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Men and guns
While most men are not violent, men account for 80% of 
murder victims and perpetrators globally.

Statistically, the majority of gun owners in the world are male. 
Traditionally, a gun has long been a cultural symbol of power, 
strength, and masculinity.

Masculinity — also known as manliness or manhood — is a set 
of characteristics, behaviours, and roles generally associated 
with boys and men and is mostly about how society expects 
men to behave.

From a young age, boys learn that to ‘be a man’ means to be 
dominant, courageous, independent and assertive. Manliness 
is about having strength and power — and this can be 
demonstrated at work, in sport and in relationships with others, 
especially women. Men are expected to live up to these ideas of 
masculinity and are considered unmanly if they do not.

Men are also taught not to show their feelings with the exception 
of anger, as it is considered unmanly to show emotions and 
vulnerability, such as being sad, frustrated, fearful or stressed.

"Globally, 
men account 
for 80% of 
all murder 
victims and 
perpetrators"
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0If your partner owns a gun, you could be the next target.

A woman is killed by her partner every 8 hours in South Africa. 17% of these deaths are from gunshots and in 75% 
of cases, a legal gun is used. If you’re afraid of your partner, ask the police to remove the weapon immediately.
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A woman is killed by her partner every 8 hours in South Africa. 17% of these deaths are from gunshots and in 75% 
of cases, a legal gun is used. If you’re afraid of your partner, ask the police to remove the weapon immediately.
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"a man has 
a higher 
chance 
of being a 
perpetrator 
or victim of 
gun violence" 

What is toxic masculinity?
Toxic masculinity is when the norms of masculinity have a harmful 
impact on society and the individual. It doesn't mean that men or 
boys are toxic or bad. It is society’s unfair expectations of men and 
boys that can lead them to express themselves negatively. It also 
gets worse when men hide their feelings like grief, hurt, sadness, 
and loneliness, causing them to behave violently.

For example, it supports the belief that:

ŠŠ Rage is an acceptable response to frustration.

ŠŠ Vengeful violence is justified.

ŠŠ Men are entitled to what they want and can use violence to 
get what they want.

Violence against women
Toxic masculinity often includes violence 
against women, such as rape, physical 
and emotional abuse, and murder, as 
some men feel that it is acceptable to 
be sexually aggressive, to control and 
dominate women.

There are often news reports of men who 
have killed their girlfriends after their 
girlfriends have broken up with them. 
These men may have seen rejection as 
an insult to their manhood. Many men 
haven't been taught to deal with their 
emotions and to express vulnerability, so 
the only way they know how to respond is 
with anger and violence. 

Why men get guns
ŠŠ For protection — Men often take on the role of protector and 

provider for their families. Some men will, therefore, feel 
justified to buy a gun to protect their family.

ŠŠ For power — Guns enhance a person's feelings of masculinity 
as they are seen as a way to achieve prestige, power, authority 
and respect. However, this feeling is false, as gun ownership 
by one person mostly makes others around them feel scared, 
threatened and intimidated instead of safe and protected.

"GUN OWNERSHIP BY 
ONE PERSON MAKES 
OTHERS AROUND 
THEM FEEL SCARED 
AND INTIMIDATED 
INSTEAD OF SAFE 
AND PROTECTED"



25

Gun Free South Africa Toolkit 

Owning a gun can make you a victim
But why?
ŠŠ Carrying a gun may give the owner the ‘illusion of invincibility’. 

This mental state could result in aggressive and provocative 
behaviour, which increases the risk of victimisation.

ŠŠ Owning a gun is closely related to other risk-taking behaviours.

Who is at risk of gun violence?
If you are a man, you have a higher chance of being a perpetrator 
or victim of gun violence. However, there are also other risk factors 
that play a role.

These factors exist at four levels:

"Carrying a 
gun may give 
the owner the 
‘illusion of 
invincibility'"

Individual level — refers to each person’s biology and 
experiences, like alcohol or drug abuse, a history 
of abuse as a child, behavioural disorders, and low 
academic achievement.

Interpersonal relationships — refers to the quality of 
relationships an individual has with his or her family, 
peers and intimate partners.

Community level — refers to the risk factors of community 
and social environments, such as under-resourced schools 
and lack of safe spaces for learning, lack of support systems 
and role models, high acceptance of gender inequality, and 
exposure to violent crime in the community.

Societal level influences — refers to factors such as religious and 
cultural beliefs, social norms and economic or social policies that 
in turn influence people’s behaviour.
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Factors that can protect young 
men against guns:
Just as there are risk factors at all these levels, there are also 
protective factors. Protective factors can include: 

ŠŠ Involvement in social activities such as sports. 

ŠŠ Close relationships with non-deviant peers.

ŠŠ Highly developed social skills, such as the ability to resolve 
conflict without violence.

ŠŠ Being religious.

ŠŠ Connectedness to family or adults outside the family.

ŠŠ Being able to discuss problems with parents.

ŠŠ Commitment to school.

Solutions to stopping gun violence
Reducing the risks and working towards increasing protective 
factors requires time and resources. It includes initiatives aimed 
at providing quality education, job creation, and support to 
dysfunctional families, teaching people skills to deal with 
conflict, challenging gender inequalities and dealing with 
alcohol and drug abuse.

As a short-term solution, we need to simply limit the number of 
firearms within a community to lower deaths caused by violence.

"protective 
factors 
require time and 
resources"

"Guns are 18 
times more 
lethal than 
knives. Limiting 
access to guns 
saves lives"
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"Most South 
Africans fear they 
will be attacked 
in their homes and 
neighbourhoods"

Are guns effective for self-defence? 
Examining the evidence
South Africa’s latest crime statistics show that serious and 
violent crimes have again increased. Between 2011/12 and 
2019/20, murder increased 37%, attempted murder 27% and 
aggravated robbery 43%. A shocking 45% of murders in 2019/20 
for which the weapon is known were gun-related, followed by 
knives at 28%.

Increasing levels of violent crime and easy access to weapons 
places South Africa at number 123 out of 163 countries in the 
2020 Global Peace Index.

People living in South Africa are scared. A StatsSA Victims 
of Crime Survey found that people fear being attacked in 
their homes and neighbourhoods. One-third of households 
surveyed don’t go to open spaces or parks for fear of crime, 
while just less than a quarter do not allow children to play 
outside for the same reason. 

As such, people are looking for ways to protect themselves, their 
families and their possessions. One way for some is to buy a 
gun for self-defence. 

Gun ownership and use in SA
The majority of licensed gun owners in South Africa are older 
men who own a handgun for self-defence against ‘stranger 
danger’ armed criminals:

ŠŠ 81% of legal gun owners are men.

ŠŠ 64% of licensed gun owners are over the age of 50.

ŠŠ 49% of legally owned guns are handguns (pistols or 
revolvers).

ŠŠ The majority of legally owned guns are licensed for self-
defence purposes. 

In contrast, the majority of the perpetrators and victims of gun-
related crimes in South Africa are young men who shoot or are 
shot with a handgun during an interpersonal argument with 
someone they know:

ŠŠ 45% of murder victims in South Africa are aged between 
15–29, while 56% of those accused of murder with a gun are 
between 12–24. 

ŠŠ 89% of gun murder victims are boys or men.

81% 
THE PERCENTAGE 

of legal gun 
owners WHO 

are men
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ŠŠ Between 1999/2000 and 2013/14, handguns were used in 
94% of murders in which a gun was used.

ŠŠ The majority of murders in South Africa result from 
arguments between people who know one another, with 
alcohol often present. 

Why is it that handguns bought by older men for self-defence 
against ‘stranger danger’ criminals are used by young men to 
shoot other young men they know? Answering this involves 
examining whether guns bought for self-defence are actually 
used for this purpose.

Guns for self-defence
Research internationally and in South Africa shows that while 
having a gun might make you feel safer, it doesn’t make you 
safer:

ŠŠ Guns are rarely used in self-defence against a criminal 
attack. This is because criminals choose the time and 
place of attack very carefully, making sure their victim is 
vulnerable and outnumbered, to increase the success of a 
crime.

ŠŠ A gun in the home is more likely to be used to commit 
murder, suicide or to threaten and intimidate someone 
known to the shooter — an acquaintance, friend, family 
member or even spouse — than to successfully protect 
against an intruder.

ŠŠ You are four times more likely to have your gun stolen from 
you than to use it in self-defence.

ŠŠ If you shoot at armed criminals they will shoot back 100% 
of the time, putting your life and the lives of bystanders at 
risk. 

ŠŠ Guns are highly prized and are targeted by criminals. Civilians 
in South Africa reported the loss or theft of 8,007 guns in 
2019/20 — an average of 22 guns every day. The police lost 
673 guns (2 a day) in this time.

"Having a gun 
endangers 
yourself and 
your family and 
helps to arm 
criminals"

89% 
THE PERCENTAGE 
OF GUN MURDER 

VICTIMS WHO ARE 
BOYS OR MEN
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What the experts advise
Rob Dale, Managing Executive of private security company 
Fidelity ADT, says the only time a firearm will be effective for self-
defence is if a gun owner is ready and waiting for the criminal 
with the gun cocked and the hammer back.

“Unfortunately these things don’t come with warnings. You are 
not given 90 seconds to go to the safe and get it out”.

Instead of resisting a criminal attack, experts advise not fighting 
back. Your life is more important than your possessions. 

Hijacking: 
The Automobile Association of South Africa (AA) advises that 
you should always comply with the hijackers, while keeping 
your hands visible so the hijackers know you are not armed. 

Home invasions: 
Stay calm, speak slowly, avoid swift movement and keep your 
hands in sight so that the intruders do not become nervous 
or think you are attempting to wield a hidden weapon. Fighting 
back raises the risk of injury. 

South Africa’s criminal law allows for the use of force in very 
specific circumstances. The courts will take into account a 
range of factors when deciding whether an act of self-defence is 
legal, especially when lethal force (such as shooting a criminal 
dead) is used.

“Your life is 
more important 
than your 
possessions, 
never resist in a 
criminal attack"
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Facts 

4.5 million
The total number of guns 
in SA, the majority of which 
are owned for self-defence

88% 
The percentage of men 
who commit suicide 
with a gun in SA

20 
The number of men 
murdered with a 
gun every day in SA

15–29 YEARS
45% of murder victims in SA 
are young men aged between 
15–29 years

90% 
The percentage of gun 
owners in SA that are
civiliaN

81% 
The percentage of the 
1.8m civilian gun owners 
in SA who are menM

EN

G
U

N
S
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Myths

×× Myth: Guns are effective for self-defence.
Fact: While a gun may make you feel safer, it doesn't make 
you safer. A gun is hardly ever used in self-defence, instead 
it increases the risk to you and your family and helps arm 
criminals.

×× Myth: Men will always turn to verbal 
aggression or physical violence in order to 
protect their loved ones.
Fact: Physical violence is a choice, regardless of gender. 
Not all men deal with conflict through verbal and physical 
aggression. 

×× Myth: Men should protect women.
Fact: This kind of thinking reinforces the stereotype that 
women are weak and need physical projection from men 
who are considered stronger.

×× Myth: Vulnerability in men shows weakness.
Fact: Vulnerability often requires courage. Societies must 
create space for young boys and men to be vulnerable and 
see strength in gentleness. There are many ways to be a man 
that are not violent. 

"most violent 
crimes are 
committed by 
men"
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Take action
✓✓ Challenge male stereotypes by celebrating men who 

express their feelings, respect women and deal with 
conflict in a non-aggressive way.

✓✓ Challenge the myth that guns are effective for self-
defence by highlighting the risks of gun ownership.

✓✓ Create men’s groups that allow men to speak openly about 
their feelings and frustrations and discuss what it means 
to be a man in South Africa today.

✓✓ Explore alternative ways to keep you and your family safe 
from violence. Organise community policing forums and 
motivate for interventions to make your neighbourhood 
safer e.g. more lighting or community patrols.

✓✓ Support campaigns aimed at reducing gun violence, 
in particular gun amnesty and public gun-destruction 
campaigns. Encourage anyone in your life who owns a gun 
to hand it in to the police for destruction.

"Explore other 
ways to keep 
you and your 
family safe 
from violence"
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Men are more 
vulnerable to gun 
violence than women 
— 89% of gun violence 
victims are men

Notes


