases, have neglected and ought to become more responsible 

individuals in society. He sees #MenAreTrash as an invitation for men to be more aware, to realise 

the damage they are doing, and to take part in fixing society.  

4.3.3 The importance of taking accountability. Participating in society requires not just 

knowledge of one's responsibilities, and societal responsibilities, but also to have accountable 

individuals on all sides. This is further demonstrated in the following excerpts: 

“I do not support yeah um gender-based violence at home…well in the home I do not support 

yeah I mean I do not support it in general not just but um let us say for example a girl goes 

out like at night um in the dark place in a dodgy area, like yeah I'm not saying it's her fault it 

is definitely not her fault but there is some sort of accountability that needs to be taken…” 

(Themba, aged 20, Complicated) 

“The hashtag was dangerous because number one, it is a social media concept and there is 

no way to hold people accountable on social media, right? And social media itself has a way 

of moving from social media to reality because the people that are on social media are 

people we live within society. So, it might start from the case of hashtags whatever, from the 

internet, and then it comes to the reality of being as we live in society. You cannot hold 

anyone accountable in real life because, I mean, on social media we have bots. It could be a 

real person behind that phone, or it could be a computer behind that phone.” (Thabo, aged 

25, single).  
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Themba speaks on an aspect of responsibility and accountability that is often not talked about 

in society, what is the woman accountable for? He provides an example of “a girl goes out like at 

night um in the dark place in a dodgy area, like yeah I'm not saying it's her fault it's definitely not her 

fault but there is some sort of accountability that needs to be taken…”. In this example, 

accountabilities are questioned on both sides, where if men engage in abusive behaviours, they ought 

to be held accountable, and if women are walking “at night um in the dark place in a dodgy area”, 

what accountability does she have for her safety? Themba further states that he is aware, and “not 

saying it's her fault it is definitely not her fault”, but merely wonders too if in society, to what extent 

are women accountable for their actions, or potentially place themselves in harm's way? Granted, one 

may never truly be aware of the exact potential consequences of going out, but the interviewee 

questions, especially in situations where the odds are highly increased, to what extent the woman 

would also be held accountable by society or her actions. The above expressed suggests that women 

ought not to engage in the freedoms that men partake in, in order for them to not be violated. This 

narrative illustrates why #MenAreTrash is paramount. It is geared towards addressing not just the 

active violence, but also the passive and indirect violence inflicted on women. This also indicates the 

abdication of men’s social responsibilities and placing them on women. This shifting of 

responsibility sheds light on why #MenAreTrash was created to begin with.  

The notion of accountability has proven to not be so straightforward, as Thabo states “You 

cannot hold anyone accountable in real life because, I mean, on social media we have bots. It could 

be a real person behind that phone or it could be a computer behind that phone”. This suggests that 

not every potential case or issue raised through #MenAreTrash online can be translated into a real-

world investigation, as there are “bots” online who could be programmed to fuel the movement. It is 

important to express, however, that although there may be additional software in effect, the cases of 

GBV are still a large concern for South Africa, and what could potentially be perceived as a ‘bot’ 
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could be a fearful woman affected by the violence and finds their expression only possible through 

anonymity.   

4.3.4 The importance of power dynamics. Power dynamics and how they play out in 

society are something that these interviewees have become aware of – especially when it comes to 

the interaction between men and women. Moreso, they note the power a man has in society – to build 

or destroy.   

“It really caused me to reflect and to think about my power as a man. Some forms of 

masculinity that I need to check in myself that are not cool. But at the same time, it also 

caused me to question things like, Is there a problem with masculinity? […] You know, it is 

something expressed by men. And I think it also has positives. … (Jay, aged 25, single) 

“I would say it is having a certain power. But I feel like it is taken into context where you 

abuse the power, being masculine means some of the things that are attached to the word are 

protecting. And I feel like being in a role of protection gives you power, but we use the power 

in the wrong way. So, I feel like it starts by I mean, comparing the word feminism and 

masculinity, it is more of dominance, but as in leadership, dominance, and what's the word? 

Subjecting? Yeah, so I feel like the word linked to it most is dominance and with dominance 

comes protection and… basically, there is a certain type of way in which it should be done 

that people abuse, which makes the word itself seem like a bad word, were it actually is not a 

bad word, you know what I mean? “(Thomas, aged 21, single) 

Jay speaks on his reflections on his “power as a man”. This indicates that men are aware of 

their power in society, and how that power could potentially harm others in the process of being 

expressed. He further ponders on the concept of masculinity and how power is expressed, 

contemplating “Is there a problem with masculinity[?]…I think it also has positives”. This indicates 

that this “problem with masculinity” can be linked to the misuse of the power men have in society. 
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In his contemplation on the idea of power and how men express that power in society, he does note 

that it is not all negative, that “it also has positives”. An example of these positives is said by 

Thomas, to be the “role of protection”. He further notes that in this role, where men get their power, 

they “use the power in the wrong way”. This shows that the more men can understand the impact of 

their power, and how misusing it causes further damage, the increased self-awareness can potentially 

lead to renewed action of using their powers in society in more positive ways.  

The idea of power in its expressions through masculinity is described by Thomas through the 

lens of “comparing the word feminism and masculinity, it is more of dominance, but as in 

leadership, dominance, and  [subjecting]...so I feel like the word linked to it most is dominance and 

with dominance come protection and….basically, But there is a certain type of way of which it 

should be done that people abuse…”. This suggests that there has been a misuse of men’s roles of 

leadership and dominance, and this has led to the failure of fully playing the protective role men have 

in society – illuminating how men can abuse their power. The notion of the protective role expressed, 

implicitly indicates that there is one who is unable to protect themselves. In other words, there is an 

indirect perpetuation of the oppression of women, as hegemonic masculinity attempts to exhibit itself 

in society.  

4.4 Masculinities and Manhood  

In their expressions of their masculinities and their understandings of the word, young 

university-going men had provided some ways in which they had come to understand masculinities. 

They have described different types of masculinities, such as “Religion-centred masculinity”, and 

“fluid masculinity”. Beyond these definitions of masculinities, the interviewees described some of 

the key male figures in their lives, and how they have come to shape their masculinity.  
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4.4.1 Religion-centred masculinity. In the descriptions of what masculinity means for the 

interviewees, some stated that having a centre in religion or a higher power is the core of how one 

ought to depict their masculinity. Interviewees stated: 

“My understanding of masculinity comes from Christianity in terms of like …. Yeah. So, it is 

what you do in terms of like the moral ground like your morals. So, what you do must be in 

conjunction with your morals, that's a man…. Your integrity and also standing up for what is 

right.” (Raymond, aged 22, relationship) 

“I define it as a man sure that um is protective, he is accountable, he is respected who has 

respect you need to respect before you get respect yeah and most important is a man of God 

because if you do not have that centre yeah then you are going to sway the wrong way.” 

(Themba, aged 20, complicated)” 

Raymond speaks on his “understanding of masculinity [coming] from Christianity”. He 

further speaks on the specific aspects of how Christianity influenced and shaped his masculinity, 

stating “what you do must be in conjunction with you with your morals, that is a man…. Your 

integrity and also standing up for what is right”. This suggests that being a man, and the expressions 

of masculinity ought to be aligned with Christ-like characteristics, such as integrity, and having a 

good moral compass. Themba further adds on the religion-centred characteristics of a man and 

further emphasises that “if you do not have that centre, yeah, then you are going to sway the wrong 

way”. This implies that the more a man is in tune with his higher power, and religious practices, the 

more respectful, accountable, and protective he is. The current portrayal of masculinity (as expressed 

by participants) indicates that men are de-centred from their higher power. As such, men’s 

perceptions have indicated a less accountable masculinity and one that is reluctant to play their 

protective roles. The #MenAreTrash movement has made it more apparent how men have ‘sway[ed] 

the wrong way’ and need to find their centred once again. It could be inferred that an approach to life 
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that is embedded in religion and spirituality is understood by the participants as the one premised on 

the notion of the ethics of care for fellow human beings, and also one that shuns committing 

‘immoral’ conduct that causes suffering in others, as manifested in acts of GBV. 

4.4.2 Fluid masculinity. In exploring different definitions of masculinity, several aspects 

stand out. One of these speaks on a more fluid definition of masculinity that takes multiple angles. 

Interviewees disclose some of their notions on how they define masculinity: 

“So, I think masculinity refers to a culture, actions, that refer to how men behave. I think it 

has to do with behaviour, culture. And yeah, because I think, from what I know, like, you 

know, this idea of a spectrum between masculinity and femininity, and both men can possess 

like feminine and masculine traits. And like, express both femininity and masculinity. But 

yeah, I think masculinity refers to us our actions, behaviour and how we aim to come across 

as men in the world.” (Jay, aged 25, single) 

“I grew up in like a two-parent household. Yeah. So ahh, it was a good situation like I saw, of 

course, like, there are some moments where like, maybe like your pops, your dad rather is 

going through a tough time, then you see him like not being the man like he used to, you then 

like and then your mom helping him out to become the man again. So, like, seeing that 

relationship? It is a positive thing. So, it makes me want a relationship to be honest…. they 

make you want to be strong. They push you so I will go back to my father, my father was he 

was strict, very strict, very strict. So, he pushed me to become a man very early. If I made 

mistakes, he made me like see them and rectify them, then improve on them. Like, avoid 

making those same mistakes.” (Peter, aged 21, single)  

Jay speaks on how culture plays a role in the expressions of masculinity, He states, “I think 

masculinity refers to a culture, actions, that refer to how men behave”. The influence that culture 

has, is not just on one's formation of their identity, but also influences “how men behave”. This 
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suggests that each cultural group influences their men differently, and as such, masculinity is not a 

set dynamic amongst men overall, but a fluid one that ebbs and flows depending on one's cultural 

influences.   

The defining of masculinity, and its links to manhood, is not exclusively for men. Jay speaks 

of the “idea of a spectrum between masculinity and femininity, and both men can possess like 

feminine and masculine traits”. This suggests that there is much more nuance in the expressions of 

masculinity and what it means to be a man. In other words, this indicates that masculinity is not, or 

does not have to be a rigid idea that men cling to, but rather, men, and society, ought to view it as a 

fluid expression of masculinity and embracing traits that may be considered feminine as well.  

Peter sheds light on the idea of masculinity not being rigid, by narrating how he grew up in a 

two-parent household and witnessed “your dad rather is going through a tough time, then you see 

him like not being the man like he used to, you then like and then your mom helping him out to 

become the man again”. This speaks to the dynamic that has been cultivated by both his parents, 

where in the expressions of masculinity, vulnerability is not viewed as a weakness. This also sheds 

light on the use of power, and that his father did not abuse his power, but rather how they enacted 

their roles in support of each other. The dynamic he witnessed growing up shaped him and impacted 

the kind of relationships he sought to have one day, expressing “So like, seeing that relationship? It's 

a positive thing. So, it makes me want a relationship to be honest...they make you want to be strong”. 

This strength he witnessed, expressed by both his parents, is a “positive thing” that has helped 

provide an understanding of a positive expression of masculinity and more pertinently, how 

masculinity can express itself in relationships.  

4.4.3 The influence of key male figures. In growing up, young university-going men have 

outlined their influential male figures who positively shaped their own sense of masculinities. 
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“When I grew up, I was like really small and would get picked on a lot, right? And so, my 

father and my uncles and stuff would try and teach me to stand up for myself and to like 

assert myself so that I would not get picked on and so that I could basically establish myself.” 

(Kevin, aged 19, single).  

“To be a man. Yeah, they said I must go to the initiation school so I can grow up. They taught 

me some things that I must not do. Like, for example, I must not get involved in gender-based 

violence and all that stuff. I must never hit a girl. So, in terms of friends, you know it's peer 

pressure…Yeah, we are not supposed to do. Like, having many girlfriends. Because 

sometimes happens, you can have competition with your friends. Like, let us see who's going 

to have like 10 girlfriends first. Yeah, something like that. And that leads to this thing, that 

#MenAreTrash. Like, when a girl finds out that we are dating you and we are 10, you are 

always like, yeah.” (Sibusiso, aged 17, single) 

Developing one's masculinity, especially for Kevin, was a tricky endeavour, especially 

because he “grew up, [...] really small and would get picked on a lot”. Fortunately, he had key male 

figures to help him develop his masculinity, as his “father and my uncles and stuff would try and 

teach me to stand up for myself”. For him, having grown up with his uncles and father helped him 

“establish [him]self” as a young man. This speaks to the importance of young boys having positive 

male figures who will help groom and shape their masculinities.  

Sibusiso speaks on the cultural influence that the men in his life played. He states “To be a 

man. They said I must go to the initiation school so I can grow up. They taught me some things that I 

must not do” such as to “never hit a girl”. His culture and its practices teach and shape his 

masculinity and how one ought to act to be seen as a man in society. The “initiation school” is seen 

as a space where one can gain the knowledge and the skill of being a man, transitioning from being a 

boy toa man. Beyond this, he notes how “in terms of friends, you know it's peer pressure…Yeah, 
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we're not supposed to do that. Like having many girlfriends. Because sometimes happens, you can 

have competition with your friends. Like, let's see who's going to have like 10 girlfriends”. Here he 

speaks about how even though he is aware of what one is “not supposed to do”, he notes how 

influential “peer pressure” has been in his life, where he and his friends have a “competition” on the 

number of girls they can date. He further notes that these behaviours have also been a contributor to 

the hashtag itself, as he states “that leads to this thing, that #MenAreTrash. Like, when a girl finds 

out that we are dating you and we are 10”. Having key influential male figures in one's life does not 

always guarantee it will be a positive influence. As described Sibusiso, notes that some influences by 

the other men in his life have not been so fruitful compared to others. This indicates that a man ought 

to be able to discern which influences and lessons benefit him and the larger society, and which are 

not, so he can carry himself better as a man.  

4.4.4 The struggles of being a man in South Africa. Many of the participants expressed the 

difficulty that one experiences by being a man in South Africa. Being a man is met with hurdles that 

limit your expression of being a man and taking on particular societal roles. Interviewees expressed 

that:  

“Being a man in South Africa is kind of tough, to be honest. Because I say like, there is a lot 

of negativity towards men in South Africa because was like a lot of people grew up without 

fathers in their households. So, they have like, also from a young age, they have that negative 

thought of their parents. The mothers too also have negative thoughts because they raised the 

children alone. So yeah, there is a negative thing against men and men are not the same as 

regarded as like, as what they used to be in the past. Not really doing what they are supposed 

to do. Men are not at home. And men are not doing a lot. Aye it is deep.” (Peter, aged 21, 

single) 
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“Well, being a man in South Africa it is very risky. For starters, it is very risky [….] in the 

sense that we are given, we inherit the responsibility of protection, men generally are seen as 

protectors and in most cases, we must fulfil that role of being protectors. At the same time, we 

are exposed to a lot of things that break whatever you are building in your efforts to try to be 

the protector. By that I mean, there is a lot of, again what I am saying does not take away 

from the accusations that have merit…. so if a man for instance is in a position of building 

himself to being a better protector and provider as seen by society and then you find yourself 

in an unfortunate position where you are accused or you are being, you form part of this 

movement, you know, that brings you, takes you 15 steps backwards because now again 

you're gonna have to rebuild your image in society. Some of these men that are accused are 

men that have kids, not just kids, there are kids that are girls, you know. So, it doesn't just 

break that man that's been abused, it breaks, there's a line following from that man to his 

offspring and God forbid, we don't know what it does to those offsprings and how they will be 

as a result of that” (Thabo, aged 25, single) 

Peter spoke about the influential factors of fatherlessness that have made being a man in 

South Africa difficult. He states that “there is a lot of negativity towards men in South Africa 

because was like a lot of people grew up without fathers in their households”. The lack of present 

fathers in many households has led to an increase in the negativity that exists towards South African 

men, which can be seen through the frustration and yearning of young boys and girls to have good 

male figures in the home to help them in their development. This makes “being a man in South 

Africa is kind of tough”, as it seems that men have negated their responsibility in society – both in 

terms of parenting and being positive role models.  This negativity is further exacerbated by the 

difficulties faced by single mothers in raising children, as “the mothers too they also have a negative 

thought[s]...they raised the children alone”. This suggests that the mothers in numerous cases are 

not receiving parental support from men to help raise their children.  
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Thabo speaks about how “being a man in South Africa, [is] very risky”, as “[men] are 

exposed to a lot of things that break whatever you are building in your efforts to try to be the 

protector”. Here he highlights the idea that in as much as men have a protective role to play in 

society, they are hindered by other factors that negatively impact one's desire to play the role of 

being a protector. In his example, he expresses that once one is accused, he takes you 15 steps 

backwards” due to them having to “rebuild [their] image in society”.  

The dynamics explored in the above themes and subthemes are expressions by the 

participants which illuminate the perceptions and ways of navigating that men have exhibited. 

Through engaging with the question of how they perceived #MenareTrash, they indicated a fear-

induced sense of self in how they carry themselves in society. They have also shed light on the 

responsibility men have to take in playing a more active and positive role in society, through 

discerning and redefining what kind of men they seek to be. Especially as the ideas of hegemonic 

masculinity have been noted to possess aspects that maintain the oppression of women. As men 

navigate through it all, they note that there are ways to work things through amongst men and 

women – through dialogue.  This journey of expanding one's masculinity for the better proves to be a 

nuanced and difficult one to undertake, particularly due to the difficulties of being a man in South 

Africa.   
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Chapter Five: Discussion   

The glimpses into some of the complex workings of navigating masculinity in society are 

called to order by movements like #MenAreTrash. Men express acknowledging their shortcomings 

and provide suggestions on traversing connections, interactions, and a sense of responsibility as men 

in society. This chapter explores the above and how it manifested itself throughout the themes and 

subthemes. These manifestations are brought forth through the study’s objectives. To reiterate, the 

present study explored young university-going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement 

and the impact of this on their masculinity. This aim was explored through three objectives: 

exploring young university-going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement; exploring 

how young university-going men’s behaviours may have been impacted by the #MenAreTrash 

movement; and exploring the impact of the #MenAreTrash movement on their masculinity.   

5.1 The Significance of Cross-sex Conversations 

In line with the first objective of the study, exploring young university-going men’s 

perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement, the key findings were interrogated through the second 

theme (The need for dialogue in addressing issues raised by #MenAreTrash), and its subthemes. 

Participants raised the idea of establishing a common ground for men and women to interact and 

engage on difficult topics that affect their relationships with each other, they also noted that this 

conversation should not be premised on determining culpability or apportioning blame, but on 

establishing the points of complementarity in the competing and oftentimes contradictory 

perspectives regarding GBV. The findings present (regarding the need for dialogue involving both 

men and women) were consistent with those of Udo and Orioha (2022), who emphasise that 

intergroup dialogues between men and women are key to bridging the gap between men and women 

and mitigating the violence that plagues communities. Their perceptions covered aspects of what 

they considered #MenAreTrash sought to achieve and their overall sentiments about it. This theme 
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explored the importance for society to have multiple dialogues about #MenAreTrash, ways of 

healing, and ways for men to do better. As such, these conversations ought to always include men 

and women and expand to include other people as time progresses  

To establish said common ground (for men and women to interact and engage on the topic of 

GBV and femicide), one ought to be mindful of how cross-sex conversations occur, and some 

female-male miscommunications that come through in these conversations (Maltz & Borker, 2009). 

Part of having these difficult conversations is contending with counter-narratives that are based on 

the notion that GBV does not only affect women, but men too, and that it is unfair for women to 

generalise to all men. In a cross-sectional study by Malik and Nadda (2019) with 1000 married men 

aged 21-49 in the rural area of Haryana in India, they noted that 51.5% of the men experienced GBV 

in the hands of their intimate partners/wives at least once in their lives. In the last 12 months, 10.5% 

of these men experienced GBV from their wives/intimate partners (Malik & Nadda, 2019). This 

study provides a solid case for GBV not being one-sided, as emphasised by the interviewees, but 

rather one that affects both men and women. The noted unfairness for the generalisation, brought up 

through the counter-narratives, speaks to how women have not seen enough men take the issue of 

GBV more seriously and partake in efforts to end it. This is made evident by the numerous papers 

written on how to engage men and boys in these efforts to end the violence (Casey et al., 2018; 

Flood, 2019). As such even though there are efforts from organisations and men to end violence, and 

campaigns geared towards such, there is still a multi-relational dynamic to GBV that men ought to 

contend with (Peretz & Vidmar, 2021; Tolman et al., 2019). This multi-relational dynamic elucidates 

how men are viewed as the perpetrators, but also, they can be survivors/victims. The other 

dimensions are where men can be passive/active bystanders, and police officers/investigators, and 

given the lack of faith in South Africa’s poorly functional justice system, it raises unfairness on 

men’s part on how they feel that #MenAreTrash is too general (Enaifoghe et al., 2021; Peretz & 

Vidmar, 2021). #MenAreTrash and its generalisation highlight the systematic role men play in 
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infringing on women’s human rights, and how men in society perpetuate violence (Enaifoghe et al., 

2021). This perpetuation can be seen through, in addition to the ill-functioning justice system, and 

the poor economic opportunities availed to women. As a result, the women depend on the abuser, 

further increasing the prevalence of GBV and IPV cases (Enaifoghe et al., 2021). As such, men's 

approach to GBV can be seen as shortsighted, as they have not fully factored in the full extent of 

how men, through patriarchal structures, lead to the perpetuation of GBV, and how these structures 

particularly gave birth to #MenAreTrash.  

Through these conversations involving men and women, one hopes that as the discussions 

would ‘peel’ deeper into the multi-layered narratives that account for GBV, both men and women 

will gain a deeper understanding of the aetiology, how it manifests within the context of the 

polarisation of perspectives on how it can be dealt with, and how it has affected men and women. 

Bodie et al. (2015) speak to the importance of actively listening as a mechanism to understand and 

support the other individual. Johnston (2016) notes that dialogue can be a powerful tool for 

transformation and persuasion for men to challenge their existing ideas and views towards violence 

against women. Both Bodie et al. (2015) and Johnston (2016) highlight findings that align with the 

study at hand, on how to navigate these conversations, as expressed by participants. Ratele (2022, p. 

81), states, “listening carefully is an articulate act of love in action”. The aim of these conversations 

among women and men is not to have each party voice their sentiments on the #MenAreTrash 

movement but to actively listen and identify pathways that can be revisited or interrogated to 

improve gender relations in society. The role of actively listening to the other is vital for a deeper 

understanding of them –ultimately cultivating love for each other in society.  

5.2 The Rise of Mutual Responsibility 

The dialogues noted above are a means of addressing a way forward where men and women 

are more in harmony with each other in society. The key finding raised here is that participants bring 
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to light the importance of both men and women taking responsibility and accountability, in order to 

ensure that GBV is dealt with in society. Objective two, through the third theme (The awareness of 

self and realisations developed through the movement) and its subthemes, explored the impacts the 

movement had on men’s behaviours.  

The #MenAreTrash hashtag is a call for men to play an active role in not only preventing or 

fighting the GBV scourge, but to also continuously engage in a self-critical, self-reflexive 

interrogation of their role their (in)action – or even indifference on their part – plays in the 

perpetuation and perpetration of GBV. This can be seen through the advocating for a more active 

role that men can play in ensuring continued accountability, and responsibility in society, which goes 

beyond just what they, in collaborative work with women, can do to make GBV a priority focus area 

in the betterment of communities around them. Furthermore, it has raised key concerns in a society 

where men can, unconsciously or otherwise, shift the blame of violence onto women, by making 

them responsible for the violence committed on their (women’s) body, mind, spirit, and psyche. This 

abdication of responsibility can be seen in the common rhetorical questions in the mould of, ‘What 

were you wearing?’, as an attempt to explain away and justify the unjustifiable violent crime of rape 

for instance (Kwenaite & Van Heerden, 2011). This is akin to the interviewee raising the issue of 

“example a girl [going out] at night um in the dark place in a dodgy area”, raising their concern of 

the young woman being accountable for her safety. On the other hand, however, it can be seen as 

another way of explaining away violent acts. Kwenaite and Van Heerden’s (2011) paper expresses 

the same sentiments as the present study, whereby the ideas of violence, regardless of culture or 

social cognition, are not tolerated. Both studies noted that South African culture, more broadly, is 

prescriptive to both men and women, and because many cultures in South Africa are patriarchal, this 

results in establishing a hierarchical order in which women are placed secondary to - and beneath 

men, and subsequently GBV tends to be a medium of further exerting dominance, control and power 
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over, and subjugating, women (Kwenaite & Van Heerden, 2011), in a way that serves to poignantly 

remind women of ‘their place’ in a patriarchally defined society.  

The young university-going men further reflected and expressed that women ought to be 

responsible as well for their safety, and not just place it all on men. This has given light to ideas of 

power, that even though men are aware of the power they have, they ought not to abuse it, and 

alludes to the idea that women too, have power. This power has given birth to impactful movements 

such as #MenAreTrash, which called out how men have abdicated their roles of responsibility and 

accountability. Ho and Pavlish (2011), in a Rwandan refugee camp study, emphasised that 

responsibility and accountability cannot be upheld to protect the rights of women and girls if the 

environment in itself is not conducive for those rights to be upheld and protected, and for the 

perpetrators to be duly prosecuted. They advocate for an ‘empowering environment’ where, once 

achieved, women can live in their purpose (Ho & Pavlish, 2011). Consequently, this abdication 

highlights the added strain it places on women in societies to be the bearers of GBV and are often left 

powerless. In a sense, women can only be responsible if men, too, are responsible together forming 

an empowering societal space where mutual responsibility, accountability, and consideration thrive.  

To further contextualise it in South Africa, there has been underreporting of GBV and IPV 

due to the victims knowing the perpetrator and fearing for their lives (Cullen, 2023; Enaifoghe et al., 

2021). This fear is further exacerbated by the dismissive attitudes that women experience when 

reporting such crimes and is also attributed to poor effective legislative enforcement (Mbandlwa, 

2024). These issues further indicate that women’s power, and their ability to express their power and 

exercise their rights fully, is hindered by non-conducive environments.  

Here the deep flux of recognition – a digging into self, realisations and self-awareness 

expressed by the young university-going men, is made manifest. These reflections allow the young 

university-going men begin to cultivate an awareness of how they can change and improve their 
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ways in society. Men realised that the aim of the hashtag is for them, at the end of it all, to change 

who they are for the better, but to start, to deeply reflect on how, even if they have not been 

individually accused of any form of violence, they may directly or indirectly perpetuate GBV in 

society. A recognition of their power, and how to use it for the good of others and not ill intent. 

Illuminating the importance of the power within men and women to make society a better space 

together, and as more men get involved – shifts the misuse of their power and masculine privilege, 

for the betterment of others.  

5.3 Facing Fears and Navigating Confusion 

Regarding the third objective, which sought to explore the impact on masculinity and men’s 

actions has been dissected through the first (#MenAreTrash effects on masculinity and men’s 

activities) and fourth (masculinities and manhood) themes, some key findings are worth highlighting. 

Central to this were the expressed confusion and uncertainty about the nature and purpose of the 

#MenAreTrash movement, and how participants felt it differently affected them. In other words, this 

confusion can lead to a fragmentary development of one’s masculine identity, and for others, it can 

provide a new sense of certainty in oneself. The confusion caused by #MenAreTrash could lead to 

one being alienated from themselves and others (in particular women), leading to potential mental 

health concerns, as a core aspect of self is encompassed by negative narratives (Barry, 2023). This 

theme has also shown that these young men have become more hesitant to interact with young 

women, indicating a fear of being seen as a man who intends to harm them. This has permeated other 

spaces as well, where part of men’s work consists of potentially assisting women. Flood (2014) notes 

that some of the key reasons why men are not active anti-gender-based-violence advocates include 

the fear of being unwelcomed in such spaces, a sense of helplessness to address it, a lack of 

prioritisation, and defensiveness (as also seen with the counter-narratives).  
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In exploring the negative and positive effects, there have been hindering effects on the 

expression of masculinity, to the extent that the pursuit of dating (typically entrenched in descriptive 

roles of maleness and femaleness, i.e. hegemonic roles) is inhibited out of fear-based caution that 

young university men experience. Raymond expressed that he “think[s that] it also made like dating 

for guys much harder[…] you just stay away”. This suggests that the rise of GBV and IPV makes 

romantic relations more difficult to start due to the caution that is expressed by men in their 

reluctance to pursue or approach fearing how they would be perceived—and women’s caution on not 

knowing who may or may not be a perpetrator of violence, navigating cautiously around men.  

On the positive side however, young universities going men’s masculinity has been 

strengthened by #MenareTrash, it has provided another way for men to express the beauty of 

masculinity, and although more poignant, it shows that one ought not to be defined by others, and for 

one to know themselves. #MenAreTrash has shown men who have not been aware of the dynamics at 

play and how some women are affected by other men's behaviours, it has awakened them and given 

them a new perspective, and awareness. And with knowledge, there is power – power to add to the 

good the world needs and become great role models for other young men, and younger brothers. This 

can be noted in Edward’s narrative, where he states that he wanted “to be someone that [he] can be 

proud of, someone that [his] brother can, [be] like, that is my big bro, like I look up to, like 

something that my parents could be like, that is a good son a good human being”. the above-quoted 

interviewee suggests that in pursuing being a man, one ought to strive to be the best not merely for 

himself, but also for those close to him – in his case, his younger brother, and parents.  

5.4 Being a Man: The Grounding Factors 

The fourth theme explored some ideas and expressions of masculinity and manhood, and here 

men describe and define some of what masculinity means to them. The key findings demonstrate a 

religious, and cultural rooting, alongside strong male figures in their lives that help shape how they 
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see themselves as men in society, and how they navigate being a man in society. They also provided 

a nuanced view of masculinity, where it is not fixed per se but as a fluid identity that is open to 

interpretation and expression.  

The interviewees’ religions and cultures influenced the development of their masculinities 

which was typically informed through a Christian value lens. This lens can be seen through the 

noteworthy finding where they expression that when one is not centred on something ‘higher than 

themselves’ (that is, a divine power), they would not be in tune with the highest form and expression 

of their masculinity. The description of how they see their masculinity is not in a way that’s purely 

encompassed by masculinity, but they speak about it as a fluid entity that is in a spectrum from 

femininity to masculinity. In other words, participants expressed that men also possess feminine 

energy, and that masculinity is not a fixed entity. This fluidity is not just in the aspects of masculine 

and feminine energies, but also in the typically gendered roles for men and women. This fluidity in 

masculinity does not only speak to the aspects of masculine and feminine but also speaks to the idea 

of masculinity being influenced by other aspects such as religion and culture, as these two flow into 

each other. Both religion and culture are dominated by the patriarchal theme. Although some 

scriptural interpretations and traditions honour women as equals to men, the overarching male God-

centricity remains expressed through patriarchy (Perales & Bauma, 2019).  Giving hegemonic 

masculinity another means to shape young university-going men’s sense of masculinity. Mshweshwe 

(2020) argues that culture plays a legitimising role in how patriarchy is preserved. Mshweshwe 

(2020) further states that through this, hegemonic masculinity is also embraced and promoted, and as 

such, how gender practices are configured leans towards a favouring position for men.  These 

religious and cultural influences not only influence how men define their masculinity, but also adds 

complexity to how they navigate being a man (Ammann & Straudacher, 2021; Reeser, 2020).  

Religion and culture highlight the intersectional social practices that shape the complex definition of 

masculinities (Ammann & Straudacher, 2021; Reeser, 2020). Elucidating how masculinities are ever-
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evolving, relational, and contested diverse identities (Ammann & Straudacher, 2021; Reeser, 2020). 

Ammann and Straudacher (2021) in their paper note that due to the ever evolving and contested 

diversity of masculine identities, masculinities are not fixed to one or definitions, but are seen as 

fluid and dynamic identities that are influenced by other intersectional aspects, such as sexual 

orientation, race, and socioeconomic status. The abovementioned further support the findings of this 

paper, which views this fluidity being expressed in the spectral makeup of masculinity-femininity.  

Participants also expressed the ideas of how their sense of self as a man is developed, by 

having key male figures in their lives directly or indirectly. These figures are fathers, uncles, and the 

men who guide them in the journey of being a man. An instance of such guidance in the journey can 

be seen in Sibusiso’s narrative. In his journey, he expressed how this guidance, as a highlight in his 

life, occurred during the time of his Xhosa rites of passage into manhood – Ulwaluko, where he 

learnt more about what it means to be a Xhosa man, and his role in society.  

These influential figures can also be one's friends, and the behaviour of peer influence is 

made evident in this study.  There is a greater dynamic at play here where being influenced by older 

men in one society, they are being trained to improve themselves, and conditioned to impress and 

improve the greater society, and the pursuit to have multiple partners, due to peer pressure, is a 

condition to impress their friends, even though one finds the practice wrong. A systematic review 

conducted by McCoy et al. (2019) on deviant peer pressure which leads to risk-taking behaviour, 

noted that 46 % of teenage males are more susceptible to this form of peer pressure, while only 8% 

of teenage females are affected by it.  This finding may be attributed to the desire young men have to 

fit the traditional images depicted by gender role stereotypes which link ideas of one being tough and 

autonomous, particularly in instances of substance use and aggressive behaviour – all in efforts to 

maintain a strong peer socialisation (Mcoy et al. 2019). Although this study was conducted 

particularly looking at teenagers, it is notable to bring across that peer influence/pressure is a 

phenomenon that also affects adults as well. In a survey investigating peer pressure in adults aged 18 
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to 80 years of age, the study showed that the effects of peer pressure persisted more in young adults 

(18-30), whereas middle (31-59) and older adults (60+) began showing higher levels of self-control 

in social conformity (Castrellon et al. 2023). One of the main reasons for risk-taking behaviour and 

social conformity declining with age is due to the prefrontal cortex development – as it matures, the 

less likely an adult is influenced by peers (Castrellon et al. 2023).   

Another grounding factor of being a man in South Africa is male vulnerability. It seems to be 

the underlying theme that well encompasses all the themes, from men being vulnerable, and hesitant 

to express their masculinities, because of fears, to being aware that vulnerable conversations ought to 

be engaged in and being vulnerable about how difficult it is to be a man overall. As the young 

university-going men reflect on what it means, or what it is like to be a man in South Africa, many of 

them speak about the difficulties of being a man. They expressed that the perception of men is 

negative due to high rates of fatherlessness in the country. South Africa has a dire state of 

fatherlessness, as 42% of children live with their mothers only (Mbobo, 2022). However, it is 

paramount to note that this fatherhood goes beyond the biological and refers to social fatherhood. In 

other words, if children grow up without their biological father directly being involved, they often 

can have other father figures, such as uncles/grandfathers or men in the community or school, raising 

the boy child (Nathane & Khunou, 2021). One of the key findings noted in the expression of being a 

man in South Africa, especially without a father, raised emotions of anger, abandonment, and feeling 

unloved and rejected (Mbobo, 2022). These feelings can tend to lead to negative effects on their 

educational prospects, and ill-disciplined behaviours, which could place their academic and career 

prospects at risk (Mbobo, 2022). Despite these feelings, Mbobo (2022) further notes that even though 

some of these children have other father figures, and incredible women raising them, which helps 

foster their sense of resilience in being a man in South Africa, he raises the importance of the 

biological father. This importance is demonstrated in the development of a cultural identity of the 

children who grow up to become men. In developing the young men’s identity, their biological 
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fathers become key – particularly in the journey of Ulwaluko, where the process ought to take place 

at the father's family home and the father be a key facilitator/mentor of their child/ren’s transition 

into manhood (Mbobo, 2022). Mfecane (2018) emphasises that in African cultures, there are certain 

rituals and ceremonial practices that can only be done from the biological father's side of the family, 

such as imbeleko. This ritual speaks to ancestorial recognition and protection from one's paternal 

side, as such, Mfecane (2018) notes the importance of having a connection to not just the biological 

father but the paternal ancestry as well.  

These emotions speak to men's sense of vulnerability, where often, the vulnerability of 

women in society is seen as something that ought to be protected and kept safe from harm, but men 

too experience and express being vulnerable in their country. #MenAreTrash has aided in women 

being given the freedom to enact their femininity in ways that they see fit without the presence of 

men to ‘allow’ that to happen. One of the pivotal missing factors from this movement is how men 

can enact their masculinity in ways that are supportive and not subject to bias or vilification. For 

instance, asking a woman whether she is okay instead of assuming she requires assistance. These 

hesitations in men, beyond the potential negative of being vilified, provide a great opportunity for 

men to reflect and reassess how they would approach a situation without imposing their masculinity 

in a manner that can be seen as ill-fitting. Ratele (2022) provides an alternative progressive form of 

masculinity that cultivates self-care within the men themselves, and society as a whole. He refers to 

it as loving masculinity where one forgoes the violent, and limiting notions of what masculinity is, 

and leans more towards caring forms that are not hindered by phrases that prescribe how men ought 

to be, such as, ‘men do this’ or do not do that’ (Ratele, 2022). 

Even with the perceived vilification of men through #MenAreTrash, some young university-

going men have demonstrated a desire to do better, and be better, they have provided potential 

avenues to begin the process of having both males and females connect better, such as facilitating 

conversations between young university-going men and women – raising the critical issue of having 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



75 
 

a common ground where men and women unite to tackle GBV & IPV; engaging with other men to 

critically evaluate how they contribute to GBV, and how they refer to women. These findings are 

consistent with the pursuits of #HowWillIChange, where PettyJohn et al., (2019) running a 

significant social media anti-violence campaign, which sought to engage men and boys in addressing 

misogynistic and violence-supportive norms that can lead to GBV and IPV. Through the desire for 

equality among men and women, and expressions that are not bound by fear, young university men 

have demonstrated their intentions for a non-violent, equal society (Flood, 2015).  

5.6 Conclusion 

These themes have answered all the objectives that were under investigation, where young 

university-going men have expressed and shared their perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement 

and how it has affected their behaviours and how they navigate spaces. It has also answered some of 

how young university-going men’s masculinity has been impacted by #MenAreTrash. These impacts 

have ranged from negative ones and positive ones, where men realised that as much as it limited their 

ways of expression, it called them to grow, and improve their behaviours and ways of being. 

Through the use of transcendental phenomenology’s Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method 

(Frizzell et al., 2016; Tuel, 2014), these findings and discussions shed much-needed light on how 

men feel, think, and act (or lack thereof), due to the #MenAreTrash. Groups and organizations that 

are socially cohesive can therefore broaden their scope and strategy to involve more young men in 

the fight against GBV and IPV.  

The findings echo the societal calls which state that there is a lot more to be done in the fight 

against violence in society. Given the serious scourge of GBV and femicide in South Africa – which 

has been so prevalent and pervasive it has long reached the endemic levels. The findings and 

literature strongly advocate for more action to be taken in the direction of antiviolence. One of the 
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fundamental steps towards this path is gaining an understanding of what men think, and how their 

actions are affected (positively or negatively) by #MenAreTrash.  
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Chapter Six: Conclusions: Significance, Limitations, Recommendations for future research, 

and Implications for intervention and policy  

6.1. Significance of the Study 

The study, given that it elicited responses directly from young university-going men, gave 

valuable insights as it solicited their perspectives and opinions on the #MenAreTrash movement, 

offering valuable data on a population that is hardly included in studies focussing on GBVF. 

Furthermore, it gave a unique opportunity for a ‘male voice’ on a subject often erroneously regarded 

as a female terrain or domain. This should give an opportunity for the inclusion of males in 

conversations on GBVF. The fact that these males also acknowledged the role of the movement (of it 

having influenced their manner of expressing their masculinity through action, and how they 

subsequently defined themselves as men), suggests that it remains imperative to involve men in 

discussions that are about them, and which are aimed at shaping their thoughts, conversations, 

narratives, thoughts, beliefs and subsequent behaviours towards women and vulnerable people in 

communities. Lastly, this study provided additional avenues to the need for understanding men and 

provided learnings into how these avenues can be utilised in the efforts to engage young university-

going men in being active advocates for speaking up and addressing violence. 

6.2. Limitations and Recommendations 

The study was limited by numerous factors, such as methodology, theory, and subsequently 

data limitations, and interview schedule. Firstly, methodologically, this study was limited by the 

qualitative nature of the study, which meant that one could only work with subjective accounts of 

interviewees without being able to establish patterns of relationships between variables – something 

that is only possible with quantitative procedures. Future research could employ either quantitative 

methods or mixed methods that allow for larger representative samples.  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



78 
 

Secondly, the study explored how #MenAreTrash affects university-going men’s sense of self 

and how they performed their masculinity in and around university spaces. #MenAreTrash is a 

broader societal issue, and with only a limited scope of study, it limits its applicability outside 

student-based higher education spaces. Possible future studies could include both students and non-

students to capture the nuances embedded in the men’s subjective experiences and perceptions of the 

#MenAreTrash movement.  

Thirdly, although the study conducted provides insights into university-going men’s voices 

their subjectivities and perceptions and raises the critical importance of engaging young men in 

research that explores issues of GBVF, it only does so for one institution. As such, other university-

going men’s voices and subjectivities may differ due to their unique contextual factors. Further 

studies ought to be conducted to provide insights into other contexts and subjectivities – expanding 

the literature in this research space.   

Lastly, the present study could have incorporated more questions about GBV policies and 

programmes that young university going-men may be familiar or not with – this would be notable 

observations on how effective published policies and anti-GBVF programmes have been. This would 

also provide an opportunity for the study to take a slightly more nuanced approach in engaging with 

policy when gleaning from participants' answers in the interviews.  

6.3 Implications for Interventions and Policy 

 Despite the limitations highlighted above, the study has important implications for interventions 

and policy around the management and care for women and vulnerable populations. The study 

provides the framework upon which organisations that work with women and children (such as the 

Saartjie Baartman Centre for Women and Children, and those that work with men, namely Sonke 

Gender Justice NPC – Non-Profit Company) can operate and map and develop intervention 

programmes and information sessions for university students seeking assistance to deal with GBV in 
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university and community contexts. Such programmes could also help facilitate ongoing dialogues 

between men and women about working towards developing healthier masculinities and addressing 

issues of GBVF. The programmes that could be developed, through the inspiration of this study, 

would benefit from the insights of how the young university-going men have raised as possible 

solutions, such as teaching active listening skills and empathetic listening, for young men to use and 

take heed to the societal calls to end GBV through movements such as #MenAreTrash.  

 On policy, findings from the present study served to highlight the need to create and expand the 

scope for the practical implementation of the National Strategic Plan on Gender-Based Violence and 

Femicide (NSP-GBVF) 2020 – 2030, centred around numerous foundational guiding pillars, so that 

its implementation could also find expression at the university contexts as well. The present study 

covered three, namely, (a) accountability, (b) prevention and rebuilding social cohesion, and (c) 

research and information management (Department of Women, Youth and Persons with Disabilities, 

2020). This policy has strengthened many NPOs (END GBVF Collective – 82 organisations) and 

other organisations, 400 individuals, and government departments that are focused on work 

involving women, and children, and engaging men towards ending violence (Department of Women, 

Youth and Persons with Disabilities, 2022). Findings from the present study could be used to add the 

needed impetus to the imperatives of the National Strategic Plan on Gender-Based Violence and 

Femicide, by providing the organisations discussed prior potential paths in the difficult journey of 

engaging men in anti-GBV efforts. Through the accountability pillar, this paper demonstrated that 

men ought to be more accountable for their actions, and it further brought to light women’s power, 

and the layers of accountability. In the pillar of prevention and rebuilding social cohesion, men raise 

the importance of finding a common ground between men and women – building society together, 

instead of having separate conversations, and building on mutually beneficial discussions. Lastly, the 

pillar of research and information management speaks to how pivotal such studies are in 

understanding men's deep subjectivities, as these provide invaluable insights into how men perceive 
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the states of GBV and #MenAreTrash. Through the present study’s findings, scholars, policymakers, 

community programme developers, and organisations working with men in particular can further 

strengthen their efforts in engaging men on a deeper level, which will result in a n increase in 

accountability among men, and social cohesion. Although interviewees were not asked directly about 

the NSP-GBVF policy, their responses in the study indicate that there is a general alignment with the 

current policy. However, the present paper raises important action plan/s and/or intervention 

strategies that are yet to be fully implemented by this policy, advocating for concerted efforts beyond 

policy from government departments to address the multisector and societal issue of violence.  
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Appendix A: Information sheet 

Project Title: Young university-going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash 

movement and its impact on their masculinity. 

What is this study about? 

This is a research project being conducted by Xolisa Gwadiso at the University of 

the Western Cape. I am inviting you to participate in this research project because you are 

a young man at the University of the Western Cape. The purpose of this research project 

is to explore and understand young university-going men’s perceptions of the 

#MenAreTrash movement. It also aims to explore and understand how young university-

going men’s behaviours may have been impacted by the #MenAreTrash movement, and 

how it does or does not impact their sense of masculinity. 

What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate? 

You will be asked to take part in a semi-structured interview that will be 

approximately 30-60 minutes. In this interview, I will ask you a series of questions  about 

your perceptions of the #MenAreTrash movement, how this might have impacted your 

behaviours and what this means for you as a man. I will also ask your permission to record 

the interview. The interviews will be conducted online using an online video application 
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(Google Meet, Zoom, Skype etc.) and at a time that is most convenient for you. 

Alternatively, contingency plans will be put in place for face-to-face interviews on the 

premises of the University of the Western           Cape campus. 

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential? 

Yes, your identity and information will be kept confidential. The researcher 

undertakes to protect your identity and the nature of your contribution. To ensure your 

anonymity, your answers will be given a code number or a pseudonym [fake name] and 

you will be referred to in this way in the data, any publications, or other research reporting 

methods such as conference proceedings. To ensure your confidentiality, the electronic 

information collected (audio recordings; transcripts) will be stored on a password-protected 

computer. The data will be stored for 5 years after which the data will be deleted. 

What are the risks of this research? 

There may be some risks from participating in this research study, such as 

psychological, and emotional distress, and although there may be some risks, I will 

minimize risks and respond quickly to help you if you encounter any discomfort, 

psychological or otherwise, while participating in this study. If further support or action 

is required, an appropriate referral to relevant professionals at the Centre for Student 

Support Services (CSSS - 021 959 2299),   LifeLine (021 461 1113), and Counselling Hub 

(021 462 3902) will be made. 

What are the benefits of this research? 

This research is not designed to help you personally, although this study may benefit you 

in ways that increase personal insights and reflection, due to the questions that will be asked about 

your perceptions and sense of masculinity. On a larger scale, taking part in this research study 

aims to expand the conversations of feminist movements and engage more men in the 

conversation concerning gender- based violence. The results may help the investigator learn 
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more about university-going men’s perceptions regarding the #MenAreTrash movement. We hope 

that, in the future, other people might benefit from this study through an improved understanding 

of men’s perceptions, and how these influence their engagement in gender-based violence and 

the #MenAreTrash conversations. 

Do I have to be in this research, and may I stop participating at any time? 

 Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to 

take part at all. If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at 

any time. If you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating for any 

reason and at any time, you will not be penalized whatsoever. 

What if I have questions? 

This research is being conducted by Xolisa Gwadiso, in the Psychology department  

of the University of the Western Cape. If you have any questions about the research study 

itself, please contact Xolisa Gwadiso via email, xolisagwadiso04@Gmail.com. 

Alternatively, you can also contact the research supervisors: 

               

Main Supervisor Co-Supervisor 

Prof Nceba Z. Somhlaba Mr Kyle Jackson 

Associate Professor Lecturer  

Department of Psychology Department of Psychology 

University of the Western Cape University of the Western Cape 

nsomhlaba@uwc.ac.za 

 

kmjackson@uwc.ac.za 
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Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research 

participant if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, 

please contact:  

Head of Department Dean: Faculty of Health Sciences 

Prof. Anita Padmanabhanunni 
 

Prof Anthea Rhoda 
 

Professor Professor 

Department of Psychology Faculty of Health Sciences  

University of the Western Cape University of the Western Cape 

apadmana@uwc.ac.za chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za 
 

 

This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s 

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee. Humanities and Social 

Sciences Research Ethics Committee University of the Western Cape Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535 Tel: 021 959 4111 e-mails:researchethics@uwc.ac.za 
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Appendix B: Privacy notice 

 

In terms of the requirements of the Protection of Personal Information Act (Act 4 of 

2013), personal information will be collected and processed: 

What type of personal information will be collected? 

The type of information that will be collected is one's experiences, perceptions, and 

emotions. 

Who at UWC is responsible for collecting and storing my personal information? 

The principal investigator of this study, Xolisa Gwadiso is responsible for the data 

collection and protected storage of the participants' information. 

 Who will have access to my personal information outside of UWC? 

Your information will not be shared with anyone outside the institution. 

How long will my personal information be stored? 

The data will be stored for 5 years after which the data will be deleted. 

How will my personal information be processed? 

Your personal information will not be published. only the researcher and his supervisors have 

access to your personal data. your response will be processed using pseudonyms and referred to 

as such henceforth. 
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• I hereby give consent for my personal information to be collected, stored, processed, 

and shared as described above. 

• I do not give consent for my personal information to be collected, stored, processed, and 

shared as described above. 

Name………………………………. 

 

Signature………………………….. 

 

Date………………………………. 
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UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2825 Fax: 27 21-959 3515 

E-mail: xolisagwadiso04@gmail.com 

Appendix C: Consent form 

Title of Research Project: Young university-going men’s perceptions of the #MenAreTrash 

movement and its impact on their masculinity. 

 

The study has been described to me in a language that I understand. My questions 

about the study have been answered. I understand what my participation will involve, and I agree 

to participate of my own choice and free will. I understand that my identity will not be disclosed 

to anyone outside of the study. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time 

without giving a reason and without fear of negative consequences or loss of benefits. 

 

 

 

   I agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this 

study. 

 

   I do not agree to be audiotaped during my participation in 

this study. 

 

 

Participant’s   name………………………. 
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Participant’s   signature………………………………. 

 

Date………………… 
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Appendix D: Interview schedule 

Ice-breaking questions: 

● How are you doing today? 

Demographic Information: 

1. What do you identify as (gender)? 

2. How old are you? 

3. What is your home language? 

4. What are you studying? And what year of study are you in? 

5. What is your relationship status? 

Content Questions: 

6. When did you first hear of the hashtag #MenAreTrash? 

7. When you hear the hashtag, #MenAreTrash, or come across it 

online, what are your first thoughts? 

8. What are your thoughts on the current state of gender-based violence 

in South Africa? 

9. Could you describe some of your thoughts and feelings about 

what you think is the aim of the #MenAreTrash movement? 

10. What do you think is the role of men in this conversation? 
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11. What is your understanding of the word masculinity? 

12. In what way(s) do you think this hashtag 

(#MenAreTrash) has affected your own personal sense of 

masculinity? 

a. Any specific positive influences of the hashtag on your 

masculinity? Tell me more. (The use of more probing questions as 

necessary). 

b. Any specific negative influences of the hashtag on your 

masculinity? Tell me more. (The use of more probing questions as 

necessary) 

13. Since the beginning of the #MenAreTrash movement, has the 

hashtag affected or influenced your actions in any way? If so, how? 

a. Any specific positive influences on your actions that 

you can recount/recall? (Probing questions: Tell me more 

about these). 

b. Any specific negative influences on your actions that 

you can recount/recall? (Probing questions: Tell me more 

about these). 

14. Growing up, how has your family, and friends influenced and 

shaped your thinking about the hashtag and your own sense of 

masculinity? 

a. Any specific positive influences on your actions that 

you can recount/recall? (Probing questions: Tell me more 

about these). 

b. Any specific negative influences on your actions that 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



xxxvi 
 

you can recount/recall? (Probing questions: Tell me more 

about these). 

15. In your opinion, how would you describe being a man 

in South Africa? 

Concluding questions: 

16. We have come to the end of my interview questions. Is there 

anything else you would like to add that was not touched on or 

discussed? 

17. Is/Are there any specific question(s) that you had expected 

from the interviews (which were not asked)? If so, what are 

those? Do you have a question(s) for me? 

Debriefing questions: 

18. How was the whole interviewing experience for you? 

19. How are you feeling now? 

20. What was the most challenging part of the interview for you? 

21. What part of the interview did you enjoy? 

22. Is there anything about the interview that you would like to bring to my 

attention? 
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Appendix E: HSSREC ethical clearance 
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Appendix F: Data collection advertisement 
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