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“Congress shall make 
no law. . . abridging the
freedom of speech, or of 
the press.”

First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution

The basic foundation of our democracy is the First
Amendment guarantee of freedom of expression. 
The Opposing Viewpoints Series is dedicated to the
concept of this basic freedom and the idea that it is
more important to practice it than to enshrine it.



Contents
Why Consider Opposing Viewpoints? 9
Introduction 12

Chapter 1: Does Private Gun Ownership Pose a
Serious Threat to Society?

Chapter Preface 16
1. Private Gun Ownership Leads to Higher Rates 

of Gun Violence 17
Violence Policy Center

2. Private Gun Ownership Does Not Lead to Higher
Rates of Gun Violence 24
Don B. Kates Jr.

3. Private Gun Ownership Is a Public-Health Hazard 29
Richard F. Corlin

4. Private Gun Ownership Is Not a Public-Health 
Hazard 38
Miguel A. Faria Jr.

5. Private Ownership of Handguns Should Be Banned 47
Roger Rosenblatt

6. Private Gun Ownership Should Not Be Banned 53
Hillel Goldstein

Periodical Bibliography 59

Chapter 2: Does the Constitution Protect Private
Gun Ownership?

Chapter Preface 61
1. Private Gun Ownership Is Protected by the 

Second Amendment 62
Dave LaCourse

2. Private Gun Ownership Is Not Protected by the 
Second Amendment 68
Robert Simmons

3. Gun Control Is Unconstitutional 73
Joseph Sobran



4. Gun Control Is Constitutional 77
Charles L. Blek Jr.

Periodical Bibliography 82

Chapter 3: Is Gun Ownership an Effective Means
of Self-Defense?

Chapter Preface 84
1. Guns Are an Effective Means of Self-Defense 86

John R. Lott Jr.

2. Guns Are Not an Effective Means of Self-Defense 94
David Johnston

3. Defensive Gun Use Is Common 99
Frank J. Murray

4. Defensive Gun Use Is Not Common 105
Tom Diaz

5. Legalizing Concealed Weapons Makes Society 
Safer 112
Morgan Reynolds and H. Sterling Burnett

6. Legalizing Concealed Weapons Does Not Make 
Society Safer 118
Handgun Control, Inc.

Periodical Bibliography 123

Chapter 4: What Measures Would Reduce Gun
Violence?

Chapter Preface 125
1. Gun Control Will Reduce Lethal Crime 127

Richard Harwood

2. Gun Control Will Not Reduce Violent Crime 131
Samuel Francis

3. Gun Control Will Reduce School Violence 135
Cynthia Tucker

4. Gun Control Will Not Reduce School Violence 139
Timothy Brezina and James D. Wright

5. Gun Manufacturers Should Be Held Responsible 
for Gun Violence 148
Dennis Henigan



6. Gun Manufacturers Should Not Be Held 
Responsible for Gun Violence 154
H. Sterling Burnett

7. Gun Safety Standards Should Be Mandatory 162
Gregg Easterbrook

8. Gun Safety Standards Should Not Be Mandatory 170
Phil W. Johnston

Periodical Bibliography 176

For Further Discussion 177
Organizations to Contact 180
Bibliography of Books 186
Index 188



9

Why Consider 
Opposing Viewpoints?
“The only way in which a human being can make some
approach to knowing the whole of a subject is by hearing
what can be said about it by persons of every variety of
opinion and studying all modes in which it can be looked
at by every character of mind. No wise man ever
acquired his wisdom in any mode but this.”

John Stuart Mill

In our media-intensive culture it is not difficult to find dif-
fering opinions. Thousands of newspapers and magazines
and dozens of radio and television talk shows resound with
differing points of view. The difficulty lies in deciding which
opinion to agree with and which “experts” seem the most
credible. The more inundated we become with differing
opinions and claims, the more essential it is to hone critical
reading and thinking skills to evaluate these ideas. Opposing
Viewpoints books address this problem directly by present-
ing stimulating debates that can be used to enhance and
teach these skills. The varied opinions contained in each
book examine many different aspects of a single issue. While
examining these conveniently edited opposing views, readers
can develop critical thinking skills such as the ability to
compare and contrast authors’ credibility, facts, argumenta-
tion styles, use of persuasive techniques, and other stylistic
tools. In short, the Opposing Viewpoints Series is an ideal
way to attain the higher-level thinking and reading skills so
essential in a culture of diverse and contradictory opinions.

In addition to providing a tool for critical thinking, Op-
posing Viewpoints books challenge readers to question their
own strongly held opinions and assumptions. Most people
form their opinions on the basis of upbringing, peer pres-
sure, and personal, cultural, or professional bias. By reading
carefully balanced opposing views, readers must directly
confront new ideas as well as the opinions of those with
whom they disagree. This is not to simplistically argue that
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everyone who reads opposing views will—or should—
change his or her opinion. Instead, the series enhances read-
ers’ understanding of their own views by encouraging con-
frontation with opposing ideas. Careful examination of oth-
ers’ views can lead to the readers’ understanding of the
logical inconsistencies in their own opinions, perspective on
why they hold an opinion, and the consideration of the pos-
sibility that their opinion requires further evaluation.

Evaluating Other Opinions
To ensure that this type of examination occurs, Opposing
Viewpoints books present all types of opinions. Prominent
spokespeople on different sides of each issue as well as well-
known professionals from many disciplines challenge the
reader. An additional goal of the series is to provide a forum
for other, less known, or even unpopular viewpoints. The
opinion of an ordinary person who has had to make the de-
cision to cut off life support from a terminally ill relative, for
example, may be just as valuable and provide just as much in-
sight as a medical ethicist’s professional opinion. The editors
have two additional purposes in including these less known
views. One, the editors encourage readers to respect others’
opinions—even when not enhanced by professional credibil-
ity. It is only by reading or listening to and objectively eval-
uating others’ ideas that one can determine whether they are
worthy of consideration. Two, the inclusion of such view-
points encourages the important critical thinking skill of ob-
jectively evaluating an author’s credentials and bias. This
evaluation will illuminate an author’s reasons for taking a
particular stance on an issue and will aid in readers’ evalua-
tion of the author’s ideas.

It is our hope that these books will give readers a deeper
understanding of the issues debated and an appreciation of
the complexity of even seemingly simple issues when good
and honest people disagree. This awareness is particularly
important in a democratic society such as ours in which
people enter into public debate to determine the common
good. Those with whom one disagrees should not be re-
garded as enemies but rather as people whose views deserve
careful examination and may shed light on one’s own.
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Thomas Jefferson once said that “difference of opinion
leads to inquiry, and inquiry to truth.” Jefferson, a broadly
educated man, argued that “if a nation expects to be ignorant
and free . . . it expects what never was and never will be.” As
individuals and as a nation, it is imperative that we consider
the opinions of others and examine them with skill and dis-
cernment. The Opposing Viewpoints Series is intended to
help readers achieve this goal.

David L. Bender and Bruno Leone, 
Founders

Greenhaven Press anthologies primarily consist of previ-
ously published material taken from a variety of sources, in-
cluding periodicals, books, scholarly journals, newspapers,
government documents, and position papers from private
and public organizations. These original sources are often
edited for length and to ensure their accessibility for a young
adult audience. The anthology editors also change the orig-
inal titles of these works in order to clearly present the main
thesis of each viewpoint and to explicitly indicate the opin-
ion presented in the viewpoint. These alterations are made
in consideration of both the reading and comprehension lev-
els of a young adult audience. Every effort is made to ensure
that Greenhaven Press accurately reflects the original intent
of the authors included in this anthology.
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Introduction
“What is left for the supporters of restrictive gun control
seeking an intellectual justification for their position?
They are counting on a complete rewrite of American
history [to downplay the centrality of guns in America].”

—Clayton E. Cramer, author of Concealed Weapon
Laws of the Early Republic: Dueling, Southern

Violence, and Moral Reform

“If America’s gun culture is a recent development, then
gun deaths today . . . are not the price we pay for our
heritage—because there is no such heritage.”

—Joshua Sugarmann, executive director 
of the Violence Policy Center

American actors such as John Wayne brought the cow-
boy—icon of American independence, righteousness, and
brawn—to the silver screen. Moviegoers around the world
have come to associate the United States with cowboys, and,
for better or ill, with the guns that they carry.

America’s fascination with guns and the implications of
that attraction—such as over ten thousand murders commit-
ted with firearms in the United States in 1996—have come
under contentious debate in recent years. Gun proponents
such as David Kopel, research director of the Independence
Institute, a free-market think tank, contend that guns have
played a major role in the nation’s history. On the contrary,
Michael A. Bellesiles, professor of history at Emory Univer-
sity, argues that America’s historic gun culture is “an in-
vented tradition.” The debate surrounding the history of
guns in America has far-reaching implications. On the one
hand, gun advocates argue that if guns have always been cen-
tral to American culture then we must continue to live with
them. In consequence, gun bans and other gun control mea-
sures run counter to American values. On the other hand,
gun control advocates assert that if guns have not been cen-
tral to American culture then we need not live with them
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and their dangers. These analysts conclude that gun control
is not only acceptable but necessary.

Gun advocates such as Kopel argue that America’s earliest
experience with guns shaped its national character. Kopel
contends that “for the few people who would be called
‘Americans,’ life itself would have been impossible without
firearms” as protection against Indians and for hunting.
These commentators argue that early Americans were at
ease with guns. Some analysts maintain that only after mod-
ern gun control measures created a stigma against gun own-
ership did gun violence become a serious problem in the
United States. Once guns became stigmatized, young people
no longer grew up with firearms or learned to use them re-
sponsibly. Instead, they became tools for violent crime. Gun
advocates assert that gun control is not only ineffective at re-
ducing violent crime but is un-American as well.

However, some analysts disagree about the historic preva-
lence of guns in the United States. For example, Bellesiles
contends that “gun ownership was exceptional in the seven-
teenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries, even on
the frontier.” He claims that America’s gun culture grew
with the gun industry during industrialization around the
time of the Civil War. Gun manufacturers invented the idea
that guns were central to America’s identity, he argues, be-
cause such a cultural mystique helped sell their products. Af-
ter the Civil War, with so many more firearms available, gun
violence increased, according to Bellesiles. Many gun critics
point to Bellesiles’ work as evidence for the need for gun
control. They reason that if gun violence rose after guns be-
came more available, clearly guns lead to violence. Regulat-
ing access to guns, then, will reduce gun violence.

Due to pressure by gun critics, various gun control mea-
sures have been enacted over the last fifty years. For exam-
ple, in 1968, the Gun Control Act, which banned gun sales
to most criminals, was passed. In 1994 Congress passed an
assault weapon ban. However, commentators continue to
debate whether such measures are necessary or effective.

Those against gun control contend that laws restricting
the use of guns endanger the lives of citizens because more
guns are used for self-defense than are used to commit crime.



In consequence, easy availability of guns actually reduces vi-
olent crime rates. For instance, many analysts claim that
states that allow citizens to carry concealed weapons experi-
ence lower violent crime rates than states that have restrictive
concealed-carry laws. Many analysts also point to rising
crime rates in other countries that have passed strict gun con-
trol measures as proof that gun control does not work.

In contrast, gun control advocates contend that firearms
regulations are needed to take guns out of the hands of crim-
inals. These commentators contend that violent crime rates
rise when more individuals own guns. Gun violence creates
countless injuries and deaths as well, they argue, the costs of
which are borne by taxpayers. Many gun control proponents
are especially concerned about the dangers of guns to chil-
dren. They point to school shootings as evidence that guns
are a serious risk to the nation’s children.

Support for or opposition to gun control in some measure
depends upon the public’s understanding of American his-
tory. The cowboy—and for many, the gun that he carries—
has come to symbolize the American spirit. Yet the notion
that guns are central to Americans’ identity has been in-
creasingly challenged by those who favor stricter gun regu-
lations. The authors in Opposing Viewpoints: Gun Control de-
bate whether gun control is necessary and effective in the
following chapters: Does Private Gun Ownership Pose a Se-
rious Threat to Society? Does the Constitution Protect Pri-
vate Gun Ownership? Is Gun Ownership an Effective
Means of Self-Defense? What Measures Would Reduce
Gun Violence? To be sure, any measures that are taken to
regulate guns will certainly collide with America’s gun his-
tory, which—real or fabricated—strongly governs attitudes
about the role of firearms in American society.

14



Does Private Gun
Ownership Pose a
Serious Threat to
Society?

CHAPTER1



Chapter Preface
While newspapers and television newscasts frequently re-
port on the dangers of privately owned guns, gun advocates
accuse the media of exaggerating the extent of gun violence
in order to gain support for gun control measures. For ex-
ample, the New York Times reported in 2000 that the “inci-
dence of . . . rampage killings appears to have increased [in
the past decade].” However, economists John R. Lott Jr. and
William Landes claim that those findings are untrue and as-
sert that “the number [of rampage killings] is not changing
much over time.”

The Media Research Center—which documents what it
claims to be bias in the media—reviewed gun control stories
on several television broadcasts from July 1, 1995, through
June 30, 1997. The analysts concluded that antigun stories
outnumbered progun stories on the networks by a ratio of
eleven to one. Moreover, a national media analysis done by
Brian Patrick, a doctoral candidate at the University of
Michigan, compared the coverage of the progun National
Rifle Association (NRA) in prestigious newspapers. Patrick
argues that there is “systematic marginalization of the NRA.”

However, many prominent organizations claim that the
media is merely reporting what is true—that widespread pri-
vate gun ownership in the United States has resulted in ex-
tremely high rates of lethal violence. For example, the Vio-
lence Policy Center—which provides an array of statistics on
gun violence in the United States—claims that “the United
States leads the industrialized world in firearms violence of
all types. . . . Most of this violence involves the use of a hand-
gun.” Many media commentators charge that gun lobbying
groups such as the NRA distort the facts in order to mini-
mize the extent of gun violence and further the interests of
their members.

Charges of bias and distortion from analysts on both sides
of the gun control issue make it difficult to assess what role
privately owned guns play in lethal violence. In the follow-
ing chapter, experts from both camps debate whether private
gun ownership poses a serious threat to society.

16
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“There is a gun crisis in the United States.
Between 1933 and 1982, nearly one
million Americans were killed by
firearms.”

Private Gun Ownership Leads
to Higher Rates of Gun
Violence
Violence Policy Center

The Violence Policy Center is an educational foundation
that conducts research on firearms violence. In the following
viewpoint, the center argues that an increase in private gun
ownership has led to an explosion in the number of Ameri-
cans killed by firearms in murders, suicides, and accidents.
According to the center, most of those killed by firearms are
murdered at the hands of a relation or acquaintance, not a
criminal. The organization maintains that guns should be
regulated like any other dangerous consumer product.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the 1989 Centers for Disease Control

study cited by the authors, what was the economic cost
of firearms violence in 1985?

2. How many times in 1992 were handguns used by law-
abiding citizens to kill criminals justifiably, according to
the Violence Policy Center?

3. According to the organization, what was the firearms
suicide rate in 1975?

Excerpted from “Cease Fire,” by Violence Policy Center, www.vpc.org, 1998.
Copyright © 1998 by Violence Policy Center. Reprinted with permission.
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There is a gun crisis in the United States. Between 1933
and 1982, nearly one million Americans were killed by

firearms in murders, suicides and accidents. Since 1960
alone, more than half a million have died as the result of gun
injuries. In 1992, at least 35,000 died by gunfire. Today,
among all consumer products, only cars outpace guns as a
cause of fatal injury, and guns will likely pass them by 2003.

The Crisis
The explosion in the country’s homicide and suicide rates
has paralleled a corresponding boom in its firearms popula-
tion. Usually purchased for self-defense, the easily conceal-
able and portable handgun is used in the vast majority of
gun violence—even though it is outnumbered two to one by
such traditional long guns as sporting rifles and shotguns.
The increased popularity of high-caliber, high-capacity
semiautomatic handguns—both in standard and assault-
weapon configurations—has added to the carnage. “Well,
they have more holes in them now,” a Washington trauma
surgeon replied when asked to describe the changes he’d seen
in gunshot victims over the past decade. “And the holes are a
lot bigger.”

In addition to those killed, firearms account for an untab-
ulated number of injuries. In 1972, the National Health In-
terview Survey estimated that the ratio of nonfatal shootings
to fatal was five to one. Using this figure, in 1988 (the most
recent year for which complete figures are available), nearly
153,000 Americans were injured by firearms.

In addition to the human toll, the monetary cost—as mea-
sured in hospitalization, rehabilitation and lost wages—is
staggering. A 1989 Centers for Disease Control study esti-
mated the lifetime economic cost of firearms violence for
1985 at $14.4 billion, ranking it third in economic toll for all
injury categories.

During the same period that firearms violence escalated,
the organized gun control movement established itself as a
permanent player. Unlike others involved in public-policy
debates, however, gun-control advocates have tended to
work from an extremely limited base of knowledge, steadfast
in their refusal to undertake the research necessary to design

18



a truly comprehensive plan to curtail firearms violence.
Legislation to halt gun violence has often been developed

on an ad hoc, piecemeal basis to meet specific threats posed
by the firearms industry or to cater to the public’s sympa-
thies. And while other movements have relied on the plight
of victims to draw attention to their research and policy pro-
posals, the gun control movement has little to offer beyond
a “victim’s strategy.”

In order to avoid the tragedy of passing laws that prove un-
workable or ineffective, gun-control advocates must be will-
ing to jettison out-of-date concepts and solutions. It is the
basic premise of this study that the first step in expanding the
conceptual framework of the debate is to recognize firearms
for what they are: inherently dangerous consumer products.
Only from this recognition can a comprehensive regulatory
approach to firearms—similar to those that exist for virtually
all other dangerous consumer products—be created.

The Issue Isn’t Crime
Faced with the staggering facts of crime and living under a
barrage of TV and movie images that reinforce the link be-
tween crime and guns, Americans unsurprisingly equate
firearms misuse with criminal violence. The phrase gun vio-
lence conjures a host of stereotypical images: robbers lurking
in dark alleys; street gangs; convenience-store holdups. Re-
cent additions include crazed loners rampaging through
fast-food restaurants and embittered ex-employees return-
ing to former work sites to seek retribution.

Contrary to popular perception, however, most murders
do not occur as the result of an attack by a stranger but stem
from an argument between people who know each other and
often are related. For murders in 1992, for example, in
which the relationship and circumstances were reported (61
percent of all murders):

• Almost half of the victims were either related to (12
percent) or acquainted with (35 percent) their killers.
Only 14 percent were killed by strangers. Twenty-nine
percent of female victims were slain by their husbands
or boyfriends. 

• Twenty-nine percent stemmed from arguments, com-
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pared with 23 percent resulting from actual or sus-
pected felonious activity.

• Ninety-four percent of black murder victims were slain
by black offenders. Eighty-three percent of white vic-
tims were killed by white offenders. In addition to being
intraracial, murder is also intragender for men. In single
victim/single slayer situations, 87 percent of all male
victims were slain by a male offender. Nine out of 10 fe-
male victims, however, were slain by a male.

The crazed loner and the robber in the alley do exist.
What FBI statistics reveal and police officers have long
known is that most homicide does not result from criminal
attacks or pre-meditated murders. The majority of firearms
homicide stems from arguments that turn deadly because of
ready access to a gun. As the country’s firearms population
has increased, so has its per capita homicide rate. From 1963
to 1973, the per capita homicide rate more than doubled:
from 4.3 per 100,000 to 9.3 per 100,000. During this same
period, the nation’s handgun population tripled.

A more striking contrast comes from comparing firearms
with nonfirearms homicide trends for the same period. The
nonfirearms homicide rate increased 55 percent, from 2 per
100,000 in 1963 to 3.1 per 100,000 in 1973. The firearms
homicide rate, however, jumped 148 percent, from 2.5 per
100,000 in 1963 to 6.2 per 100,000 in 1973.

The Issue Isn’t Self Defense
Without doubt, handguns and other firearms stop crimes and
kill criminals. The question is, how often? Anecdotal evi-
dence is offered each month in the Armed Citizen, a column
in the National Rifle Association’s (NRA) American Rifleman
magazine. The column offers an assortment of self-defense
gun incidents culled from newspapers across the country, and
each one begins with the same statement: “Studies indicate
that firearms are used over one million times a year for per-
sonal protection and the presence of a firearm, without a shot
being fired, prevents crime in many instances.” That claim
comes from NRA polls and from research conducted by Gary
Kleck, a professor of criminology at Florida State University.
But the flaws in Kleck’s research are evident to even the most
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casual reader; among those who have questioned his analysis
and methodology is the National Research Council of the
National Academy of Sciences.

Those who argue that handguns are in truth rarely used to
kill criminals or stop crimes point to information tabulated by
the FBI and the Bureau of Justice Statistics. The FBI’s Uni-
form Crime Reports defines a justifiable homicide as “the killing
of a felon by a law-enforcement officer in the line of duty, or
the killing of a felon during the commission of a felony by a
private citizen.” In 1992, handguns were used only 262 times
by law-abiding citizens to kill criminals justifiably.

Addicted to Gun Violence
Gun violence in America is as common as the sunrise. And
even as we express our collective horror at [school shooting
tragedies], the truth is that we are addicted to gun violence.
We celebrate it, romanticize it, eroticize it. Above all, we
market it—through movies, videos, television, radio, books,
magazines and newspapers.
Bob Herbert, New York Times, January 1, 2001.

Although the Uniform Crime Reports offers no information
on nonlethal self-defense firearms use, the Bureau of Justice
Statistics’ National Crime Victimization Survey does. What
is most striking is how rarely firearms are used in self-
defense. In 1987, in only one-half of one percent of all in-
tended or actual incidences of violent crime was a firearm
available to the potential or actual victim—both gun owning
and non–gun owning. For that year the National Crime Vic-
timization Survey estimates that there were 5,660,570 vio-
lent crimes (attempted and completed) in the United States.
Using these figures, there were approximately 28,000 in-
stances in which there was a firearm available to the victim.
And of these instances it’s not even known whether the gun
was used successfully to stop the crime.

These figures pale in comparison with the tens of thou-
sands who die from firearms each year and the more than
150,000 injured annually. Research has consistently shown
that a gun in the home is far more likely to be used in suicide,
murder or fatal accidents than to kill a criminal. A 1988 study
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of gun deaths in King County, Wash., for the period from
1978 to 1983, conducted by Dr. Arthur Kellermann, found
that for every time a firearm was used in a self-protection
homicide, 37 lives were lost in gun suicides, 4.6 lives were
lost in gun homicides, and 1.3 lives were lost via uninten-
tional gun deaths—43 deaths for every self-defense homi-
cide. A second Kellermann study, released in October 1993,
showed that keeping a gun in the home increased the risk of
homicide nearly threefold.

On the national level, using FBI figures, for every time a
citizen used a handgun in 1992 in a justifiable homicide, 48
lives were ended in handgun murders. By including the esti-
mated 12,500 handgun suicides that occurred that year, the
ratio of lives lost for every justifiable homicide jumps to 95
to one.

The Ignored Gun Deaths: Suicides
For all the fear and fascination with guns and murder, the
fact remains that most gun deaths are not a result of mur-
der but suicide. But if crime has become inextricably linked
with the gun debate, suicide has remained strangely ig-
nored. Because it doesn’t fit easily into either pro- or anti-
gun control schematics, it has been treated as something of
an embarrassment.

Those with pro-gun sympathies tend to brush the subject
aside with the assertion that suicide victims would find a way
to kill themselves “no matter what.” To the pro-control side,
a focus on suicide contradicts the perception that firearms
violence results from guns finding their way into criminal
hands. Any effort to address suicide requires the abandon-
ment of the gun-control-as-crime-control argument and the
acknowledgement that the problem lies with guns not only
in criminal hands but also in the hands of the law-abiding.

As with murder, the increase in the suicide rate has paral-
leled the increase in the country’s firearms population. In
1962 the overall suicide rate stood at 10.9 per 100,000, with
a firearms suicide rate of 5.1 per 100,000 (accounting for
46.8 percent of the 20,203 reported suicides that year). By
1975 the overall suicide rate reached 12.7 per 100,000, while
the firearms suicide rate hit seven per 100,000.
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Like murders, most gun suicides are not committed with
weapons purchased specifically for the attempt but with
those already available. It is estimated that only about 10
percent of suicides by firearm are committed with firearms
purchased specifically for the suicide. As a result, the usual
gun-control schemes—background checks, licensing, regis-
tration, safety training—would have little effect.

With the increased marketing of firearms—specifically
handguns—to women for self-defense, patterns of female
suicide have also changed. In 1970 poisoning was the suicide
method most commonly used by women. This means has
decreased in inverse proportion to gun use. Now, like men,
women most often kill themselves with firearms. . . .

A Logical Approach to Gun Violence
Honored by some as icons of freedom or modern-day talis-
mans to ward off crime, denigrated by others as forces of evil
in and of themselves, handguns are difficult for many Amer-
icans to consider as simply another consumer product. To
think of guns as some form of dangerous toaster is to dis-
parage them. Yet if we strip away the mythology and apply
the same standards that we would apply to toasters—or lawn
darts, DDT or baby cribs—a far more logical and effective
approach to gun violence begins to take shape.
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“Handgun ownership has increased about
3.5 times more than the population
increase since the end of World War
II—with no comparable increase in the
murder rate.”

Private Gun Ownership Does
Not Lead to Higher Rates of
Gun Violence
Don B. Kates Jr.

Don B. Kates Jr. is a criminological policy analyst with the Pa-
cific Research Institute in San Francisco and coauthor, with
Gary Kleck, of The Great American Gun War: Essays in Firearms
and Violence. Kates contends in the following viewpoint that an
increase in private gun ownership over the last fifty years has
not resulted in higher rates of gun violence. He concedes that
there have been brief periods when gun buying and murder
rates did increase together, but he contends that gun buying
did not cause the increase in murders. On the contrary, Kates
asserts that it is more likely that more people bought guns to
defend themselves in response to increasing murder rates.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Kates, during what period did American

homicide rates and the number of firearms owned both
rapidly increase?

2. In Kates’s opinion, why do people buy guns?
3. How do gun control advocates support their claim that

increased gun ownership causes an increase in homicide
rates, according to the author?

From “Intellectual Confusions,” by Don B. Kates Jr., Handguns, July 14, 2000.
Copyright © 2000 by Petersen Publishing Company. Reprinted with permission.
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A nti-gun advocates present their position as pragmatic
and intellectually based, specifically as a program for

eliminating the widespread ownership of firearms, a phe-
nomenon they believe to be a (or the) major cause of mur-
der in America. Despite this facade of rationalism, what the
anti-gun position actually rests on is intellectual confusion,
abetted, it must be said, by a credulous desire to believe.
That desire alone explains how believers in the anti-gun
faith credulously accept concepts they would instantly reject
as absurd in any other context.

Logical Fallacies
Consider the fallacious argument from correlation that so
many otherwise intelligent and skeptical people credulously
swallowed 30 years ago—and have since never reexamined.
For a brief period in the 1960s and early 1970s, the Ameri-
can homicide rate and the number of firearms owned were
both rapidly increasing at the same time. The argument se-
riously advanced then, and consistently maintained ever
since by many anti-gun advocates, is that a correlation of
more guns and more homicide proves that the widespread
availability of guns is a primary cause of murder. 

This is a simple-minded confusion of cause and effect. In
the late 1970s, California State University economist Joseph
Magaddino compared it to a basketball team, noting the cor-
relation that the temperature in the auditorium goes up
when their games attract large numbers of spectators—and
concluding that the way to attract more fans is to turn the
heat up in the auditorium. 

The fact is that a mere correlation between increases in
gun buying and in homicide does not and cannot prove
guns cause murder. Assuming that there is any cause and ef-
fect relationship, the most obvious one is the reverse, i.e.,
that it was the rise in murders that caused increased gun
buying. Alternatively, the upsurges in both murders and
gun sales may have been caused by a third factor, e.g., the
enormous increase in burglary and violent crime that also
began in the 1960s. 

Taken either together or separately, these crime-causes-
guns explanations are far more plausible than the guns-cause-
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murder explanation [prompted by] the brief 1960–70s corre-
lation between increases in gun buying and in murder. It is
virtually self-evident that people buy guns in response to
dramatically increasing crime in general and murders in par-
ticular. Indeed, so clearly true is it that fear drives gun own-
ership that anti-gun advocates themselves agree—adding,
however, that people’s natural urge to protect their families
should be prohibited because gun ownership is “the principal
cause of murder.” 

The Relative Risks of Gun Violence
In 1997, whereas homicides with a gun took 15,551 lives and
1,500 died from firearms accidents, 88,000 died from pneu-
monia and flu, 91,000 from accidents (I’ve subtracted the
1,500 firearms accidents), 110,000 from lung diseases,
159,000 from strokes, 537,000 from cancer and 725,000
from heart disease.
Charley Reese, (San Diego) North County Times, June 23, 1999.

Note that this guns-cause-murder notion is a bare specu-
lation that is not supported by the brief 1960s–70s correla-
tion of more guns and more murder. That correlation fails
to support the guns-cause-murder speculation because that
correlation is independently explained by the accepted fact
that people react to crime and violence by acquiring guns.
Neither in the 1960s nor today is there intellectual support
for the claim that guns are the “primary” cause of murder.
The belief that there is such support is a mere intellectual
confusion based on credulous desire to believe.

Credulity and Ignorance
Only that credulity, and/or sheer ignorance, explains how
the anti-gun view continues today when decades of post-
1960s evidence have reduced the anti-gun view from an un-
supported speculation to a clearly erroneous one. This evi-
dence arises from an unarguable point: If guns really were a
(or the) primary cause of murder, an enormous increase in
guns would necessarily lead to a more or less comparably
large increase in the murder rate. The fact is that handgun
ownership has increased about 3.5 times more than the pop-
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ulation increase since the end of World War II—with no
comparable increase in the murder rate. 

Space does not permit detailed review of the statistics.
Readers who are interested should consult the May 2000 is-
sue of Homicide Studies, a criminology journal which carries
an article I co-authored with Prof. Daniel Polsby. Our
article’s findings include such facts as that the homicide rate
decreased 27.7 percent over the 25-year period 1973–97 de-
spite increases of 160 percent in the number of civilian hand-
guns and of 103 percent in guns of all kinds. (These increases
far outstripped the population increase over that period.) 

It is important to emphasize the limitations on our find-
ings. They should not be confused with the conclusion of
Yale Law School economist John Lott that increasing fire-
arms availability actually decreases violent crime, based on
statistics from before and after 30 states enacted laws under
which concealed carry licenses are issued to every qualified
applicant, and comparisons to the states that have not en-
acted such laws. While we do not disagree with Prof. Lott,
his is a study of a specific law and is based on much more ex-
tensive data and a much more sophisticated methodology
than ours. All our study does is discredit the theory that
widespread gun ownership is a major cause of homicide. If
that theory were valid, the enormous increases in guns over
the post World War II period should have been—but were
not—highly correlated with comparable homicide rate in-
creases. Even more significant is that vast gun increases over
the 25 most recent years coincided with a dramatic decrease
in murder rates.

Evasion and Fraud
It bears emphasis that the anti-gun movement’s failure to
deal with such data involves not just intellectual confusion
but evasion and fraud. Please understand that our article is
not some feat of arduous research into arcane data. Any
competent scholar could have duplicated our data in less
than a week; indeed, any intelligent layperson with access to
a university library could have done so. Moreover, anti-gun
groups like Handgun Control, Inc. (HCI) would not have
needed our article to know the general pattern: Over the
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past 25 years the homicide rate exhibited only minor fluctu-
ation, followed by substantial decline, despite a vast increase
in the number of guns. Though our precise statistics would
not be known, this general pattern is something anyone se-
riously interested in the relationship between guns and
homicide would know. 

If there were some way to reconcile that general pattern
with the claim that widespread gun ownership is the primary
cause of murder, surely someone would have announced it.
Tellingly, since the mid-1970s anti-gun advocates have in-
stead “supported” that claim with meaningless short-term
homicide statistics. Remember that homicide rates are not
static. It is easy for HCI, et al to say, as they regularly have,
things like “In 1978 and 1979, over 8 million more guns
were added to the existing stock and homicide increased by
X percent.” Saying that is also meaningless. It is a mere fluc-
tuation, since in 1976 and 1977, homicide decreased by a
comparable amount despite the fact that over 8 million more
guns were added to the existing stock in those years. 

To even begin to show by correlation that guns are the (or
even a) major cause of American homicide would require
showing a long-term, consistent correlation: Twenty or 30
years in which vast increases in guns were paralleled by vast
increases in the murder rate. The lack of any such consistent
pattern dooms the notion that guns are a major cause of
homicide. (The fact that the actual pattern is the reverse sug-
gests the opposite conclusion which Prof. Lott impressively
supports with the data in his book More Guns, Less Crime.)
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“‘Uncontrolled ownership and use of
firearms, especially handguns, is a serious
threat to the public’s health.’”

Private Gun Ownership Is a
Public-Health Hazard
Richard F. Corlin

Richard F. Corlin is president of the American Medical As-
sociation (AMA). In the following viewpoint, which was ex-
cerpted from a speech delivered at the annual meeting of the
American Medical Association on June 20, 2001, Corlin ar-
gues that increasing rates of gun violence in the United
States have become a serious health crisis. He contends that
gun violence constitutes an epidemic because it kills thou-
sands of Americans each year and spreads like a disease. He
urges the American Medical Association to respond to this
epidemic in the same manner that it approaches other seri-
ous diseases—with sound research, education, and coopera-
tion with other health and government agencies.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Corlin, how many Americans died by

gunfire in 1998?
2. How many children does gunfire kill per day in the

United States, according to the author?
3. According to Corlin, how much money is spent on gun

violence research for every year of life lost to gunfire?

Excerpted from “The Secrets of Gun Violence in America,” by Richard F. Corlin,
Vital Speeches of the Day, August 1, 2001. Copyright © 2001 by Vital Speeches of the
Day. Reprinted with permission.
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Thank you for joining me [this evening on June 20, 2001].
It’s my great pleasure to introduce to you the friends,

colleagues and family members, without whom, I would not
have made it here tonight. And without whose presence, this
wouldn’t be a special evening for me. 

The Way It Used to Be
I grew up in East Orange, New Jersey, in the 1940’s and
1950’s. My high school was a mosaic of racial and ethnic
diversity—equal numbers of blacks and whites, some Puerto
Ricans, and a few Asians. We’d fight among ourselves from
time to time—sometimes between kids of the same race,
sometimes equal opportunity battles between kids of differ-
ent races and nationalities. Our fights were basically all the
same: some yelling and shouting, then some shoving, a
couple of punches, and then some amateur wrestling. They
weren’t gang fights—everyone but the two combatants just
stood around and watched—until one of our teachers came
over and broke it up. 

My old high school reminds me a little of [the movie]
“West Side Story” only without the switchblades or a
Leonard Bernstein score. And there were no Sharks or Jets.
Remember, those were the days of James Dean and Elvis
Presley. Nobody pulled out a gun—none of us had them and
no one even thought of having one. The worst wound any-
one had after one of those fights was a split lip or a black eye. 

It was just like kids have always been—until today. Back
then, no parents in that town of mostly lower-middle class
blue collar workers had to worry that their children might get
shot at school, in the park or on the front stoop at home. But
then again, that was also a time when we thought of a
Columbine as a desert flower, not a high school in Littleton,
Colorado [where in April 1999, twelve students and a teacher
were shot and killed by two male high school students]. 

Even in my first encounter with medicine, when I was only
14 years old and got a summer job at Presbyterian Hospital in
Newark, New Jersey, there were no guns. I worked on what
was called the utility team—moving patients back to their
own rooms after surgery, starting IVs, taking EKGs and pass-
ing N-G tubes [nasogastric tubes used for feeding patients]. I
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told them I wanted to be a doctor and—unbelievably at the
age of 14—they let me help the pathologist perform autop-
sies. I was so excited about helping with the autopsies that I
used to repeat the details to my mom and dad over dinner.
Before long, they made me eat by myself in the kitchen. 

When I was old enough to get a driver’s license, I got a job
working as an emergency room aide and ambulance driver at
Elizabeth General Hospital. In all that time, in five summers
of working in two center city hospitals—in the recovery
room, in the morgue, in the emergency room, and driving
the ambulance—I never saw even one gunshot victim. 

The Ubiquity of Guns
Today, it’s very different. Guns are so available and violence
so commonplace that some doctors now see gunshot wounds
every week—if not every day. It’s as if guns have replaced fists
as the playground weapon of choice. The kids certainly think
so. In a nationwide poll taken in March after two students
were shot to death at Santana High School near San Diego,
almost half of the 500 high school students surveyed said it
wouldn’t be difficult for them to get a gun. And one in five
high school boys said they had carried a weapon to school in
the last 12 months. One in five. Frightening, isn’t it? 

I began by telling you how I grew up in a world without
guns. That has changed for me—as it has for so many
Americans. Recently, the violence of guns touched me per-
sonally. Not long ago, Trish, one of our office staff mem-
bers in my practice—a vibrant, hard-working young woman
from Belize—was gunned down while leaving a holiday
party at her aunt’s home in Los Angeles. 

Trish had done nothing wrong—some might say that she
was in the wrong place at the wrong time—but I don’t buy
into that. Here was a woman who was where she should
be—leaving a relative’s home—when she was gunned down.
Someone drove down the street randomly firing an assault
weapon out the car window, and he put a bullet through her
eye. Trish lingered in a coma for eight days—and then she
died, an innocent victim of gun violence. 

With the preponderance of weapons these days, it comes
as no surprise that gun violence—both self-inflicted and
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against others—is now a serious public health crisis. No
one can avoid its brutal and ugly presence. No one. Not
physicians. Not the public. And most certainly—not the
politicians—no matter how much they might want to. 

Let me tell you about part of the problem. In the 1990s,
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) had
a system in place for collecting data about the results of gun
violence. But Congress took away its funding, thanks to
heavy lobbying by the anti–gun control groups. You see, the
gun lobby doesn’t want gun violence addressed as a public
health issue. Because that data would define the very public
health crisis that these powerful interests don’t want ac-
knowledged. And they fear that such evidence-based data
could be used to gain support to stop the violence. Which,
of course, means talking about guns and the deaths and in-
juries associated with them. 

The Costs of Gun Violence
The estimated medical costs of treating the gunshot injuries
received during 1994 in the United States was $2.3 billion.
The average medical cost of a gunshot injury was approxi-
mately $17,000, of which 49% was borne by taxpayers, 18%
by private insurance, and 33% by other sources. While med-
ical costs are a relatively small component of the total bur-
den imposed on society by gun violence, they represent a
substantial cost to the medical care system.
Philip J. Cook et al., JAMA, August 4, 1999.

We all know that violence of every kind is a pervasive threat
to our society. And the greatest risk factor associated with that
violence—is access to firearms. Because—there’s no doubt
about it—guns make the violence more violent and deadlier. 

Now my speech today is not a polemic. It is not an attack
on the politics or the profits or the personalities associated
with guns in our society. It isn’t even about gun control. I
want to talk to you about the public health crisis itself—and
how we can work to address it; in the same way we have
worked to address other public health crises such as polio,
tobacco, and drunk driving. 

At the American Medical Association (AMA), we ac-
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knowledged the epidemic of gun violence when—in 1987—
our House of Delegates first set policy on firearms. The
House recognized the irrefutable truth that “uncontrolled
ownership and use of firearms, especially handguns, is a se-
rious threat to the public’s health inasmuch as the weapons
are one of the main causes of intentional and unintentional
injuries and death.” In 1993 and 1994, we resolved that the
AMA would, among other actions, “support scientific re-
search and objective discussion aimed at identifying causes
of and solutions to the crime and violence problem.”

The Science
Scientific research and objective discussion because we as
physicians are—first and foremost—scientists. We need to
look at the science of the subject, the data, and—if you
will—the micro-data, before we make a diagnosis. Not until
then can we agree upon the prognosis or decide upon a
course of treatment. 

First, let’s go straight to the science that we do know. How
does this disease present itself? Since 1962, more than a mil-
lion Americans have died in firearm suicides, homicides and
unintentional injuries. In 1998 alone, 30,708 Americans died
by gunfire: 

• 17,424 in firearm suicides 
• 12,102 in firearm homicides 
• 866 in unintentional shootings 
Also in 1998, more than 64,000 people were treated in

emergency rooms for non-fatal firearm injuries. 
This is a uniquely American epidemic. In the same year

that more than 30,000 people were killed by guns in Amer-
ica, the number in Germany was 1,164, in Canada, it was
1,034, in Australia 391, in England and Wales 211, and in
Japan, the number for the entire year was 83.

The Delivery System
Next, let’s look at how the disease spreads, what is its vector,
or delivery system. To do that, we need to look at the gun
market today. Where the hard, cold reality is—guns are more
deadly than ever. Gun manufacturers—in the pursuit of tech-
nological innovation and profit—have steadily increased the
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lethality of firearms. The gun industry’s need for new prod-
ucts and new models to stimulate markets that are already
oversupplied with guns—has driven their push to innovate.
Newer firearms mean more profits. With the American gun
manufacturers producing more than 4.2 million new guns
per year—and imports adding another 2.2 million annu-
ally—you’d think the market would be saturated. 

But that’s why they have to sell gun owners new guns for
their collections—because guns rarely wear out. Hardly any-
one here is driving their grandfather’s 1952 Plymouth. But a
lot of people probably have their grandfather’s 1952 re-
volver. So gun manufacturers make guns that hold more
rounds of ammunition, increase the power of that ammuni-
tion, and make guns smaller and easier to conceal. 

These changes make guns better suited for crime, because
they are easy to carry and more likely to kill or maim
whether they are used intentionally or unintentionally. In
fact, one of the most popular handgun types today is the so-
called “pocket rocket”: a palm-sized gun that is easy to con-
ceal, has a large capacity for ammunition and comes in a
high caliber. 

The Chicago Tribune reported that the number of pocket
rockets found at crime scenes nationwide almost tripled
from 1995 to 1997. It was a pocket rocket in the hands of a
self-proclaimed white supremacist that shot 5 children at the
North Valley Jewish Community Center and killed a
Filipino-American postal worker outside of Los Angeles in
August of 1999.

Consumer Safety
Now, we don’t regulate guns in America. We do regulate
other dangerous products like cars and prescription drugs
and tobacco and alcohol—but not guns. Gun sales informa-
tion is not public. Gun manufacturers are exempt by federal
law from the standard health and safety regulations that are
applied to all other consumer products manufactured and
sold in the United States. 

No federal agency is allowed to exercise oversight over
the gun industry to ensure consumer safety. In fact, no other
consumer industry in the United States—not even the to-
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bacco industry—has been allowed to so totally evade ac-
countability for the harm their products cause to human be-
ings. Just the gun industry. 

In a similar pattern to the marketing of tobacco—which
kills its best customers in the United States at a rate of
430,000 per year—the spread of gun-related injuries and
death is especially tragic when it involves our children. Like
young lungs and tar and nicotine—young minds are espe-
cially responsive to the deadliness of gun violence. . . .

What Should Be Done
We need to teach our children from the beginning that vio-
lence does have consequences—serious consequences—all
the time. Gunfire kills 10 children a day in America. In fact,
the United States leads the world in the rate at which its
children die from firearms. The CDC recently analyzed
firearm-related deaths in 26 countries for children under the
age of 15—and found that 86 percent of all those deaths—
occurred in the United States. 

If this was a virus—or a defective car seat or an under-
cooked hamburger—killing our children, there would be a
massive uproar within a week. Instead, our capacity to feel a
sense of national shame has been diminished by the perva-
siveness and numbing effect of all this violence. 

We all are well aware of the extent of this threat to the
nation’s health. So why doesn’t someone do something
about it? . . . 

Our mission [at the AMA] is not to abolish all guns from
the hands of our fellow citizens. We’re not advocating any
limitations on hunting or the legitimate use of long guns, or
for that matter, any other specific item of gun control. And
we won’t even be keeping a scorecard of legislative victories
against guns in Congress and in the statehouses. 

Why not? Because all these well-intentioned efforts have
been tried by good people—and they have not met with suc-
cess. Instead, they have been met with a well-organized, ag-
gressive protest against their efforts by powerful lobbies in
Washington and at the state and community levels. We—
the American Medical Association—are going to take a dif-
ferent route—not just calls for advocacy—but for diplo-
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macy and for statesmanship and for research as well. And
make no mistake about this: We will not be co-opted by ei-
ther the rhetoric or the agendas of the public policy “left”
or “right” in this national debate about the safety and health
of our citizens. 

One of the ways we will do this is—to help assemble the
data. Current, consistent, credible data are at the heart of
epidemiology. What we don’t know about violence—and
guns—is literally killing us. And yet, very little is spent on
researching gun-related injuries and deaths. 

A recent study shows that for every year of life lost to heart
disease, we spend $441 on research. For every year of life lost
to cancer, we spend $794 on research. Yet for every year of
life lost to gun violence, we spend only $31 on research. . . . 

That’s bad public policy. It’s bad fiscal policy. And it cer-
tainly is bad medical policy. If we are to fight this epidemic of
violence, the Centers for Disease Control [and Prevention]
must have the budget and the authority to gather the data we
need. As I mentioned earlier, the CDC’s National Center for
Injury Prevention and Control (NCIPC) researched the
causes and prevention of many kinds of injuries. But in the
mid-90’s the gun lobby targeted the NCIPC—and scored a
bull’s eye when Congress eliminated its funding. It wasn’t a
lot of money—just $2.6 million—budget dust to the Federal
government. But it meant the difference between existence
and extinction for that project. 

Just think—gun injuries cost our nation $2.3 billion in
medical costs each year—yet some people think $2.6 million
is too much to spend on tracking them. Every dollar spent
on this research has the potential to reduce medical costs by
$885. . . .

People have told me that [pursuing research on the gun
violence epidemic] is a dangerous path to follow. That I am
crazy to do it. That I am putting our organization in jeop-
ardy. They say we’ll lose members. They say we’ll be the tar-
get of smear campaigns. They say that the most extremist of
the gun supporters will seek to destroy us. But I believe that
this is a battle we cannot not take on. 

While there are indeed risks—the far greater risk for the
health of the public, for us in this room, and for the AMA, is
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to do nothing. We, as physicians, and as the American Med-
ical Association, have an ethical and moral responsibility to
do this—as our mission statement says—“to promote the
science and art of medicine and the betterment of public
health.” If removing the scourge of gun violence isn’t bet-
tering the public health—what is?

37



38

“The medical literature [on gun violence is]
biased, riddled with serious errors in facts,
logic, and methodology, and thus utterly
unreliable.”

Private Gun Ownership Is Not
a Public-Health Hazard
Miguel A. Faria Jr.

Miguel A. Faria Jr. is editor-in-chief of the Medical Sentinel,
which is published by the Association of American Physi-
cians and Surgeons. Faria contends in the following view-
point that private gun ownership is not the public-health
hazard that many in the medical community present it as.
On the contrary, he claims that private gun ownership makes
law-abiding citizens safer. Faria maintains that doctors and
medical organizations conduct unreliable studies document-
ing the dangers of gun ownership because they are encour-
aged to do so by the gun-control lobby and often obtain fed-
eral money for undertaking such research.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Faria, what important fact about Seattle

was ignored in John H. Sloan’s study comparing that
city’s crime rates with Vancouver’s?

2. How many lives are saved by guns for every life lost to
them, according to Gary Kleck?

3. According to Faria, what percentage of all violent
crimes are committed by hardened criminals and
repeat offenders?

Excerpted from “The Tainted Public-Health Model of Gun Control,” by Miguel
A. Faria Jr., Ideas on Liberty, April 2001. Copyright © 2001 by Ideas on Liberty.
Reprinted with permission.
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Early in the 1990s the American Medical Association
(AMA) launched a major campaign against domestic vi-

olence, which continues to this day. As a concerned physi-
cian, neurosurgeon, and then an active member of organized
medicine, I joined in what I considered a worthwhile cause.

Junk Science
It was then that I arrived at the unfortunate but inescapable
conclusion that the integrity of science and medicine had
been violated—and the public interest was not being served
by the entrenched medical/public-health establishment—
because of political expediency. To my consternation and
great disappointment, when it came to the portrayal of fire-
arms and violence, and the gun control “research” promul-
gated by public-health officials, it was obvious that the med-
ical literature was biased, riddled with serious errors in facts,
logic, and methodology, and thus utterly unreliable. More-
over, it had failed to objectively address both sides of this
momentous issue, on which important public policy was be-
ing debated and formulated. And this was taking place de-
spite the purported safeguards of peer review in the medical
journals, the alleged claims of objectivity by medical editors,
and the claims of impartiality by government-funded gun
researchers in public health, particularly at the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

Over the next five years, particularly as editor of the Jour-
nal of the Medical Association of Georgia, I found that on the is-
sue of violence, medical journals skirted sound scholarship
and took the easy way out of the melee, presenting only one
side of the story and suppressing the other. Those with dis-
senting views or research were excluded. The establishment
was bent on presenting guns as a social ill and promoting
draconian gun control at any price.

The most prestigious medical journal, the New England
Journal of Medicine (NEJM), which claims openness to con-
trary views, is not immune to bias in this area. In fact, it is one
of the most anti-gun publications in medical journalism. The
NEJM routinely excludes articles that dissent from its well-
known, strident, and inflexible position of gun-control advo-
cacy. Editors have come and gone, but the governing board
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has made sure that the anti-gun position remains unaltered.
In “Bad Medicine—Doctors and Guns,” Don B. Kates

and associates describe a particularly egregious example of
editorial bias by the NEJM. In 1988, two studies were inde-
pendently submitted for publication. Both authors were af-
filiated with the University of Washington School of Public
Health. One study, by Dr. John H. Sloan and others, was a
selective two-city comparison of homicide rates between Van-
couver, British Columbia, and Seattle, Washington. The
other paper was a comprehensive comparison study between
the United States and Canada by Dr. Brandon Centerwall.

Predictably, the editors chose to publish Sloan’s article
with inferior but favorable data claiming erroneously that
severe gun-control policies had reduced Canadian homi-
cides. They rejected Centerwall’s superior study showing
that such policies had not lowered the rate of homicides in
Canada: the Vancouver homicide rate increased 25 percent
after implementation of a 1977 Canadian law. Moreover,
Sloan and associates glossed over the disparate ethnic com-
positions of Seattle and Vancouver. When the rates of
homicides for whites are compared, in both of these cities,
it turns out that the rate of homicide in Seattle is actually
lower than in Vancouver. The important fact that blacks
and Hispanics, who constitute higher proportions of the
population in Seattle, have higher rates of homicides in that
city was not mentioned.

Centerwall’s paper on the comparative rates of homicides
in the United States and Canada was finally published in the
American Journal of Epidemiology, but his valuable research,
unlike that of Sloan and his group, was not made widely
available to the public. In contradistinction to his valuable
gun-research data, Centerwall’s other research pointing to
the effects of TV violence on homicide rates has been made
widely available; his data exculpating gun availability from
high homicide rates in this country remains a closely
guarded secret.

Over the years, the entrenched medical/public-health es-
tablishment, acting as a willing accomplice of the gun-control
lobby has conducted politicized, results-oriented gun (con-
trol) research based on what can only be characterized as junk
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science. This has taken place not only because of ideology
and political expediency, but also because of greed—federal
money. Public health in general and gun control in particu-
lar were important areas where money was allocated by the
Clinton administration, along with its repeated attempts at
the federalization of the police force, erosion of civil liber-
ties, and the implementation of a national identity card, all
centerpieces of former President Bill Clinton’s failed domes-
tic crime-control policy.

But how was an agency like the CDC able to get in the
gun-control business? Simply by propounding the erro-
neous notion that gun violence is a public-health issue and
that crime is a disease, an epidemic—rather than a major
facet of criminology. The public so deluded and the bureau-
crats consequently empowered, public-health and CDC of-
ficials arrogated to themselves this new area of alleged ex-
pertise and espoused the preposterous but politically
lucrative concept of guns and bullets as animated, virulent
pathogens needing to be stamped out by limiting gun avail-
ability and ultimately confiscating guns from law-abiding
citizens. Hard to believe in a constitutional republic with a
Bill of Rights and a Second Amendment! Let me cite the fol-
lowing statement by CDC official Dr. Patrick O’Carroll as
quoted in the Journal of the American Medical Association
(JAMA, February 3, 1989): “Bringing about gun control,
which itself covers a variety of activities from registration to
confiscation was not the specific reason for the [CDC] sec-
tion’s creation. However, the facts themselves tend to make
some form of regulation seem desirable. The way we’re go-
ing to do this is to systematically build a case that owning
firearms causes death.”

Public-health officials and researchers conveniently ne-
glect the fact that guns and bullets are inanimate objects that
do not follow Koch’s Postulates of Pathogenicity (a time-
proven, simple, but logical series of scientific steps carried
out by medical investigators to definitively prove a microor-
ganism is pathogenic and directly responsible for causing a
particular disease); and they fail to recognize the importance
of individual responsibility and moral conduct—namely, that
behind every shooting there is a person pulling the trigger
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who should be held accountable.
This portrayal of guns by the public-health establishment

parallels the sensationalized reporting of violence and so-
called “human interest” stories in the mainstream media; it
exploits citizens’ understandable concern about domestic vi-
olence and rampant street crime, but does not reflect the ac-
curate, unbiased, and objective information that is needed for
the formulation of sound public policy. In most instances, the
public-health and medical establishments have become
mouthpieces for the government’s gun-control policies.

20th-Century U.S. Firearm Accident Rates
per 100,000 population

Edgar A. Suter, Journal of the Medical Association of Georgia, March 1994.

As an example of biased research on which the CDC has
squandered taxpayers’ money is the work of prominent gun-
control researcher Dr. Arthur Kellermann of Emory Univer-
sity’s School of Public Health. Since at least the mid-1980s,
Kellermann (and associates), whose work has been heavily
funded by the CDC, has published a series of studies pur-
porting to show that persons who keep guns in the home are
more likely to be victims of homicide than those who don’t.
Despite the “peer reviewed” imprimatur of his published re-
search, his studies, fraught with errors of facts, logic, and
methodology, are published in the NEJM and JAMA with
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great fanfare (advance notices and press releases, followed by
interviews and press conferences)—to the delight of the like-
minded, cheerleading, monolithic pro–gun control medical
establishment, not to mention the mainstream media.

In a 1986 NEJM paper, Kellermann and associates, for
example, claimed their “scientific research” proved that de-
fending oneself or one’s family with a firearm in the home is
dangerous and counterproductive, claiming “a gun owner is
43 times more likely to kill a family member than an in-
truder.” This erroneous assertion is what Dr. Edgar Suter,
chairman of Doctors for Integrity in Policy Research
(DIPR), has accurately termed Kellermann’s “43 times fal-
lacy” for gun ownership.

In a critical and now classic review published in the March
1994 Journal of the Medical Association of Georgia (JMAG),
Suter not only found evidence of “methodologic and con-
ceptual errors,” such as prejudicially truncated data and non-
sequitur logic, but also “overt mendacity” including the list-
ing of “the correct methodology which was described but
never used by the authors.” Moreover, the gun-control re-
searchers “deceptively understated” the protective benefits
of guns. Suter wrote: “The true measure of the protective
benefits of guns are the lives and medical costs saved, the in-
juries prevented, and the property protected—not the bur-
glar or rapist body count. Since only 0.1 percent–0.2 percent
of defensive uses of guns involve the death of the criminal,
any study, such as this, that counts criminal deaths as the
only measure of the protective benefits of guns will expect-
edly underestimate the benefits of firearms by a factor of 500
to 1,000.”

Greater Risk to Victims?
In 1993, in another peer-reviewed NEJM article (the re-
search again heavily funded by the CDC), Kellermann at-
tempted to show that guns in the home are a greater risk to
the residents than to the assailants. Despite valid criticisms
by reputable scholars of his previous works (including the
1986 study), Kellermann used the same flawed methodology
and non-sequitur approach. He also used study populations
with disproportionately high rates of serious psychosocial
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dysfunction from three selected counties known to be un-
representative of the general U.S. population. . . .

What we do know, thanks to the meticulous and sound
scholarship of Professor Gary Kleck of Florida State Uni-
versity and DIPR, is that the benefits of gun ownership by
law-abiding citizens have been greatly underestimated. In
his monumental work, Point Blank: Guns and Violence in
America (1991), myriad articles, and his last book, Targeting
Guns (1997), Kleck found that the defensive uses of firearms
by citizens total 2.5 million per year and dwarf offensive gun
uses by criminals. Between 25 and 75 lives are saved by a gun
for every life lost to one. Medical costs saved by guns in the
hands of law-abiding citizens are 15 times greater than costs
incurred by criminal uses of firearms. Guns also prevent in-
juries to good people and protect billions of dollars of prop-
erty every year.

Recent data by John R. Lott Jr. in his book More Guns,
Less Crime: Understanding Crime and Gun-Control Laws have
also been suppressed by the mainline medical journals and
public-health literature. Lott studied the FBI’s massive
yearly crime statistics for all 3,054 U.S. counties over 18
years (1977–1994), the largest national survey of gun owner-
ship and state police documentation in illegal gun use. He
came to some startling conclusions:

• While neither state waiting periods nor the federal
Brady Law is associated with a reduction in crime rates,
adopting concealed-carry gun laws cut death rates from pub-
lic multiple shootings by a whopping 69 percent.

• Allowing people to carry concealed weapons deters vi-
olent crime—without any apparent increase in acciden-
tal death. If states without right-to-carry laws had
adopted them in 1992, about 1,570 murders, 4,177
rapes, and 60,000 aggravated assaults would have been
avoided annually.

• Children 14 to 15 years of age are 14.5 times more
likely to die from automobile injuries, five times more
likely to die from drowning or fire and burns, and three
times more likely to die from bicycle accidents than
they are to die from gun accidents.

• When concealed-carry laws went into effect in a given
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county, murders fell by 8 percent, rapes by 5 percent,
and aggravated assaults by 7 percent.

• For each additional year concealed-carry laws are in ef-
fect, the murder rate declines by 3 percent, robberies by
over 2 percent, and rape by 1 percent. 

Another favorite view of the gun-control and public-
health establishments is the myth propounded by Dr. Mark
Rosenberg, former director of the National Center for In-
jury Prevention and Control (NCIPC) of the CDC. Rosen-
berg wrote: “Most of the perpetrators of violence are not
criminals by trade or profession. Indeed, in the area of do-
mestic violence, most of the perpetrators are never accused
of any crime. The victims and perpetrators are ourselves—
ordinary citizens, students, professionals, and even public
health workers.”

That statement is contradicted by government data. The
fact is that the typical murderer has had a prior criminal his-
tory of at least six years with four felony arrests before he fi-
nally commits murder. The FBI statistics reveal that 75 per-
cent of all violent crimes for any locality are committed by 6
percent of hardened criminals and repeat offenders. Less
than 2 percent of crimes committed with firearms are car-
ried out by licensed law-abiding citizens.

Violent crimes continue to be a problem in the inner
cities owing to gangs involved in the drug trade and hard-
ened criminals. Crimes in rural areas for both blacks and
whites, despite the preponderance of guns, remain low. Evi-
dence supports the view that availability of guns per se does
not cause crime. Prohibitionist government policies and gun
control (rather than crime control) exacerbate the problem
by making it more difficult for law-abiding citizens to de-
fend themselves, their families, and their property. Prohibi-
tion in the 1920s and passage of the Gun Control Act of
1968 brought about an increase, not a decrease, in both the
rates of homicides and suicides.

A Sinister Objective
As a physician and medical historian, I have always been a
staunch supporter of public health in its traditional role of
fighting pestilential diseases and promoting health by edu-

45



cating the public on hygiene, sanitation, and preventable
diseases; but I deeply resent the workings of that unrecog-
nizable part of public health that has emerged in the last
three decades with its politicized agenda, proclivity toward
suppression of views with which it disagrees, and the pro-
mulgation of preordained research that is frequently tainted
and result-oriented; it can only be characterized as being
based on junk science.

In 1996, the U.S. House of Representatives voted to shift
$2.6 million away from the NCIPC and earmark it for other
health research projects. The redirected money was the
amount formerly allocated to the discredited “gun (control)
research.” Moreover, the House forbade the CDC from al-
locating further money for that research in the future.
Kellermann’s gun research was for the first time defunded.
Unfortunately, other gun prohibitionist researchers, like
Drs. Sloan, Garen J. Wintemute, Colin Loftin, and Freder-
ick P. Rivara, continue to publish their slanted research in
the complying mainstream medical journals. They are en-
couraged in their work by the sponsoring schools of public
health sprouting all over the country and funded by the
American Medical Association (sometimes through public-
private partnerships) or by the large, private statist founda-
tions such as the Joyce Foundation.

Thus the task of separating science from politics is far from
over. Much more needs to be done to return public health to
its traditional role of stamping out infectious diseases and
epidemics—and reeling it back from meddling in politics.
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“Now I think we’re prepared to get rid of
the damned things entirely—the
handguns, the semis and the automatics.”

Private Ownership of Handguns
Should Be Banned
Roger Rosenblatt

In the following viewpoint, Roger Rosenblatt argues that
private ownership of handguns and assault weapons should
be banned. He contends that the myth of the gun-loving
American and the idea that gun ownership insures liberty
have long prevented any kind of meaningful gun control.
However, he maintains that in light of an increase in school
shootings, Americans are poised to ban the possession of all
guns not used for hunting. Roger Rosenblatt is a contribut-
ing editor and essayist for the New York Times Magazine.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Rosenblatt, who invented the enduring

image of “shoot-’em up America”?
2. In what country is crime virtually nonexistent despite the

fact that there is a gun in every home, according to the
author?

3. According to the author, what is the Bell Campaign?

From “Get Rid of the Damned Things,” by Roger Rosenblatt, Time, August 9,
1999. Copyright © 1999 by Time Inc. Reprinted with permission.
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As terrible as [the May 1999 school] shooting in Atlanta
was [in which six students were injured by a gunman], as

terrible as all the gun killings of the past few months have
been, one has the almost satisfying feeling that the country
is going through the literal death throes of a barbaric era and
that mercifully soon, one of these monstrous episodes will be
the last.1 High time. My guess, in fact, is that the hour has
come and gone—that the great majority of Americans are
saying they favor gun control when they really mean gun
banishment. Trigger locks, waiting periods, purchase limita-
tions, which may seem important corrections at the mo-
ment, will soon be seen as mere tinkering with a machine
that is as good as obsolete. Marshall McLuhan said that by
the time one notices a cultural phenomenon, it has already
happened. I think the country has long been ready to restrict
the use of guns, except for hunting rifles and shotguns, and
now I think we’re prepared to get rid of the damned things
entirely—the handguns, the semis and the automatics. 

Those who claim otherwise tend to cite America’s endur-
ing love affair with guns, but there never was one. The im-
age of shoot-’em-up America was mainly the invention of
gunmaker Samuel Colt, who managed to convince a mal-
leable 19th century public that no household was complete
without a firearm—“an armed society is a peaceful society.”
This ludicrous aphorism, says historian Michael Bellesiles of
Emory University, turned 200 years of Western tradition on
its ear. Until 1850, fewer than 10% of U.S. citizens had
guns. Only 15% of violent deaths between 1800 and 1845
were caused by guns. Reputedly wide-open Western towns,
such as Dodge City and Tombstone, had strict gun-control
laws; guns were confiscated at the Dodge City limits. 

If the myth of a gun-loving America is merely the prod-
uct of gun salesmen, dime-store novels, movies and the Na-
tional Rifle Association (NRA)—which, incidentally, was not
opposed to gun control until the 1960s, when gun buying
sharply increased—it would seem that creating a gun-free
society would be fairly easy. But the culture itself has re-
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tarded such progress by creating and embellishing an absurd
though appealing connection among guns, personal power,
freedom and beauty. The old western novels established a
cowboy corollary to the Declaration of Independence by de-
picting the cowboy as a moral loner who preserves the peace
and his own honor by shooting faster and surer than the
competition. The old gangster movies gave us opposite ver-
sions of the same character. Little Caesar is simply an illegal
Lone Ranger, with the added element of success in the free
market. In more recent movies, guns are displayed as art ob-
jects, people die in balletic slow motion, and right prevails if
you own “the most powerful handgun in the world.” I doubt
that any of this nonsense causes violence, but after decades
of repetition, it does invoke boredom. And while I can’t
prove it, I would bet that gun-violence entertainment will
soon pass too, because people have had too much of it and
because it is patently false. 

Before one celebrates the prospect of disarmament, it
should be acknowledged that gun control is one of those is-
sues that are simultaneously both simpler and more compli-
cated than it appears. Advocates usually point to Britain,
Australia and Japan as their models, where guns are re-
stricted and crime is reduced. They do not point to Switzer-
land, where there is a gun in every home and crime is prac-
tically nonexistent. Nor do they cite as sources criminology
professor Gary Kleck of Florida State University, whose
studies have shown that gun ownership reduces crime when
gun owners defend themselves, or Professor John R. Lott Jr.
of the University of Chicago Law School, whose research
has indicated that gun regulation actually encourages crime. 

The constitutional questions raised by gun control are se-
rious as well. In a way, the anti-gun movement mirrors the
humanitarian movement in international politics. Bosnia,
Kosovo and Rwanda have suggested that the West, the U.S.
in particular, is heading toward a politics of human rights that
supersedes the politics of established frontiers and, in some
cases, laws. Substitute private property for frontiers and the
Second Amendment for laws, and one begins to see that the
politics of humanitarianism requires a trade-off involving the
essential underpinnings of American life. To tell Americans
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what they can or cannot own and do in their homes is always
a tricky business. As for the Second Amendment, it may pose
an inconvenience for gun-control advocates, but no more an
inconvenience than the First Amendment offers those who
blame violence on movies and television. 

Gun-control forces also ought not to make reform an im-
plicit or explicit attack on people who like and own guns.
Urban liberals ought to be especially alert to the cultural
bigotry that categorizes such people as hicks, racists, psy-
chotics and so forth. For one thing, a false moral superiority
is impractical and incites a backlash among people otherwise
sympathetic to sensible gun control, much like the backlash
the pro–abortion rights forces incurred once their years of
political suasion had ebbed. And the demonizing of gun
owners or even the NRA is simply wrong. The majority of
gun owners are as dutiful, responsible and sophisticated as
most of their taunters. 

Domestic Disarmament
What is needed is domestic disarmament. This is the policy
of practically all other Western democracies, from Canada to
Britain to Germany, from France to Scandinavia. Domestic
disarmament entails the removal of arms from private hands
and, ultimately, from much of the police force. Once guns
are hard to obtain and the very possession and sale of them
are offenses, the level of violent crime will fall significantly.
Amitai Etzioni, The Case for Domestic Disarmament, 1991.

That said, I am pleased to report that the likelihood of
sweeping and lasting changes in the matter of America and
guns has never been higher. There comes a time in every
civilization when people have had enough of a bad thing,
and the difference between this moment and previous
spasms of reform is that it springs from the grass roots and
is not driven by politicians or legal institutions. Gun-control
sentiment is everywhere in the country these days—in the
White House, the presidential campaigns, the legislatures,
the law courts and the gun industry itself. But it seems
nowhere more conspicuous than in the villages, the houses
of worship and the consensus of the kitchen. 
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Not surprisingly, the national legislature has done the least
to represent the nation on this issue. After the passage of the
1994 crime bill and its ban on assault weapons, the Republican
Congress of 1994 nearly overturned the assault-weapons pro-
vision of the bill. Until Columbine the issue remained mori-
bund, and after Columbine, moribund began to look good to
the gun lobby. Thanks to an alliance of House Republicans
and a prominent Democrat, Michigan’s John Dingell, the
most modest of gun-control measures, which had barely
limped wounded into the House from the Senate, was killed.
“Guns have little or nothing to do with juvenile violence,” said
Tom Delay of Texas. Compared with his other assertions—
that shootings are the product of day care, birth control and
the teaching of evolution—that sounded almost persuasive. 

A more representative representative of public feeling on
this issue is New York’s Carolyn McCarthy, whom gun vio-
lence brought into politics when her husband was killed and
her son grievously wounded by a crazed shooter on a Long
Island Railroad train in 1993. McCarthy made an emotional,
sensible and ultimately ineffectual speech in the House in an
effort to get a stronger measure passed. 

“When I gave that speech,” she says, “I was talking more
to the American people than to my colleagues. I could see
that most of my colleagues had already made up their minds.
I saw games being played. But this was not a game with me.
I looked up in the balcony, and I saw people who had been
with me all along on this issue. Victims and families of vic-
tims. We’re the ones who know what it’s like. We’re the ones
who know the pain.” 

Following upon Columbine, the most dramatic grass-roots
effort has been the Bell Campaign [now known as the Million
Mom March]. Modeled on Mothers Against Drunk Driving,
the campaign . . . designates one day a year to toll bells all over
the country for every victim of guns during the previous year.
The aim of the Bell Campaign is to get guns off the streets
and out of the hands of just about everyone except law officers
and hunters. Andrew McGuire, executive director, whose
cousin was killed by gunfire many years ago, wants gun own-
ers to register and reregister every year. “I used to say that
we’d get rid of most of the guns in 50 years,” he tells me.
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“Now I say 25. And the reason for my optimism is that until
now, we’ve had no grass-roots opposition to the NRA.” 

One must remember, however, that the NRA too is a
grass-roots organization. A great deal of money and the face
and voice of its president, Charlton Heston, may make it
seem like something more grand and monumental, but its
true effectiveness exists in small local communities where one
or two thousand votes can swing an election. People who
own guns and who ordinarily might never vote at all become
convinced that their freedoms, their very being, will be jeop-
ardized if they do not vote Smith in and Jones out. Once con-
vinced, these folks in effect become the NRA in the shadows.
They are the defense-oriented “little guys” of the American
people, beset by Big Government, big laws and rich liberals
who want to take away the only power they have. 

They are convinced, I believe, of something wholly un-
true—that the possession of weapons gives them stature,
makes them more American. This idea too was a Colt-
manufactured myth, indeed, an ad slogan: “God may have
made men, but Samuel Colt made them equal.” The notion of
guns as instruments of equality ought to seem self-evidently
crazy, but for a long time Hollywood—and thus we all—lived
by it. Cultural historian Richard Slotkin of Wesleyan Univer-
sity debunks it forever in a recent essay, “Equalizer: The Cult
of the Colt.” “If we as individuals have to depend on our guns
as equalizers,” says Slotkin, “then what we will have is not a
government of laws but a government of men—armed men.” 

Lasting social change usually occurs when people decide
to do something they know they ought to have done long
ago but have kept the knowledge private. This, I believe, is
what happened with civil rights, and it is happening with
guns. I doubt that it will be 25 years before we’re rid of the
things. In 10 years, even five, we could be looking back on
the past three decades of gun violence in America the way
one once looked back upon 18th century madhouses. I think
we are already doing so but not saying so. Before Atlanta,
before Columbine, at some quiet, unspecified moment in
the past few years, America decided it was time to advance
the civilization and do right by the ones who know what the
killing and wounding are like, and who know the pain.
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“Civilian disarmament empowers not only
relatively small-time murderers . . . but
also paves the way for major-league mass
murderers, such as Adolf Hitler.”

Private Gun Ownership Should
Not Be Banned
Hillel Goldstein

In the following viewpoint, Hillel Goldstein contends that
banning private gun ownership endangers the lives of citi-
zens. He describes his own experience of being shot by an
extremist in order to illustrate why citizens need to arm
themselves for protection. Goldstein claims that societies
that have been disarmed are at the mercy of mass murderers
such as Adolf Hitler. Hillel Goldstein, who is working on a
doctorate in psychology, was seriously wounded by a gun-
man in 1999.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. On what date was Goldstein shot by Benjamin Smith,

according to the author?
2. According to the author, what happened to him while he

was recovering from gunshot wounds in the hospital?
3. What does the Torah command Jews to do, according to

Goldstein?

From “I Am Alive, No Thanks to Gun Control,” by Hillel Goldstein, New
American, July 17, 2000. Copyright © 2000 by The New American. Reprinted
with permission.
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There are times in our lives when many of our most ba-
sic assumptions come under a barrage from the heavy

artillery of reality. Some of us receive such a wake-up call in
the form of a life-threatening event that literally shatters our
lives. It is then up to us to do our best to take inventory of
the damage to body and soul, pick up the pieces, and start
afresh. I would like to tell you, at the time of the anniversary
of a horrible encounter that almost killed me, of such a time
of reckoning. But first, some background will help.

I was born in Rochester, New York, on the holiest of Jew-
ish Holidays, Yom Kippur. My parents are American-born
children of Eastern European Orthodox Jewish immigrants.
Had my grandparents chosen to stay in Europe, I would not
be around. During World War II, every member of my pa-
ternal and maternal families that stayed behind in Galicia
and Lithuania died a horrible death at the hands of the
Nazis. So we can be counted among the fortunate ones.

Martial Memories
My family and I moved to Israel in 1973, a month before the
Yom Kippur War. At the time, it seemed strange to see
young men and women toting rifles. I quickly learned the
reason for this: These young conscripts were the first to leap
into action if anything went awry. Almost daily, I heard news
accounts—terrifying, chilling stories—about terrorists who
invaded high school dormitories, or who stormed into the
apartments of regular Israeli citizens. Since most Israelis
serve in the Reserves until well into middle age, many of
them were able to fight back, although the terrorists tended
to have the cowardly advantage of sheer surprise. I was
drafted into service in the Israel Defense Forces in 1983, and
served for three years in a combat unit. I saw two tours of
combat duty in Lebanon. By the time I became a staff
sergeant, firearms were a natural extension of my arm, re-
served for what police marksmanship trainer Massad Ayoob
would call the gravest extreme.

At various points in my military career, I carried an M-16,
short M-16, M-203, Galil, and short Galil (Glilon). I was a
good shot and a disciplined soldier. In my specialty in the Is-
raeli Defense Force, I functioned as a drill sergeant for the
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18-year-old boy-soldiers who were recruited every few
months. The many stereotypes that abound about basic
training stem, in part, from the immensely difficult task that
recruits must master within six months: They must trans-
form themselves from high-school graduates into soldiers.
The extreme psychological stress inherent in military com-
bat duty left a strong impression on me. I became fascinated
with the amazing adaptability of people to less-than-ideal
situations. I developed an interest in psychology that has
guided my career ever since.

Attacked in the U.S.A.
In the summer of 1986 I returned to the U.S. After acquiring
a bachelor’s degree and two master’s degrees in psychology, I
settled in Chicago, to raise a family and complete my Doctor
of Psychology degree. I lost contact with the world of fire-
arms—until Benjamin Smith, a neo-Nazi from a wealthy
home, tried to kill me as I walked home from synagogue on
Friday, July 2, 1999.

I am a Chassidic Jew, and at the time of Benjamin Smith’s
attack I was wearing my traditional Sabbath garb. “Easy tar-
get,” he must have thought. Like many complacent Ameri-
cans, I used to think—naively—that spree-killings such as
Benjamin Smith’s couldn’t happen in “my neighborhood.”
Yet there he was, my would-be assassin, idling at the stop
sign on my block. As soon as I came within a few feet of his
vehicle, he opened fire. I didn’t have a clue what was hap-
pening. As it was the Fourth of July weekend, firecrackers
had been going off all day, and this did not sound any differ-
ent. I kept walking, but I felt a sudden pain and I realized
that I was bleeding heavily. I had been shot in the abdomen,
shoulder, and arm. And so, on the Fourth of July weekend,
when we proudly celebrate our independence, I almost died.

What About Gun Control?
I was categorized as seriously wounded, and, thank God, re-
ceived emergency treatment at one of Chicago’s best
trauma units. As I convalesced in the hospital I was as-
tounded at the number of phone calls I received right in my
room from the news media, local and national. Suddenly I
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was “somebody” to these folks, because Benjamin Smith
was still on the rampage in Illinois and Indiana, and re-
porters hungry for a scoop continually pestered me for an
interview. I refused to speak to anyone. Although that time
is somewhat clouded by a painkiller and IV-induced haze, I
recall all too clearly that the vast majority of the media
people wanted to speak with me about the implication of
my personal tragedy for “gun control.”

Firearm Deterrence
We must learn to live with guns, and researcher John Lott
seems to be right that we will be better off with more of them
in the hands of law-abiding citizens. His argument is like
columnist Charles Krauthammer’s observation that nuclear
deterrence is more stable when two nations have large arse-
nals of nuclear weapons (the United States and the Soviet
Union) than when they have very small numbers (India and
Pakistan), because in the former case, any first strike is de-
terred by the likelihood of a response in kind. Similarly,
criminals are less disposed to murder, rape, and rob when
they know that their intended victim might carry a gun.
Michael Barone, Public Interest, October 15, 1998.

As a result of my experience, I became interested in the is-
sues pertaining to the so-called panacea called gun control,
and decided to investigate the question with an open mind.
I read about handguns, studied Second Amendment issues,
and examined all sides of the argument. To my dismay I
reached the conclusion—without any help from such groups
as the National Rifle Association, Gun Owners of America,
Jews for the Preservation of Firearms Ownership, or the
John Birch Society—that good, law-abiding people are be-
ing systematically disarmed. While some might contend that
my traumatic experience impaired my judgment, I beg to
differ: It seems to me that as a result of my personal tragedy
I can actually see much more clearly than before. All I want
is to have the legal option to have a fighting chance of sur-
viving if a two-legged animal of any persuasion tries to kill
me again, or if, Heaven forbid, my beloved wife and two
small children are in mortal danger.

Many of the things said in the aftermath of Benjamin
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Smith’s rampage, and the shooting spree conducted just
weeks later by neo-Nazi Buford Furrow, were utterly aston-
ishing to me. Both Smith and Furrow were racist pagans in-
spired by Hitler’s National Socialist ideology; Furrow made
a point of saying that his attack on a Jewish day-care center
was intended as a “wake-up call for America to kill Jews.”
Guardians of “respectable” opinion properly condemned
the murderous bigotry displayed by Smith and Furrow.
However, the “real” problem, Americans were told, was pri-
vate gun ownership, and the “solution” was to deprive law-
abiding citizens of the means to protect their families from
violent crime. This was the message of the White House–
orchestrated piece of political theater called the “Million
Mom March.”

Lesson of History
Surely, there are clear lessons taught by history, one of which
is that civilian disarmament empowers not only relatively
small-time murderers such as Smith and Furrow, but also
paves the way for major-league mass murderers, such as
Adolf Hitler. It would seem that this lesson would be partic-
ularly clear to American Jews. However, I was to learn, much
to my amazement, that my newfound understanding of this
lesson was extremely unpopular in my very own Orthodox
Jewish community.

As I eagerly—and somewhat naively—shared my insights
within my community, I was hit with repeated fusillades of
empty clichés: “The police are here to protect us” (although
they were nowhere to be found when I took three slugs from
a neo-Nazi nutcase); “You’re not in the Army anymore”; and
so on. I soon realized that I had to keep my opinions to my-
self. I do not mean to upbraid these good people: My com-
munity consists of kind, pious, God-fearing people who still
adhere to traditional values, and I am proud to be associated
with them. They were of great help and comfort to me and
to my family during my long recovery at home. But I think
they were scared by the new fire in my soul. Like many other
good people, their views of the right to bear arms have been
shaped by people who seek the destruction of liberty.

My painful experience clarified issues for me. Far too
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many of my ancestors died under Hitler’s National Socialist
reign of terror for me to defile their memory by indifference.
A few months after I was shot, I walked into the local gun
shop with great trepidation, expecting to meet Jew-hating
Neanderthals bedecked in Nazi regalia. Obviously, my own
views had been molded, in part, by the same omnipresent,
anti-gun propaganda that has had such an impact on the
minds of my Orthodox Jewish friends. But of course, the
people I met were genuinely nice guys. They were sincerely
sympathetic and not at all patronizing when I told them
about my experience, and were eager to help—unlike the
“compassionate” media people who pestered me in the hos-
pital out of a desire to exploit my tragedy to advance the
“gun control” cause. With the help of my new friends in the
much-demonized “gun culture,” I was able to re-learn the art
of soldiering, albeit the civilian version.

Someday, I hope that my friends in the Orthodox Jewish
community will come to understand that it is un-Jewish not
to try to defend oneself. In Vayikra (Leviticus) and else-
where, the Torah unequivocally commands the righteous to
defend themselves. Furthermore, Jews, more than most
people, should understand the lethal danger of allowing
themselves to be disarmed and therefore at the mercy of the
lawless—whether the criminals are thugs prowling the
streets or despots haunting the halls of government.

This understanding came to me at great personal cost,
and I hope that good people across our nation can learn this
lesson in a less painful way. 
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Does the
Constitution Protect
Private Gun
Ownership?

CHAPTER2



Chapter Preface
Arguments over gun control often focus on interpretations of
the Second Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which
reads: “A well-regulated Militia being necessary to the security
of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms
shall not be infringed.” Many commentators attempt to inter-
pret the amendment’s meaning by speculating about what the
Founding Fathers’ views were on private gun ownership.

Defenders of gun ownership claim that the Founders
viewed privately owned guns as protection against government
tyranny. They quote such notables as Thomas Jefferson, who
wrote, “No free man shall ever be debarred the use of arms.”
Daniel D. Polsby, writing in Reason magazine, argues that “no
ambiguity at all surrounds the attitude of the constitutional
generation concerning ‘the right of the people to keep and
bear arms’ . . . . The Founders of the United States were what
we would nowadays call gun nuts.” Polsby and others contend
that individuals have a constitutional right to bear arms and
maintain that gun control is therefore unconstitutional.

Not all critics agree that the Second Amendment renders
gun control unconstitutional, however. Even analysts who
agree that the Founders intended to protect the right of in-
dividuals to own guns contend that they might not have
been against reasonable restrictions on that right. Moreover,
gun control advocates point out that times have changed
since the amendment’s writing—as exemplified by the emer-
gence of gang warfare in America’s inner cities, for exam-
ple—and argue that the Constitution should change with
the times. Daniel Lazare, writing in Harper’s magazine, con-
tends, “There is simply no solution to the gun problem
within the confines of the U.S. Constitution. . . . Other
countries are free to change their constitutions when it be-
comes necessary. . . . Why can’t we?”

No one can ever know for sure what side the authors of
the Second Amendment would have taken in the current de-
bate about gun control. However, the authors in the follow-
ing chapter frequently speculate on the Founders’ opinions
while deciding whether the Constitution protects private
gun ownership.
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“[It is] extremely difficult, if not impossible,
to construe the Second Amendment any
other way than to ratify an individual’s
right to ‘keep and bear’ arms.”

Private Gun Ownership Is
Protected by the Second
Amendment
Dave LaCourse

Dave LaCourse is the public affairs director for the Second
Amendment Foundation, which works to inform Americans
that the Second Amendment protects their right to bear
arms. In the following viewpoint, LaCourse contends that
the courts have consistently ruled that the Second Amend-
ment does not grant a “collective” right—a right granted to
the states—but an individual right to bear arms. He points
out that the Second Amendment is part of the Bill of Rights,
which grants rights to individuals, not states.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. In the author’s opinion, why is it clear that the writers of

the Second Amendment did not use the term “militia” to
refer to the National Guard?

2. Which other amendments to the Constitution does the
author point to as evidence that the term “The People”
refers to individuals, not states?

3. How does LaCourse’s revised version of the Second
Amendment read?

Excerpted from “What Is the ‘Militia’? And Who Are ‘The People’?” by Dave
LaCourse, www.saf.org, 2000. Copyright © 2000 by the Second Amendment
Foundation. Reprinted with permission.
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The Second Amendment to the Constitution of the
United States of America reads that: 

A well regulated Militia being necessary to the security of a
free State, the right of the people to keep and bear arms shall
not be infringed. 

Gun control advocates declare that this Amendment is
only a “collective right” given to the states, not individuals.
Under this premise, the states could form their own militias
to protect state interests without interference from the na-
tional government. In this way, the states could be a check
on the national government’s power. Gun control advocates
claim that the courts support their position. If the courts ac-
tually back them up, then it would seem that the gun control
advocates would have this debate won. . . .

The current debate [about gun control] centers around
the Framers’ use of the “Militia,” and “the people.” These
two phrases appear to stick out as ambiguous and open to in-
terpretation. Relevant court cases, and several Amendments
to the Constitution are needed to properly define these
terms and formulate the intent of the Amendment.

The “Militia”
The Bill of Rights was ratified over 200 years ago. In that
span of time, the meaning of many words has drastically
changed. What some may consider the militia today may be
far removed from the original meaning. Simply assuming
that the definition hasn’t changed in over two centuries is a
very dangerous oversight. . . .

Gun control advocates hammer at the idea that the Mili-
tia is an organized entity such as the National Guard. How-
ever, the fact that the National Guard wasn’t even created
until over a century after the adoption of the Bill of Rights
seriously compromises the idea that such a limited system is
what the Framers of the Constitution had in mind.

To resolve this issue further, one must turn to the courts
for advice. And fortunately, the courts have stated how the
“Militia” should be interpreted, both historically, and today.
In the Supreme Court decision Presser vs. Illinois (1886), for
example, Mr. Justice William B. Woods in a bold statement
proclaimed that, 
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It is undoubtedly true that all citizens capable of bearing arms con-
stitute the reserved military force or reserve militia of the
United States, as well as that of the states; and in view of this
prerogative of the general government as well as of its gen-
eral powers, the States cannot, even laying the constitutional pro-
visions in question out of view, prohibit the people from keeping
and bearing arms, so as to deprive the United States of their
rightful resource for maintaining the public security, and dis-
able the people from performing their duty to the General
Government. [emphasis added]

U.S. vs. Miller
The Supreme Court decision U.S. vs. Miller (1939) is by far
the most interesting case dealing with the militia. To begin
with, only the national government was represented at the
trial. With nobody arguing to the contrary, the court fol-
lowed standard court procedure and assumed that the law
was constitutional until proven otherwise. If both sides were
present, the outcome may have been much different.

However, since only one party showed up, the case will
stand in the court records as is. As to the militia, Mr. Justice
James C. McReynolds related the beliefs of the Founding
Fathers when commenting historically about the Second
Amendment. He stated that, 

. . .The common view was that adequate defense of country
and laws could be secured through the militia-civilians pri-
marily, soldiers on occasion.

The significance attributed to the term Militia appears from
the debates in the Convention, the history and legislation of
Colonies and States, and the writings of approved commen-
tators. These show plainly enough that the Militia comprised all
males physically capable of acting in concert for the common de-
fense. ‘A body of citizens enrolled for military discipline.’ And
further that ordinarily when called for service these men
were expected to appear bearing arms supplied by themselves
and of the kind in common use at the time. [emphasis added] 

It is interesting to note that Miller was an individual, and
not a member of the National Guard. The court never ques-
tioned whether Miller was part of the militia and focused on
the type of weapon he possessed. The mere fact that there was
a question over which arms he received protection for “keep-
ing and bearing” indicated that the right is for individuals, not
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the states. Otherwise, the court simply would have stated that
Miller had no standing under the Second Amendment as an
individual and there would have been no question as to which
arms he could keep at all. Any lower courts holding that the
U.S. vs. Miller case gives credence to the “collective right”
theory, and unfortunately a few have, are just plain wrong. . . .

“The People”
A collective interpretation of “the people” as “the states” is
crucial in order to believe that the Second Amendment
granted rights only to the states for forming Militias. Ad-
mittedly, “the people” sounds collective, but does it really
mean the states?

In order to find the true meaning of “the people,” one
must simply read the first Ten Amendments to the Consti-
tution, commonly known as the Bill of Rights. The term
“the people” was used in the First, Second, Fourth, Ninth,
and Tenth Amendments.

The First Amendment has never been interpreted as giv-
ing “the states” the right to peaceably assemble. Nor has the
Fourth Amendment been ruled as providing only protection
for state officials from unreasonable searches and seizures.
Why should the Second Amendment be treated differently?

Finally, the Tenth Amendment eliminates any remaining
doubt by reserving powers to, “the States respectively, or to
the people.” By listing these phrases separately, the Framers must
have believed that these terms were different and separate identi-
ties. Otherwise, one of the phrases would have been removed from
this Amendment.

Realizing this, how should we interpret “the people”? The
Supreme Court has . . . given several possible answers to this
question in U.S. vs. Verdugo-Urquidez (1990). In the majority
opinion, Chief Justice William Rehnquist, along with Justices
Byron White, Sandra Day O’Connor, Antonin Scalia, and
Anthony Kennedy ruled that Rene Martin Verdugo-Urquidez
(an illegal alien) was not one of “the people” and therefore
was not granted protection under the Fourth Amendment.
Their ruling allowed the admission of evidence seized in a
warrantless search of his Mexican property.

Chief Justice Rehnquist, in his delivered opinion of the
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Court, states that regarding the use of “the people”: 
Contrary to the suggestion of amici curiae [friends of the
court] that the Framers used this phrase ‘simply to avoid [an]
awkward rhetorical redundancy,’ Brief for American Civil
Liberties Union as Amici Curiae et al. 12, n 4, ‘the people’
seems to have been a term of art employed in select parts of
the Constitution. The Preamble declares that the Constitu-
tion is ordained and established by ‘the People of the United
States.’ The Second Amendment protects ‘the right of the
people to keep and bear arms,’ and the Ninth and Tenth
Amendments provide that certain rights and powers are re-
tained by and reserved to ‘the people.’ See also US Const,
Amdt 1, (‘Congress shall make no law . . . abridging . . . the
right of the people peaceably to assemble’); Art I, S 2, cl 1 (‘The
House of Representatives shall be composed of Members
chosen every second Year by the people of the several States’)
(emphasis added). While this textual exegesis is by no means
conclusive, it suggests that ‘the people’ protected by the
Fourth Amendment, and by the First and Second Amendments,
and to whom the rights and powers are reserved in the Ninth
and Tenth Amendments, refers to a class of persons who have
otherwise developed sufficient connection with this country to be
considered part of that community. [emphasis added] 

In a separate opinion, although concurring with the final
ruling, Justice Kennedy believed that: 

Asay. © 1997 by Creators Syndicate, Inc. Reprinted with permission.



. . . explicit recognition of ‘the right of the people’ to Fourth
Amendment protection may be interpreted to underscore
the importance of the right, rather than to restrict the cate-
gory of persons who may assert it.

The only reason Justice Kennedy agreed with the final de-
cision is because the search and seizure took place outside U.S.
borders. Otherwise, he felt that the Amendments, including
the Fourth, would provide protection for an illegal alien.

Even the dissenting opinions of Justices William Bren-
nan and Thurgood Marshall give credence to the individual
interpretation of the Second Amendment. In fact, these Jus-
tices rejected the narrow interpretation of “the people” given by
the majority.

Justice Brennan cites that in drafting the Fourth Amendment: 
They [the drafters] could have limited the right to ‘citizens,’
‘freemen,’ ‘residents,’ or ‘the American people.’ . . . But the
drafters of the Fourth Amendment rejected this limitation
and instead provided broadly for ‘[t]he right of the people to
be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects.’

Both dissenting Justices described “the people” as “the
governed.” They claimed that by making a person obey our
laws while even in his own country, he literally has become
one of “the governed” and therefore the protection under
the Amendments should apply.

Without a doubt, all of the definitions by the Justices would
make “the people” certain qualified individuals, not the states
or any other entity. Whether “the people” is interpreted as the “cit-
izens,” “freemen,” “residents,” “American people,” or “the gov-
erned,” it still remains an individual’s right to keep and bear arms.

By combining the historic definition for the militia, “as all
persons capable of bearing arms,” and a restrictive definition
for “the people,” such as “the citizens,” the Second Amend-
ment could now read as follows. 

A well-regulated Militia, consisting of all persons capable
of bearing arms, being necessary to the security of a free
state, the right of the citizens to keep and bear arms, shall
not be infringed. 

It should now be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to
construe the Second Amendment any other way than to rat-
ify an individual’s right to “keep and bear” arms.
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“A consistent line of Supreme Court and
federal appellate court decisions holds that
the [Second] amendment does not concern
private citizens.”

Private Gun Ownership Is Not
Protected by the Second
Amendment
Robert Simmons

Robert Simmons is professor of law at the University of San
Diego. Simmons argues in the following viewpoint that court
decisions have consistently held that the Second Amendment
to the U.S. Constitution does not grant individuals the right
to own guns. On the contrary, courts have ruled that the
amendment’s purpose is to grant rights not to individuals but
to states, thereby restricting the powers of the federal gov-
ernment. According to Simmons, other court decisions have
ruled that individuals can own guns only if they can prove
that they are going to participate in a state militia.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Simmons, what did the Cruikshank

decision determine was the purpose of the Second
Amendment?

2. What did the court rule in the Miller case of 1939,
according to the author?

3. According to Simmons, how did the Hickman v. Block
case decide the “right to sue” question?

From “The Myth of the Second Amendment,” by Robert Simmons, San Diego
Union-Tribune, January 27, 1997. Copyright © 1997 by Robert Simmons.
Reprinted with permission.

2VIEWPOINT



One of the most hotly debated issues of constitutional in-
terpretation and application is whether the Second

Amendment confers rights to private citizens to own and/or
bear firearms. Exhaustive research of well-settled case law
answers the question, “No!”

From the middle of the 19th century to the present, a
consistent line of Supreme Court and federal appellate court
decisions holds that the amendment does not concern pri-
vate citizens.

The Second Amendment
The Second Amendment is based on Article VI of the Ar-
ticles of Confederation, which were written between 1777
and 1789. Thus, the concept antedated adoption of the
U.S. Constitution.

Article VI provided that “every State shall keep a well-
regulated and disciplined militia.” No provision was made
for a standing federal army. Instead, Congress adopted, and
the states ratified, the Second Amendment in 1791. It reads:

“A well regulated militia, being necessary to the security
of a Free State, the right of the People to keep and bear arms
shall not be infringed.”

In 1792, Congress passed the Uniform Militia Act, which
required “every free, able-bodied, white male citizen of the
respective States”—between the ages of 18 and 45—to en-
roll in his state’s militia.

Within two years, all 15 states had organized militias that
met the congressional standards. These militias had limited
success. They were somewhat useful putting down the
Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 and killing Indians. However,
they were completely ineffective during the War of 1812.

Within 30 years of their creation, most militias had been
eliminated by their states. Throughout the 1800s, militias
were gradually replaced by National Guard formations.
Completing the century-long transition, Congress in 1916
passed the National Defense Act, which brought the Na-
tional Guard under the control of the federal government.

It was not until years after state militias had become a part
of military history that gun-use advocates began employing
the Second Amendment to claim their “inalienable right” to

69



own and bear firearms. Fastening on these words of the
amendment: “the right of the people to keep and bear arms
shall not be infringed,” these advocates constructed a myth
of a constitutional guarantee to individual citizens that en-
dures today. That it is only a myth is attested by an unbro-
ken line of federal appellate court decisions reaching back
more than 100 years.

The Cruikshank Decision
In 1875, the U.S. Supreme Court handed down its first sig-
nificant decision interpreting the Second Amendment. In
United States vs. Cruikshank, the court announced that “the
Second Amendment declares that . . . (the right to bear
arms) shall not be infringed; but this means no more than
that it shall not be infringed by Congress.”

The court went on to say that “this is one of the amend-
ments that has no other effect than to restrict the powers of
the national government.” By construing the amendment so
that it restrained only the federal government, the Supreme
Court opened the door to states and local entities, inviting
them to regulate firearms as they saw fit.

The Miller Decision
The Cruikshank decision foreshadowed the holding in the
Supreme Court’s most cited decision on the Second
Amendment—United States vs. Miller (1939). In this land-
mark case, the Supreme Court considered the original in-
tentions of the framers of the Constitution.

A unanimous court ruled that unless an individual citizen
can show that his or her possession of a firearm “has some
reasonable relationship to the preservation or efficiency of a
well-regulated militia, we cannot say that the Second
Amendment guarantees the right to keep and bear arms.”

As the court saw it, the claimant must allege and prove that
his/her intent for ownership of a firearm is to participate in
the militia. By so holding, the court changed the focus of Sec-
ond Amendment challenges, from an identification of to
whom it applies to a determination of the citizen’s purpose in
owning or possessing the firearm—a much easier analysis.

The combination of Cruikshank and Miller decisions au-
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thorizes the federal and state governments to disarm their
citizens, should they choose to do so. Cruikshank contributes
to this result by holding that the Second Amendment’s pro-
hibition applies only to the federal government.

Borgman. © 1993 by Jim Borgman. Reprinted by special permission of King
Features Syndicate.

Miller completes the disarmament authority by confirm-
ing the power of the states to create and maintain national
guards (militias), thereby removing the only legal basis on
which a private citizen could block the federal or state gov-
ernments from limiting—or banning outright—the owner-
ship and use of firearms.

The Hickman vs. Block Decision
Finally, a recent 9th U.S. Circuit Court decision delivered a
legal knockout punch to gun advocates. In Hickman vs. Block
(1996), the court proclaimed its intention to “follow our sis-
ter circuits in holding that the Second Amendment is a right
held by the state, and does not protect the possession of a
weapon by a private citizen.”

As if to emphasize the irrelevance of the amendment to
private citizens, the court even denied plaintiff Hickman the
right to sue on the constitutional issue. Addressing the “right
to sue” question, the court reviewed the Second Amend-
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ment’s historical purpose for protecting ownership of fire-
arms, i.e., to provide a well-regulated militia.

No longer, the opinion states, will courts examine the
purpose for which an individual desires to own a gun. They
(courts) will only hear Second Amendment claims from
states, to whom the federal government has denied the right
to keep an armed militia.

Long have gun advocates, such as the National Rifle As-
sociation and their legislative allies, repeated a myth as their
mantra. The strategy of this repetition is apparently based
on the maxim that if a myth is repeated often enough, even-
tually it will be accepted as reality.

As the chilling data reported repeatedly in newspapers
and on television reveal, guns in America are as deadly a
plague as ever beset Job and his neighbors [who went
through repeated calamities, as described in the Old Testa-
ment]. There are competent lawyers and legal researchers
among gun advocates. Their active collusion or silent as-
sent to the myth’s propagation is more shameful, perhaps—
considering the human toll—than any other offense
charged against the legal profession.
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“There are no less than four constitutional
arguments against federal gun control.”

Gun Control Is
Unconstitutional
Joseph Sobran

Joseph Sobran argues in the following viewpoint that there
are solid constitutional arguments against gun control. For
one thing, nowhere in the Constitution is the federal gov-
ernment granted the right to limit an individual’s right to
own firearms. On the contrary, the Second Amendment ex-
pressly grants this right to all citizens. Sobran also maintains
that since individuals are expressly granted the right to life,
liberty, and property, they are implicitly granted the right to
protect them, using firearms if necessary. Joseph Sobran is a
syndicated columnist.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. In Sobran’s opinion, what do “free states” need to be

secure against?
2. What did Alexander Hamilton regard as “paramount to

every positive form of government”?
3. According to the author, what principle does the Tenth

Amendment outline?

From “Constitutional Objections to Gun Control,” by Joseph Sobran,
Conservative Chronicle, June 16, 1999. Copyright © 1999 by Universal Press
Syndicate. Reprinted with permission.
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In his syndicated column, Professor Garry Wills accuses the
gun lobby of “bad scholarship on the Second Amendment.”

Unfortunately, his own scholarship is open to question. He
says the Second Amendment is only “a militia ordinance,”
adding, “In all the ratifying debates on the Constitution and
on the Second Amendment, the right of the individual to
possess guns was not once discussed.”

Mr. Wills seems to have forgotten that the purpose of
the Bill of Rights was to restrain the federal government
and to reassure all those who feared that it might someday
usurp as many powers as—well, as folks like Mr. Wills want
it to usurp.

Security of a Free State
In the first place, a constitutional amendment is not an “or-
dinance,” but a principle. The Second Amendment didn’t
establish state militias (which already existed). It mentions
militias as “necessary to the security of a free state.” What
did a “free state” need to be secure against? Well, marauding
Indians, other states, and the federal government itself, if it
should fall into the hands of “usurpers.”

Mr. Wills should consult his own edition of The Federal-
ist Papers, No. 28 in particular, where Alexander Hamilton
envisions the state militias mounting armed resistance to
the federal government. Hamilton regards the people’s
“original (i.e., natural) right of self-defense” as “paramount
to every positive form of government,” including republi-
can government.

There are no less than four constitutional arguments
against federal gun control.

Arguments Against Gun Control
First, it isn’t listed among the federal government’s powers,
either in the body of the Constitution or in the later amend-
ments, after the words “The Congress shall have power to”
do such-and-such. It used to be understood that the powers
of Congress could be increased only by amending the Con-
stitution, and it has never been amended to enable the fed-
eral government to limit the right to keep and bear arms.
Notice that this is explicitly called a “right,” with no impli-
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cation that the people may keep and bear arms only by gov-
ernment permission.

Second, the Second Amendment, whatever else it means,
clearly forbids the federal government to “infringe” that
right. Such a positive prohibition against such a power is
much stronger than a tacit presumption against it.

Third, the Ninth Amendment says that the people have
“retained” other rights besides those enumerated in the Con-
stitution and the Bill of Rights. What were these unlisted
rights? Well, that “original right of self-defense” would
surely be among them. If you have a right to life, liberty and
property, you have a right to defend them against violence. 

Fourth, the 10th Amendment underlines the principle
that all powers not “delegated” to the federal government
are “reserved” to the states and the people. So the failure of
the Constitution to delegate gun-control power to Congress
should suffice to prove that Congress has no such power.

Limits on Federal Power
In fact, each of these four reasons, by itself, proves as much.
Nevertheless, the Second Amendment was added so that
even liberals would get the point. It obviously didn’t work.

As Madison said in another issue of The Federalist Papers
(No. 45), the powers of the federal government were to be
“few and defined.” The supposed federal power to regulate
guns is anything but “defined”; it’s explicitly denied.

A Founder Against Gun Control
“The Constitution shall never be construed to prevent the
people of the United States who are peaceable citizens from
keeping their own arms.”

—Samuel Adams, during Massachusetts’ 
Convention to Ratify the Constitution (1788).

Claremont Institute, 1997.

The plain purpose of the Bill of Rights was to limit federal
power. Pursuant to this aim, the Second Amendment ensures
that the federal government will never get a monopoly of
weaponry, just as the First Amendment ensures that it will
never monopolize religion or the press. The framers agreed
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that liberty depends on popular “jealousy” of government,
which has a natural tendency to aggrandize itself.

Liberals usually invoke Congress’ power to regulate in-
terstate commerce to cover anything they want to regulate.
But if this is what the Constitution meant, slavery and alco-
hol consumption—both of which involved interstate com-
merce—could have been banned by simple acts of Congress.
But everyone agreed that constitutional amendments were
required in order to outlaw them.

Liberals also argue that the 14th Amendment requires the
states to respect the same rights the federal government may
not violate. But they make an exception, in flagrant bad faith,
for the right to keep and bear arms.
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“We must challenge and move beyond the
mistaken belief that creating responsible
gun laws in some manner offends our
constitutional rights.”

Gun Control Is Constitutional
Charles L. Blek Jr.

Charles L. Blek Jr. argues in the following viewpoint that
several court cases have ruled that the Second Amendment
does not grant individuals the right to own guns. Respon-
sible gun laws do not infringe on individual rights granted by
the U.S. Constitution, he maintains, and are the only way to
regulate guns and decrease gun violence. Charles L. Blek Jr.
is an attorney and Western regional director of the Bell
Campaign (now known as the Million Mom March), a na-
tional grassroots organization whose mission is to prevent
gun death and injury.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Blek, what did the Supreme Court rule

about the purpose of the Second Amendment in the
Miller case?

2. What example does the author provide to illustrate that
the First Amendment’s right to free speech is limited?

3. What federal agency is specifically prohibited from
regulating firearms, according to Blek?

Excerpted from “Our Second Amendment,” by Charles L. Blek Jr., Human Rights,
Fall 1999. Copyright © 1999 by Human Rights. Reprinted with permission.
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For too long, our elected officials have hidden behind the
phrase “our Second Amendment rights” in order to de-

fend the status quo with regard to guns. Guns are not the
root cause of violence; but their widespread usage dramati-
cally increases the lethality of the violence. The news chan-
nels overflow with the tragedies. . . .

Clearly, these issues must be addressed. We must chal-
lenge and move beyond the mistaken belief that creating re-
sponsible gun laws in some manner offends our constitu-
tional rights.

Misinterpretation of the Second Amendment
The Second Amendment reads, “A well regulated Militia
being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the
people to keep and bear arms shall not be infringed.” In
United States v. Miller, 307 U.S. 174 (1939), the Supreme
Court discusses the purpose and the limit of the Second
Amendment and tells us that the “obvious purpose” of the
Amendment was “to assure the continuation and render pos-
sible the effectiveness” of our state militia forces (our pres-
ent day National Guard). The right to bear arms was not ex-
tended to each and every individual, but rather was expressly
limited to maintaining effective state militia.

The National Rifle Association’s (NRA) continuous omis-
sion of the “well-regulated militia” language in its literature
speaks volumes. It even prompted former U.S. Supreme
Court Chief Justice Warren Burger to comment: 

It’s the simplest thing: a well-regulated militia. If the militia—
which is what we now call the National Guard—essentially has
to be well-regulated, in heaven’s name why shouldn’t we reg-
ulate 14-, 15-, and 16-year old kids having handguns or
hoodlums having machine guns? I was raised on a farm, and
we had guns around the house all the time. So I’m not
against guns, but the National Rifle Association has done
one of the most amazing jobs of misrepresenting and mis-
leading the public.

The NRA uses our First Amendment right of freedom of
speech to repeat their misinformed rhetoric. In comparing
First and Second Amendment rights, we all recognize that
freedom of speech, as broadly as it is interpreted, still has
limitations. For example, we are not allowed to yell “fire” in
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a crowded theater when none exists. However, if we are to
believe the NRA, the Second Amendment grants an uncon-
ditional right to individuals to possess arms. The NRA’s
questionable analysis, prompted Erwin N. Griswold, former
dean of Harvard Law School who served as U.S. Solicitor
General to comment:

. . . to assert that the Constitution is a barrier to reasonable
gun laws, in the face of the unanimous judgment of the fed-
eral courts to the contrary, exceeds the limits of principled
advocacy. It is time for the NRA and its followers in Con-
gress to stop trying to twist the Second Amendment from a
reasoned (if antiquated) empowerment for a militia to a bul-
letproof personal right for anyone to wield deadly weaponry
beyond legislative control.

History tells us that the Second Amendment is based on
the colonists’ fear of the military forces sent by King George
III to compel obedience to cruel and burdensome laws and
taxes. Federalist James Madison drafted a Bill of Rights for
presentation at the first Congress. His draft of the Second
Amendment was ultimately restructured into its present
form in order to place greater emphasis on the militia pur-
pose in dealing with the right to keep and bear arms. Ironi-
cally, the New Hampshire convention suggested far broader
language—that being: “Congress shall never disarm any cit-
izen unless such as are or have been in actual rebellion.” It is
indeed significant that our first Congress rejected this broad
language in order to adopt the present version with its more
restrictive language.

The Correct Interpretation
Our federal appellate courts, in interpreting the application
of our Second Amendment, have created a well-settled prin-
ciple of law—that the Second Amendment does not guaran-
tee any individual the unconditional right to own a handgun
or to bear arms. Beginning with the decision in United States
v. Miller, the court held that a firearms statute is unconstitu-
tional only if it adversely affects a state’s ability to maintain
a militia. Numerous other cases uphold laws that regulate
private ownership of firearms, such as Eckert v. City of
Philadelphia, 695 F.2d 261 (7th Cir. 1982) (“The right to
keep and bear arms is not a right given by the United States
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Constitution”); Stevens v. United States, 440 F.2d 144 (6th
Cir. 1971) (“There can be no serious claim to any express
constitutional right of an individual to possess a firearm”);
and Quilici v. The Village of Morton Grove, 477 F.2d 610 (3rd
Cir. 1973), wherein the NRA attempted to challenge a hand-
gun ban, and the U.S. Supreme Court, by refusing to hear
the case, allowed a lower appellate court ruling to stand that
stated “there is no individual right to keep and bear arms un-
der the Second Amendment.” 

No Barriers to Gun Control
The Constitution contains no barriers to reasonable regula-
tions of gun ownership. If we can license and register cars,
we can license and register guns. 
Most opponents of gun control concede that the Second
Amendment certainly does not guarantee an individual’s
right to own bazookas, missiles or nuclear warheads. Yet
these, like rifles, pistols and even submachine guns, are arms. 
The question therefore is not whether to restrict arms own-
ership, but how much to restrict it.
ACLU, “Gun Control,” 1996.

The appellate courts agree—the Second Amendment is
completely compatible with responsible gun laws affecting
the private possession of firearms. The logic involved in
these cases is clear and consistent; however, the NRA at-
tempts to distort the true significance and meaning of the
Second Amendment. . . .

Lethal Consumer Products
We must not allow the NRA’s distortion of the Second
Amendment to distract us from the health and safety risks as-
sociated with gun violence. We experience tragedy upon in-
excusable tragedy, but fail to recognize firearms as the lethal
consumer products that they are. Unfortunately, there are no
federal agencies to which we can turn for regulation of the
gun industry. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms
has no warrant to regulate firearm safety and is not empow-
ered to protect us from the dangers of firearm use. The Con-
sumer Product Safety Commission, the agency charged with

80



overseeing the use and manufacture of most household prod-
ucts, is specifically prohibited from regulating firearms in any
way. Therefore, we must regulate through legislation.

It is amazing that although we readily acknowledge that
safety measures like automobile seatbelts save lives, we are
unable or unwilling to connect this same philosophy with
the handgun. We all understand that an automobile not only
affects the driver but all who are within close proximity of
the car. The same is true of a handgun. Therefore, we
should no longer allow any regulatory exceptions when it
comes to these weapons.

When our policymakers are allowed to misuse the Second
Amendment as a shield against supporting responsible gun
policy, what are the results? Well, the result is a 15-year old
armed with a 50-round magazine, opening fire at his Oregon
high school in May 1998, shooting off the entire magazine
in less than one minute in the crowded school cafeteria, and
killing four and injuring twenty. Simple math tells us if, at
the very least, we had laws limiting the capacity of magazines
to ten rounds or less that it would have been physically im-
possible for more than twenty people to have been injured
or killed during his rampage. We now know that the two
young men responsible for the carnage [at Columbine High
School] in Littleton, Colorado, in April 1999 had no diffi-
culty obtaining the high-capacity assault weapons that were
used in their rampage.

A few weeks after the Littleton tragedy, I had an opportu-
nity to talk with Tom Mauser, the father of Daniel Mauser,
one of the victims in the Littleton shootings. Tom described
what happened to his son: “Daniel was in the school library
during the lunch period and was confronted with a Tek DC9
semi-automatic assault weapon with a 30-round magazine.
The assault weapon was pointed into Daniel’s face and then
exploded into action.” 

When will we say “Enough?” We must focus on policies
that will reduce the lethality of gun violence rather than con-
tinuously lament its deadly results.
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Is Gun Ownership an
Effective Means of
Self-Defense?

CHAPTER3



Chapter Preface
A teacher was raped by a student one day during her first
weeks teaching in Ohio. A writer was stalked by a man who
used to live in her neighborhood, forcing her to move. A fe-
male columnist was threatened by a mugger on a bridge in
Washington, D.C. Women often become victims of male
violence, and many analysts are urging them to purchase
guns for self-defense.

Ann Coulter, the columnist who nearly got mugged, rea-
sons, “We can’t have a world without violence, because the
world is half male and testosterone causes homicide. A world
with violence—that is to say, with men—but without
weapons is the worst of all possible worlds for women.” She
claims that “without guns I’m what is known as prey.” Bar-
bara Goushaw, the writer who was stalked, calls guns “a girl’s
best friend.” She contends that firearms are the great equal-
izer between the sexes because guns make physical strength
irrelevant. Gun advocates such as physician Andrew A. John-
stone—who attended the teacher who was raped—assert that
women who arm themselves will be less likely to become vic-
tims of violent crime.

Although most people would agree that, generally, women
are physically weaker than men, not everyone thinks that
guns level the playing field. For example, a 1995 study con-
ducted by the National Opinion Research Center found that
guns actually make women less safe. According to the study,
in 1998, for every time a woman used a handgun to kill an in-
timate acquaintance in self-defense, eighty-three women
were murdered by an intimate acquaintance with a handgun.
Women fare even worse at the hands of strangers: In 1998,
for every time a woman used a handgun to kill a stranger in
self-defense, 302 women were murdered with a handgun.
Based on these findings, gun opponents conclude that fire-
arms hurt women more often than they protect them.

However, other studies can be used to undercut such con-
clusions. For example, a 1996 study called Guns in America
found that only 6.6 percent of adult American women owned
handguns. It could be argued that it is because so few women
own guns that the successful use of guns by women in self-
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defense is rare. If more women purchased guns, in time, per-
haps, more women would use guns to defend themselves than
were made victims by gun violence.

In a world where force often triumphs, women can find
themselves at a decided disadvantage. Evaluating whether or
not guns can “even things up” is made difficult by conflict-
ing studies and divergent interpretations. Yet the debate
about guns and self-defense has far-reaching consequences
not only for women but for all who are at risk of being over-
powered by those who wish them harm.
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“Criminals are motivated by self-
preservation, and handguns can therefore
be a deterrent.”

Guns Are an Effective Means of
Self-Defense
John R. Lott Jr.

John R. Lott Jr. teaches criminal deterrence and law and
economics at the University of Chicago. In the following
viewpoint, Lott claims that defensive gun use occurs more
frequently and is more effective than the media report. He
argues that a criminal is less likely to attack a potential vic-
tim when he or she fears that victim might be armed. More-
over, according to Lott, statistics show that using a gun to
resist an attack results in less risk of serious injury, especially
for women.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Lott, what percentage of the time that

people use guns defensively do the victims merely have
to brandish the weapon to break off an attack?

2. What is the probability of a woman being seriously
injured during an attack when she offers no resistance
compared to when she resists with a gun, according to
the author?

3. According to the author, what is a “hot burglary”?

Excerpted from More Guns, Less Crime: Understanding Crime and Gun-Control
Laws, by John R. Lott Jr. (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1998).
Copyright © 1998 by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved. Reprinted
with permission.
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While news stories sometimes chronicle the defensive
uses of guns, such discussions are rare compared to

those depicting violent crime committed with guns. Since in
many defensive cases a handgun is simply brandished, and
no one is harmed, many defensive uses are never even re-
ported to the police. I believe that this underreporting of de-
fensive gun use is large, and this belief has been confirmed
by the many stories I received from people across the coun-
try after the publicity broke on my original study [which in-
vestigated the relationship between private gun ownership
and violent crime]. On the roughly one hundred radio talk
shows on which I discussed that study, many people called in
to say that they believed buying a gun to defend themselves
with had saved their lives. For instance, on a Philadelphia ra-
dio station, a New Jersey woman told how two men simul-
taneously had tried to open both front doors of the car she
was in. When she brandished her gun and yelled, the men
backed away and fled. Given the stringent gun-control laws
in New Jersey, the woman said she never thought seriously
of reporting the attempted attack to the police.

Self-Defense Successes
Similarly, while I was on a trip to testify before the Ne-
braska Senate, John Haxby—a television newsman for the
CBS affiliate in Omaha—privately revealed to me a fright-
ening experience that he had faced in the summer of 1995
while visiting in Arizona. At about 10 A.M., while riding in a
car with his brother at the wheel, they stopped for a red
light. A man appeared wielding a “butcher’s knife” and
opened the passenger door, but just as he was lunging to-
wards John, the attacker suddenly turned and ran away. As
John turned to his brother, he saw that his brother was
holding a handgun. His brother was one of many who had
recently acquired permits under the concealed-handgun law
passed in Arizona the previous year.

Philip Van Cleave, a former reserve deputy sheriff in
Texas, wrote me, “Are criminals afraid of a law-abiding citi-
zen with a gun? You bet. Most cases of a criminal being
scared off by an armed citizen are probably not reported.
But I have seen a criminal who was so frightened of an
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armed, seventy-year-old woman that in his panic to get
away, he turned and ran right into a wall! (He was busy try-
ing to kick down her door, when she opened a curtain and
pointed a gun at him.)”

Such stories are not limited to the United States. On
February 3, 1996, outside a bar in Texcoco, Mexico (a city
thirty miles east of Mexico City), a woman used a gun to stop
a man from raping her. When the man lunged at the woman,
“ripping her clothes and trying to rape her,” she pulled a .22-
caliber pistol from her purse and shot her attacker once in the
chest, killing him. The case generated much attention in
Mexico when a judge initially refused to dismiss murder
charges against the woman because she was viewed as being
responsible for the attempted rape, having “enticed” the at-
tacker “by having a drink with him at the bar.”

Dramatic News Stories
If national surveys are correct, 98 percent of the time that
people use guns defensively, they merely have to brandish a
weapon to break off an attack. Such stories are not hard to
find: pizza deliverymen defend themselves against robbers,
carjackings are thwarted, robberies at automatic teller ma-
chines are prevented, and numerous armed robberies on the
streets and in stores are foiled, though these do not receive
the national coverage of other gun crimes. Yet the cases cov-
ered by the news media are hardly typical; most of the en-
counters reported involve a shooting that ends in a fatality.

A typical dramatic news story involved an Atlanta woman
who prevented a carjacking and the kidnapping of her child;
she was forced to shoot her assailant:

A College Park woman shot and killed an armed man she
says was trying to carjack her van with her and her 1-year-old
daughter inside, police said Monday. . . .

Jackson told police that the gunman accosted her as she drove
into the parking lot of an apartment complex on Camp Creek
Parkway. She had planned to watch a broadcast of the Evan-
der Holyfield–Mike Tyson fight with friends at the complex.

She fired after the man pointed a revolver at her and ordered
her to “move over,” she told police. She offered to take her
daughter and give up the van, but the man refused, police said.
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“She was pleading with the guy to let her take the baby and
leave the van, but he blocked the door,” said College Park De-
tective Reed Pollard. “She was protecting herself and the baby.”

Jackson, who told police she bought the .44-caliber handgun
in September after her home was burglarized, said she fired
several shots from the gun, which she kept concealed in a
canvas bag beside her car seat. “She didn’t try to remove it,”
Pollard said. “She just fired.”

Although the mother saved herself and her baby by her
quick actions, it was a risky situation that might have ended
differently. Even though there was no police officer to help
protect her or her child, defending herself was not necessar-
ily the only alternative. She could have behaved passively,
and the criminal might have changed his mind and simply
taken the van, letting the mother and child go. Even if he
had taken the child, he might later have let the baby go un-
harmed. Indeed, some conventional wisdom claims that the
best approach is not to resist an attack. According to a Jan-
uary 28, 1997 Los Angeles Times article, “ ‘active compliance’
is the surest way to survive a robbery. Victims who engage in
active resistance . . . have the best odds of hanging on to
their property. Unfortunately, they also have much better
odds of winding up dead.”

The Great Equalizer
Yet the evidence suggests that the College Park woman
probably engaged in the correct action. While resistance is
generally associated with higher probabilities of serious in-
jury to the victim, not all types of resistance are equally risky.
By examining the data provided from 1979 to 1987 by the
Department of Justice’s National Crime Victimization Sur-
vey, Lawrence Southwick, confirming earlier estimates by
Gary Kleck, found that the probability of serious injury from
an attack is 2.5 times greater for women offering no resis-
tance than for women resisting with a gun. In contrast, the
probability of women being seriously injured was almost 4
times greater when resisting without a gun than when re-
sisting with a gun. In other words, the best advice is to resist
with a gun, but if no gun is available, it is better to offer no
resistance than to fight.
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Men also fare better with guns, but the benefits are sig-
nificantly smaller. Behaving passively is 1.4 times more likely
to result in serious injury than resisting with a gun. Male vic-
tims, like females, also run the greatest risk when they resist
without a gun, yet the difference is again much smaller: re-
sistance without a gun is only 1.5 times as likely to result in
serious injury than resistance with a gun. The much smaller
difference for men reflects the fact that a gun produces a
smaller change in a man’s ability to defend himself than it
does for a woman.

Weak Victims
Although usually skewed toward the dramatic, news stories
do shed light on how criminals think. Anecdotes about
criminals who choose victims whom they perceive as weak
are the most typical. While “weak” victims are frequently
women and the elderly, this is not always the case. For ex-
ample, in a taped conversation with police investigators re-
ported in the Cincinnati Enquirer (October 9, 1996, p. B2),
Darnell “Bubba” Lowery described how he and Walter
“Fatman” Raglin robbed and murdered musician Michael
Bany on December 29, 1995:

Mr. Lowery said on the tape that he and Walter “Fatman”
Raglin, who is also charged with aggravated robbery and ag-
gravated murder and is on trial in another courtroom, had
planned to rob a cab driver or a “dope boy.”

He said he gave his gun and bullets to Mr. Raglin. They de-
cided against robbing a cab driver or drug dealer because
both sometimes carried guns, he said.

Instead, they saw a man walking across the parking lot with
some kind of musical instrument. He said as he looked out for
police, Mr. Raglin approached the man and asked for money.

After getting the money, Mr. Raglin asked if the man’s car was
a stick or an automatic shift. Then Mr. Raglin shot the man.

Criminals are motivated by self-preservation, and hand-
guns can therefore be a deterrent. The potential defensive
nature of guns is further evidenced by the different rates of
so-called “hot burglaries,” where a resident is at home when
a criminal strikes. In Canada and Britain, both with tough
gun-control laws, almost half of all burglaries are “hot bur-
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glaries.” In contrast, the United States, with fewer restric-
tions, has a “hot burglary” rate of only 13 percent. Criminals
are not just behaving differently by accident. Convicted
American felons reveal in surveys that they are much more
worried about armed victims than about running into the po-
lice. The fear of potentially armed victims causes American
burglars to spend more time than their foreign counterparts
“casing” a house to ensure that nobody is home. Felons fre-
quently comment in these interviews that they avoid late-
night burglaries because “that’s the way to get shot.”

The Substitution Effect
To an economist such as myself, the notion of deterrence—
which causes criminals to avoid cab drivers, “dope boys,” or
homes where the residents are in—is not too surprising. We
see the same basic relationships in all other areas of life: when
the price of apples rises relative to that of oranges, people buy
fewer apples and more oranges. To the noneconomist, it may
appear cold to make this comparison, but just as grocery
shoppers switch to cheaper types of produce, criminals switch
to attacking more vulnerable prey. Economists call this, ap-
propriately enough, “the substitution effect.”

Deterrence matters not only to those who actively take de-
fensive actions. People who defend themselves may indirectly
benefit other citizens. In the Cincinnati murder case just de-
scribed, cab drivers and drug dealers who carry guns produce
a benefit for cab drivers and drug dealers without guns. In the
example involving “hot burglaries,” homeowners who defend
themselves make burglars generally wary of breaking into
homes. These spillover effects are frequently referred to as
“third-party effects” or “external benefits.” In both cases
criminals cannot know in advance who is armed. . . .

When Crime Is Difficult, Crime Rates Fall
To answer [the question of whether gun ownership saves
lives] I use a wide array of data [in my study]. For instance, I
have employed polls that allow us to track how gun owner-
ship has changed over time in different states, as well as the
massive FBI yearly crime rate data for all 3,054 U.S. counties
from 1977 to 1992. I use additional, more recently available
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data for 1993 and 1994 later to check my results. Gun own-
ership has been growing for virtually all demographic groups,
though the fastest growing group of gun owners is Republi-
can women, thirty to forty-four years of age, who live in ru-
ral areas. National crime rates have been falling at the same
time as gun ownership has been rising. Likewise, states expe-
riencing the greatest reductions in crime are also the ones
with the fastest growing percentages of gun ownership.

Guns Make Society Safer
Guns in the right hands make all good people safer—includ-
ing people who don’t own guns. The higher the number of
responsible people who have guns ready to be used for self-
defense, the safer the public is. The tremendous degree to
which widespread gun ownership makes American homes
safer from home invaders is one of the great unreported sto-
ries of the American gun-control debate.
David Kopel, Chronicles, January 1998.

Overall, my conclusion is that criminals as a group tend to
behave rationally—when crime becomes more difficult, less
crime is committed. Higher arrest and conviction rates dra-
matically reduce crime. Criminals also move out of jurisdic-
tions in which criminal deterrence increases. Yet criminals
respond to more than just the actions taken by the police and
the courts. Citizens can take private actions that also deter
crime. Allowing citizens to carry concealed handguns re-
duces violent crimes, and the reductions coincide very
closely with number of concealed-handgun permits issued.
Mass shootings in public places are reduced when law-abid-
ing citizens are allowed to carry concealed handguns.

Not all crime categories showed reductions, however. Al-
lowing concealed handguns might cause small increases in
larceny and auto theft. When potential victims are able to
arm themselves, some criminals turn away from crimes like
robbery that require direct attacks and turn instead to such
crimes as auto theft, where the probability of direct contact
with victims is small.

There were other surprises as well. While the support for
the strictest gun-control laws is usually strongest in large
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cities, the largest drops in violent crime from legalized con-
cealed handguns occurred in the most urban counties with
the greatest populations and the highest crime rates. Given
the limited resources available to law enforcement and our
desire to spend those resources wisely to reduce crime, the
results of my studies have implications for where police
should concentrate their efforts. For example, I found that
increasing arrest rates in the most crime-prone areas led to
the greatest reductions in crime. Comparisons can also be
made across different methods of fighting crime. Of all the
methods studied so far by economists, the carrying of con-
cealed handguns appears to be the most cost-effective
method for reducing crime. Accident and suicide rates were
unaltered by the presence of concealed handguns.

Guns also appear to be the great equalizer among the
sexes. Murder rates decline when either more women or
more men carry concealed handguns, but the effect is espe-
cially pronounced for women. One additional woman carry-
ing a concealed handgun reduces the murder rate for women
by about 3–4 times more than one additional man carrying a
concealed handgun reduces the murder rate for men. This
occurs because allowing a woman to defend herself with a
concealed handgun produces a much larger change in her
ability to defend herself than the change created by provid-
ing a man with a handgun.
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“Few homeowners have enough warning to
arm themselves with their own weapons
[in order to resist an attacker].”

Guns Are Not an Effective
Means of Self-Defense
David Johnston

In the following viewpoint, David Johnston argues that few
people with guns in the home successfully use them to ward
off intruders, in part because they are unable to arm them-
selves quickly enough to do so. Another reason that most
gun owners never use their firearms for self-protection is
that few are trained to shoot the guns accurately in high
stress situations. Moreover, Johnston contends that buying a
gun for protection actually increases the risk that the buyer
or a member of his or her family will be shot. David John-
ston writes for the New York Times.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Johnston, how many shooting deaths

occurred in the United States in 1997?
2. What examples of high profile shootings does the author

provide to illustrate why many people are motivated to
purchase a gun?

3. As stated by Johnston, what do most experts claim is the
most important factor causing gun violence?

From “It May Not Feel True, but Gunshot Deaths Are Down,” by David
Johnston, New York Times, August 29, 1999. Copyright © 1999 by The New York
Times Company. Reprinted with permission.
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The images are grisly. Gunshot victims surrounded by
paramedics rushing to waiting ambulances outside a

school, a community center, an office building. Little won-
der that people worry that a gunman with an assault weapon
and a grudge could loose a reign of terror on anyone, any
time, anywhere.

Such incidents reinforce a widespread myth that the num-
ber of shooting deaths in the United States is increasing. In
fact, the number dropped to 32,436 in 1997, the latest year for
which statistics are available, from a peak of 39,595 in 1993.

Guns and Self-Defense
But highly publicized shootings, no matter how rare, can
prompt people to buy guns for self-protection, an act that,
many experts say, actually increases the likelihood that the
buyer or a member of his or her family will be shot.

More often the carnage occurs in thousands of small
tragedies too mundane to make national headlines in a coun-
try where surveys have indicated that half the households
have at least one gun.

“The odds that a home will be the scene of a homicide are
substantially greater if there is a gun in the home,” said Dr.
Arthur L. Kellerman, head of emergency medicine at Emory
University in Atlanta, who led a team that studied shootings
in Memphis, Galveston and Seattle.

And those homicides will have little to do with intruders.
A number of studies have concluded that very few people
with guns in the home ever use them to resist an attacker. In
one study, fewer than two crimes in a thousand were resisted
with a gun. The most likely explanation was that few home-
owners have enough warning to arm themselves with their
own weapons.

Inadequate Training
Even law enforcement personnel who routinely carry weapons
are often inadequately prepared to handle a shooting situa-
tion, said Philip Hayden, a retired F.B.I. supervisor who con-
ducted the agency’s law enforcement training for safety and
survival program at the F.B.I. academy in Quantico, Va.

Statistics on gun use offer cold comfort during what
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seems like a summer of high-profile terror shootings. In At-
lanta in July 1999, Mark O. Barton, a disgruntled day trader,
shot and killed nine people after murdering his wife and two
children. In Los Angeles in August 1999, Buford O. Furrow
Jr., a white supremacist, opened fire at a Jewish community
center, wounding five people, and later shot and killed a
postal worker.

Doctors Should Warn of Gun Risks
What advice, if any, can clinicians offer to their patients who
are considering the purchase of a gun? Based on criteria for
judging whether an association is causal, the evidence from
comparative observational studies appears consistent with
the inference that owning a gun increases the risk of suicide.
Most studies show a moderately strong association, the bio-
logical mechanism is plausible, the exposure precedes the
outcome, the association has been replicated in several pop-
ulations, and there is evidence of a dose response (greater
risk with more or more available guns). Evidence that a gun
in the home increases the risk of homicide comes from only
2 studies and seems weaker; however, these studies offer no
support for the view that gun ownership confers a net bene-
fit in terms of protection against homicide.
Based on the evidence currently available, it appears that gun
ownership is associated with a net increase in the risk of
death for a typical individual. Clinicians might advise their
patients accordingly.
Peter Cummings and Thomas D. Koepsell, Journal of the American Medical
Association, August 5, 1998.

But most people are not shot by anti-social loners, assas-
sins or even by intruders breaking into a home.

Gun violence, experts say, is overwhelmingly dependent
on a single factor: easy access to a weapon. “On average, the
gun that represents the greatest threat is the one that is kept
loaded and readily available in a bedside drawer,” Dr.
Kellerman said. The vast majority of shooting victims arrive
at the hospital as a result of a trivial altercations that turned
deadly because the combatants could easily resort to
weapons, he said.

Some facts: Most people are not shot with assault
weapons, but with handguns. Most people hurt or killed by
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guns are not shot at schools, offices or their workplaces. In
Dr. Kellerman’s 1994 study of shootings in Galveston,
Memphis and Seattle, nearly half took place on a street or in
a parking lot, and nearly a third took place in the victim’s
home. Seven percent were shot in a motor vehicle and six
percent in a bar or nightclub.

Of the cases for which the researchers had information
about the relationship, if any, between the shooter and vic-
tim, more than a third knew each other. Eight percent were
gang adversaries or romantic rivals and seven percent of the
victims were shot by a spouse, close friend or family member.

Hard to Hit Target
Another problem with keeping guns for protection is that it
is far more difficult to hit a target than television dramas and
movies may lead people to believe. Even police officers un-
der the stress of an armed encounter hit their targets with
only 17 percent of their shots, Mr. Hayden said. This is true
even though most encounters occur at a range of less than
seven feet.

In part, the high number of misses by the police reflects
new gun tactics taught by law enforcement agencies in re-
sponse to higher powered weapons carried by criminals. In
the past, many law enforcement agencies told recruits to aim
deliberately and shoot once or twice. Now, they teach
trainees to aim deliberately, but shoot until the threat no
longer exists.

The average police officer, Mr. Hayden said, fires only 65
rounds a year in training, a number that is probably far more
than most civilians are likely to shoot. Practice shooting and
training exercises on computer simulators are inadequate
preparation for real situations, he said.

In recent years, the F.B.I.’s training program has gone to
greater lengths to provide what experts like Mr. Hayden said
was the essential ingredient to successful firearms training—
simulated scenarios that build in the heavy stress, confusion
and fear inherent in most shooting situations when officers’
heart rates skyrocket and their ability to think clearly and act
deliberately can diminish.

Mr. Hayden introduced the use of guns that shoot paint
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pellets that sting when they hit, and realistic shooting situa-
tions involving “armed” suspects in scenarios drawn from
actual experience. “It’s fantasy versus reality,” Mr. Hayden
said. “If something happens you say, ‘This is how I’ll re-
spond.’ But unless you’re trained, you’re not going to re-
spond the way you think you are.”

98



99

“Gunpoint confrontations in which private
citizens turn the tables on violent criminals
occur with explosive swiftness hundreds,
perhaps thousands, of times each day.”

Defensive Gun Use Is Common
Frank J. Murray

In the following viewpoint, Frank J. Murray contends that
Americans frequently use guns to defend themselves in con-
frontations with criminals. While gun control advocates and
gun supporters disagree about precisely how often guns are
used in self-defense, Murray claims that even opponents
concede that defensive gun use is common. He also reports
that U.S. courts are sympathetic to individuals who shoot
their attackers in self-defense. Frank J. Murray writes for In-
sight on the News.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Murray, where do the majority of self-

defense cases occur?
2. How many incidents of self-defense occurred in 1993,

according to criminologist Gary Kleck?
3. How did the Phoenix police department reward Rory

Vertigan for catching a cop killer, according to the
author?

From “Despite Risks, Americans Use Guns in Self-Defense,” by Frank J. Murray,
Insight on the News, June 14, 1999. Copyright © 1999 by Washington Times
Corporation. Reprinted with permission.
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C itizens continue to arm themselves as protection
against criminals, adopting a simple credo: It’s better to

have a gun and not need it than to need one and not have it. 
Gunpoint confrontations in which armed private citizens

turn the tables on violent criminals occur with explosive
swiftness hundreds, perhaps thousands, of times each day in
the United States. This guerrilla shooting war is almost in-
visible to the public, experts say, because combatants on both
sides have qualms about publicity. While public debate fo-
cuses on the danger of citizens defending themselves, the
media tend to ignore foiled crimes as unnewsworthy. 

Opponents on the issue offer widely varying estimates,
citing statistics showing that guns are used in self-defense
180 times a day to once every 13 seconds—a breathtaking
number even to the National Rifle Association, or NRA,
which culls a handful of such stories for its monthly maga-
zine feature, “The Armed Citizen.” Whatever the total of
potential victims who actually halt crimes with their own
guns—a surprising number of them young women with
babes in arms—they are growing in number. Among them: 

• Two grandmothers in snowbound Moses Lake, Ore.,
who repelled an attack on their home by four men; 

• A deacon in Apache Junction, Ariz., who wounded an
armed robber in his church; 

• A man in Brewer, Maine, who shot a robber in his front
hallway after being slashed with a knife. 

“I’d do it again in the same situation,” says Marty A.
Killinger, 64, of Oregon, who with fellow “pistol-packing
grandma” Dorothy Cunningham, 78, defended themselves
from an intruder. “I felt we were probably going to get raped
and murdered.”

Self-Defense and the Law
In some ways, the incident involving the man in Maine is the
most unusual. Not only did robber Michael Chasse, 24, a
homeless alcoholic with a criminal record, end up pleading
self-defense at his trial, but victim Robert Cohen, a bakery
executive, turned out to be the brother of Defense Secretary
William S. Cohen. Chasse was sentenced April 2 to 12 years
in prison after a jury rejected his claim that Cohen surprised
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him by drawing a gun and shooting him twice in the chest. 
“I saw a man with a gun pointed at me,” Chasse testified,

claiming the knife fell out of his pocket while he was trying
to talk to Cohen. Chasse, however, was inside Cohen’s house
at the time of the stabbing and shooting. As Penobscot
County prosecutor Mike Roberts says, “The defendant
would have continued the attack if he had not been shot. Mr.
Cohen hit him twice and he stayed down.” 

Although people often believe otherwise, criminals do not
routinely sue citizens who shoot them in the course of a
crime. “Extremely rare and almost never successful,” says
New York state Sen. Michael A.L. Balboni, who recalled a
criminal suing unsuccessfully for $1 million after being shot
by the owner of an inn he was burglarizing in Saratoga
Springs. Balboni studied the topic for a 1998 Fordham Urban
Law Journal article and was the prime sponsor of a bill
passed in the spring of 1999 to block felons from “adding the
ultimate insult to injury” by using state courts to profit from
their crimes. “There’s something to be said about closing the
loophole, if only to save people from being victimized twice
by having to pay for a defense,” says Balboni. 

Police departments occasionally lose such lawsuits, how-
ever. In one such instance, the New York Transit Authority
paid $4.3 million in 1993 to subway mugger Bernard Mc-
Cummings for a gunshot wound that paralyzed him nine
years earlier while he was fleeing from a robbery. The
money was tied up for two more years, until state courts in
1995 rejected a plea to share it with the injured crime victim,
Jerome Sandusky, 83. 

Most reported self-defense cases occur in the 31 states that
allow citizens to carry a concealed weapon. Armed citizens
most often use guns against home invaders, store robbers and
carjackers. Off-duty police with weapons have used them in
self-defense. In 1998, for example, an FBI agent in Maryland
shot to death a carjacker who chose the wrong victim, as did
three women in Washington—all off-duty police officers. 

Private citizens cannot possess guns in Washington, D.C.,
which has the toughest gun laws in America, but authorities
have tolerated cases of self-defense with illegal firearms.
When robber Roger W. Green put a gun to the head of the
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wife of store owner In Doi Choi on July 25, 1997, Choi killed
the bandit with a shot to his back. The merchant was not pros-
ecuted, either for the shooting or for illegal gun possession.

The Problem of Reliable Numbers
But anecdotal incidents are difficult to translate into mean-
ingful nationwide statistics. “There isn’t any source of in-
formation that contradicts the notion that people who use
guns for self-protection come out of the event better off,”
says Florida State University criminologist Gary Kleck,
whose studies consistently produce the highest estimates of
self-defense with guns—and the most controversy. 

In 1981, Kleck found an annual rate of 800,000 incidents,
boosted that to 1.2 million by 1990 and doubled it in 1993 to
2.5 million. “The general pattern was that the better the sur-
veys got, the higher the numbers got,” says Kleck, describing
a nationally representative survey of 4,977 adults that was spe-
cific to guns. His numbers average 6,850 self-defense inci-
dents every hour of every day, which gives pause even to Kleck
supporters. “Defensive gun use in this country is a reality and
all estimates of that number are significant, but numbers high
or low don’t affect the principle that there is a fundamental
right of self-defense,” says NRA spokesman Jim Manown. 

No Surprise
By this time there seems little legitimate scholarly reason to
doubt that defensive gun use is very common in the U.S.,
and that it probably is substantially more common than
criminal gun use. This should not come as a surprise, given
that there are far more gun-owning crime victims than there
are gun-owning criminals and that victimization is spread
out over many different victims, while offending is more
concentrated among a relatively small number of offenders. 
Gary Kleck and Mark Gertz, Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 1995.

Tim Lambert of the University of New South Wales in
Brisbane, Australia, frequently challenges Kleck’s numbers.
“There is overwhelming evidence to prove him wrong, but
unlike an urban legend we know the source of the claim,”
says Lambert, who tracks the subject because gun control is
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a hot squabble in Australia as well. “When a gun is used for
defense it is reasonably effective,” says Lambert, adding that
he believes a Justice Department study that supports an es-
timate of 100,000 to 200,000 defensive uses a year. 

Reliable numbers are a sore point for gun prohibitionists
and advocates alike because the self-defense argument has
become crucial in the political struggle surrounding gun
control. “I think it would have a large bearing on deciding
the issue,” says Desmond Riley of the Coalition to Stop
Gun Violence, which he describes as “the most radical gun-
control group” in the nation, seeking to halt all handgun
sales and manufacture. “It’s one of the key factors that keeps
gun control from being enacted.” 

Risk to the Gun Owner
Critics say it is dangerously foolhardy to pull a gun against a
criminal. But unpublished Justice Department figures show
the risk is less than the alternatives. Crime victims who use
guns to repel an attack are injured 17 percent of the time,
less than half as often as crime victims who defend them-
selves with a knife. “About one-fourth of those who don’t re-
sist at all are injured, which means nothing is a guarantee of
safety in these situations,” adds Kleck. 

The Coalition to Stop Gun Violence endorses interpreta-
tions of the federal study indicating merely 65,000 defensive
uses of guns a year but agrees that’s still a lot. Nationwide it
would mean gun owners use weapons to defend against vio-
lent crime more than seven times each hour. 

“We understand people are scared of crime and violence, but
buying a gun is not the way to go,” says Riley, contending a gun
owner is three times more likely to use the weapon against a
relative than against a criminal and five times more likely to kill
himself with it. “The safety that you feel is an illusion.” 

But Riley also admits: “It’s a frustrating, murky, murky
world. They’ve got a hunk of paper that says this, we’ve got
a hunk of paper that says that. After a while you don’t know
who to believe.” 

Don’t tell Rory Vertigan it’s an “urban myth” that gun
owners fight crime. Awestruck Phoenix police declared Ver-
tigan a hero and gave him $500 and a new pistol for catch-
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ing a cop killer after running out of ammunition in a gun-
fight with three heavily armed men. 

“When they shot him and killed him in front of me, either
they were going to kill me, too, or I was going to kill them,”
says Vertigan, 27, an apartment manager who works nights
as a security guard and has a concealed-weapons permit.
“There was no way they were going to turn and run after
they shot a police officer. There was no way I was going to
turn and run either.” 

The National Rifle Association gave Vertigan a free life
membership. . . . 

On March 26, Vertigan accidentally came upon three
armed Mexican drug traffickers who had ambushed a uni-
formed Phoenix policeman in the city’s tough Maryvale
precinct. Vertigan emptied his Glock 31.357 Sig, firing 14
shots with his left hand during a slam-and-bump car chase
that left the killers’ license number imprinted on the front of
his own car. He wounded the cop shooter and forced the
driver of the getaway car to crash. Pursuing police seized the
gang—as well as a pound of cocaine “eight balls” they were
dealing from their white Lincoln—but not before the 6-foot-
5 and 300-pound Vertigan disarmed the wounded driver of a
.357 revolver, a 9mm pistol and a 12-gauge shotgun. 

“I always felt that if my life was in danger or anyone around
me was in immediate danger I never would hesitate to use that
gun,” says Vertigan. “Unfortunately, that day came.” 

Although Vertigan was seconds too late to save Officer
Marc Atkinson, Phoenix Police Chief Harold Hurtt calls
him “one of the true heroes of our time” for standing fast
when the trio opened fire on him, too. “He realizes the offi-
cer is in trouble. Without regard for his own personal safety,
he confronted these individuals engaged in a gun battle. He
put his life on the line.” Atkinson, 28, left a widow, Karen,
and their 7-month-old son, Jeremy. 

When Felipe Petrona-Cabanas, 17, got out of the hospi-
tal, he rejected a lawyer, confessed and was indicted for
first-degree murder, which could bring the death penalty,
according to a police spokesman. His friends, Oscar Garcia-
Martinez, 22, and Oberlin Cabanas-Salgado, 26, also were
indicted for first-degree murder.
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“Guns play a relatively minor role in
preventing crime but a major role in
committing it.”

Defensive Gun Use Is Not
Common
Tom Diaz

Tom Diaz is senior policy analyst for the Violence Policy
Center, an education foundation that conducts research on
firearms violence. In the following viewpoint, Diaz argues
that guns are used much more often to commit crime than
to prevent it. He contends that gun manufacturers perpetu-
ate the myth that guns are an effective and often-used
means of self-defense in order to sell their products. Diaz
also contends that gun magazines help gun makers sell guns
by exaggerating the benefits of owning multiple firearms
for self-defense.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the U.S. Justice Department, what

percentage of victims of violent crime attempted to
defend themselves with a firearm between 1987 and 1992?

2. What three flaws did the Police Foundation find in the
argument that guns have an essential and virtuous
purpose in a civil society?

3. According to the author, what percentage of Smith &
Wesson’s pistol sales in 1995 were reported to have been
to people who bought them mainly for personal
protection?

Excerpted from Making a Killing: The Business of Guns in America, by Tom Diaz
(New York: The New Press, 1999). Copyright © 1999 by Tom Diaz. All rights
reserved. Reprinted with permission.
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Contrary to gun industry hype, . . . unfortunate and
wholly unintended consequences happen often when

people buy guns for self-defense. Scholarly studies by doc-
tors and public health professionals have repeatedly found
that having a gun around for any reason increases the likeli-
hood that a family member—as opposed to a criminal—will
be injured or killed with the gun. One study showed that
members of families that had a history of buying a gun from
a licensed dealer were twice as likely to die in a suicide or
homicide as were persons similarly situated who had no such
family history of gun purchase. This increased risk persisted
for more than five years after the gun was purchased.

The Dangers of Keeping Guns in the Home
Other studies have looked specifically at the narrower ques-
tion of keeping guns in the home for self-defense. One, pub-
lished in The New England Journal of Medicine, found that
having a gun in the home makes it nearly three times more
likely that someone in the family will be killed:

Despite the widely held belief that guns are effective for pro-
tection, our results suggest that they actually pose a substan-
tial threat to members of the household. People who keep
guns in their homes appear to be at greater risk of homicide in
the home than people who do not. Most of this risk is due to
a substantially greater risk of homicide at the hands of a fam-
ily member or intimate acquaintance. We did not find evi-
dence of a protective effect of keeping a gun in the home, even
in the small subgroup of cases that involved forced entry.

Another study found that for every case in which an indi-
vidual used a firearm kept in the home in a self-defense
homicide, there were 1.3 unintentional deaths, 4.6 criminal
homicides, and 37 suicides involving firearms.

These and other studies have documented repeatedly the
enhanced risk that comes from bringing a gun into the
home. Even the gun press admits the risk in unguarded mo-
ments. Describing the demise of so-called “lintel guns,” fire-
arms hung over the door ready for immediate action in fron-
tier times, Shooting Sports Retailer noted:

Today, guns in a home used for self protection are not hung
over the door but are more likely in a desk drawer or beside
the bed in a night stand. When a child is hurt in a firearm ac-
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cident it is often the self defense gun that was found, played
with, and ultimately fired by the youngster. 

Guns Play a Minor Role in Preventing Crime
But how often do people use guns successfully to protect
themselves from criminal acts? Does it justify the damage
that comes with guns? Apparently not. Most studies have
found that guns play a relatively minor role in preventing
crime but a major role in committing it. For example, a U.S.
Justice Department study found that, on the average, be-
tween 1987 and 1992 only one percent of actual or at-
tempted victims of violent crime, or about 62,000 people, at-
tempted to defend themselves with a firearm. On the other
hand, criminals armed with handguns committed a record
931,000 violent crimes in 1992 alone.

One advocate of the value of handguns for self-defense is
Gary Kleck, a professor of criminology at Florida State Uni-
versity in Tallahassee. Kleck and his colleague Mark Gertz
claim their survey research indicates that civilians use guns in
self-defense up to a whopping 2.5 million times a year. Nat-
urally enough, the National Rifle Association (NRA) and the
gun industry have widely cited Kleck’s work as proof of the
value of owning a gun. But Dr. David Hemenway, a profes-
sor at Harvard’s School of Public Health, dissected the work
of Kleck and Gertz in The Journal of Criminal Law & Crimi-
nology, concluding that their survey design contained “a huge
overestimation bias” and that their estimate is “highly exag-
gerated.” Hemenway applied Kleck and Gertz’s methodology
to a 1994 ABC News/Washington Post survey in which people
were asked if they had ever seen an alien space craft or come
into direct contact with a space alien. He demonstrated that,
by the application of Kleck and Gertz’s methodology, one
would conclude that almost twenty million Americans have
actually seen a space craft from another planet and more than
a million have actually met a space alien.

Be that as it may, the argument over “defensive gun use,”
or DGU as it is known in the literature of debate, has a more
practical implication than whether one’s neighbors have chat-
ted with a space alien. The public’s view of the merits of gun
control is likely to vary depending on whether it believes that
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guns have an essential and “virtuous” purpose in a civil soci-
ety. If good people really do use guns to protect themselves
from bad people, people of good will may be less inclined to
take this tool of virtue away. But the Police Foundation notes
three flaws in the “virtuous use” line of argument: 

• Gun use may take the place of other means of avoiding trou-
ble. Access to a firearm may encourage some people to
be less prudent about avoiding confrontations and may
enable or embolden others to escalate confrontations.

• Readiness to use guns in self-defense may lead to fatal mis-
takes. Someone who keeps a gun handy for dealing with
intruders and other predators may end up shooting the
wrong person.

• The number of DGUs tells us little about the most important
effects on crime of widespread gun ownership. When a large
percentage of households and even people on the street
are armed, some may change their tactics, acquiring a
gun themselves or in some other way seeking to pre-
empt gun use by the intended victim.

Gun Makers Jump on the Self-Defense
Bandwagon
Not bothering with the niceties of whether their products
end up causing more deaths and injuries than they prevent,
gun manufacturers have churned out handguns full speed
ahead, seizing the personal-defense market as a lifeline out
of flat handgun sales. Then-president and CEO of Smith &
Wesson L.E. (Ed) Schultz said in 1992 that he expected to
see growth in this personal protection market. “For a lot of
people, the handgun is the last line of defense.” And indeed,
by 1997, Shooting Industry would say, “Concealment hand-
guns and other defensive firearms are the bright spots in gun
retailing,” and advise retailers “It’s time to jump in on the
defensive handgun market if you haven’t already.”

The extent to which this second wave of personal-defense
marketing has changed the U.S. gun market was summed up
recently by writer Ayoob in Shooting Industry:

I recently was leafing through an issue of Shooting Industry
(SI) from 1971. Talk about a blast from the past! A quarter
century later, things have changed dramatically.
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In SI back then, it appeared that shotguns and .22s were the
mainstay of the firearms business. A firearms retailer today
knows that . . . that type of shooting market is stagnant at
best. The guns that are selling during the sales trough in the
industry are defensive firearms, particularly handguns thanks
to reformed “shall issue” concealed-carry rules in several
states. . . . Defensive firearms, sold with knowledgeable ad-
vice and the right accessories, offer the best chance of com-
mercial survival for today’s retail firearms dealer.

In another article, entitled “ ‘Trend Crimes’ and the Gun
Dealer,” the same writer bluntly advised that the industry
use fear to sell more guns on impulse:

Customers come to you every day out of fear. Fear of what
they read in the newspaper. Fear of what they watch on the
11 o’clock news. Fear of the terrible acts of violence they see
on the street. Your job, in no uncertain terms, is to sell them
confidence in the form of steel and lead. . . . An impulse of
fear has sent that customer to your shop, so you want a qual-
ity product in stock to satisfy the customer’s needs and com-
plete the impulse purchase.

Marketing and Propaganda
The steady growth in handgun sales to first place in the U.S.
market . . . reflects the effects of the self-defense boom.
Three-quarters of long-gun owners report that they own
their long guns primarily for sporting purposes such as hunt-
ing or target shooting. But sixty-three percent of handgun
owners report that they own their guns for protection
against crime. 

In 1995, seventy-five percent of Smith & Wesson’s pistol
sales were reported to have been to people who bought them
mainly for personal protection, and a Beretta executive said
twenty percent of the company’s $120 million 1994 sales
came from the personal-defense market, the fastest-growing
segment of the company’s business. To help push continued
sales in the defensive firearms market, Smith & Wesson
opened its “academy” to civilians in 1994, and sent instruc-
tors on the road to conduct courses in self-defense, includ-
ing special classes for women taught by female instructors.
The company recently invested $2.7 million to expand the
facility to include “new classrooms, tactical shooting ranges
and a 20-lane commercial range.” A Smith & Wesson
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spokesman said the company may open similar training cen-
ters in other locations.

Aliens and Defensive Gun Use
Since a small percentage of people may report virtually any-
thing on a telephone survey, there are serious risks of over-
estimation in using such surveys to measure rare events.
The problem becomes particularly severe when the issue
has even a remote possibility of positive social desirability
response bias.
Consider the responses to a national random-digit-dial tele-
phone survey of over 1500 adults conducted in May 1994 by
ABC News and the Washington Post. One question asked:
“Have you yourself ever seen anything that you believe was a
spacecraft from another planet?” Ten percent of respondents
answered in the affirmative. These 150 individuals were then
asked, “Have you personally ever been in contact with aliens
from another planet or not?” and 6% answered “Yes.”
By extrapolating to the national population, we might con-
clude that almost 20 million Americans have seen spacecraft
from another planet, and over a million have been in per-
sonal contact with aliens from other planets. That more than
a million Americans had contact with aliens would be in-
credible news—but not the kind actively publicized by rep-
utable scientists. Yet the ABC News/Washington Post data on
aliens are as good as or better than that from any of the thir-
teen surveys cited by criminologists Gary Kleck and Mark
Gertz as supporting their conclusions about the frequency of
self-defense gun use.
David Hemenway, Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 1997.

The industry gets plenty of help from the gun press in
marketing self-defense. Gun writers push the theme in a
repetitive and seemingly endless stream of articles. Selling
two guns instead of one to the same customer is better, and
three or four, better yet, according to the gun press. Industry
writers regularly suggest selling customers several different
self-defense handguns, supposedly to fit the changing partic-
ulars of the situation the customer might find himself or her-
self in. The customer “needs to know that owning multiple,
compatible defensive handguns isn’t some BS that a ‘gunshop
commando’ came up with as an excuse to take his money.”

GunGames publisher Wally Arida put a slightly different
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spin on how retailers should follow up to sell more guns to
the same customer after a first sale based on scare tactics:

We scare them to buy one gun. Now let’s get these people
shooting their guns and educate them to buy more guns. We
should tell them, “Now you have your defense gun, now you
need to buy a gun to shoot this sport and another one to
shoot this other sport.” . . .

Putting sales and profits above all, the gun industry has en-
thusiastically plunged further into the self-defense thicket. It
is making handguns smaller and smaller, and the calibers
they come in bigger and bigger. Meanwhile the NRA and its
allies continue to press state legislatures to enact “shall-
issue” concealed-carry permit laws. And while the gun in-
dustry’s little money-making machine whirs along, America’s
gun violence body count continues to pile up.
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“[Allowing citizens to carry concealed
handguns] reduced murder by 8.5 percent,
rape by 5 percent and severe assault by 7
percent.”

Legalizing Concealed Weapons
Makes Society Safer
Morgan Reynolds and H. Sterling Burnett

In the following viewpoint, Morgan Reynolds and H. Ster-
ling Burnett contend that when states pass laws that allow
citizens to carry concealed weapons they experience a drop
in violent crime rates. Reynolds and Burnett claim that the
right to carry concealed guns does not increase the number
of victims killed on impulse during altercations nor does it
result in an increase in accidental death. On the contrary, ac-
cording to the authors, allowing citizens to carry concealed
weapons makes society safer. Morgan Reynolds is director of
the National Center for Policy Analysis (NCPA) Criminal
Justice Center. H. Sterling Burnett is a policy analyst with
the NCPA.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Reynolds and Burnett, how many violent

crimes do criminals commit each year?
2. What requirements do most states impose on individuals

before issuing them concealed-carry permits?
3. According to the authors, by what percent has the fatal

firearm accident rate declined in the last decade?

From “No Smoking Guns: How to Answer Objections to Right-to-Carry Laws,”
by Morgan Reynolds and H. Sterling Burnett, Gun News Digest, www.ncpa.org,
March 2, 1998. Copyright © 2002 by National Center for Policy Analysis.
Reprinted with permission.
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Since 1986, the number of states in which it is legal to
carry concealed weapons has grown from nine to 31, rep-

resenting 49 percent of the country’s population. Should we
feel safer?

Opponents of right-to-carry [concealed weapons] laws
predicted a sharp decline in public safety because minor in-
cidents would escalate into killings and more children would
be victimized by more guns in irresponsible hands. Further,
critics claimed that criminals would be undeterred by any in-
crease in armed citizens. Indeed, they claimed that right-to-
carry laws would increase crime rather than deter it. Experi-
ence has proven them wrong.

What objections do the critics offer?

Objection #1: Citizens Are Safe Enough Without
Handguns.
Criminals commit 10 million violent and 30 million prop-
erty crimes a year. Hospital emergency rooms treat an esti-
mated 1.4 million people a year for injuries inflicted in vio-
lent attacks, according to a Department of Justice study.

Since the US Supreme Court and lower courts have held
that the police are not obligated to protect individuals from
crime, citizens are ultimately responsible for their own de-
fense. Carrying a handgun allows millions to effectively pro-
vide for their own protection.

Objection #2: Concealed Weapons Do Not Deter
Crime.
In choosing their crimes, criminals weigh the prospective
costs against the benefits. If criminals suspect that the costs
will be too high, they are less likely to commit a crime. The
possibility of a concealed weapon tilts the odds against the
criminal and in favor of the victim. A survey of 1,847 felons
in 10 states found them more concerned about meeting an
armed victim than running into the police.

Their concern is well founded. Victims use handguns an
estimated 1.9 million times each year in self-defense against
an attack by another person, according to a survey con-
ducted by Florida State University criminologist Gary
Kleck. Studies have found that robbery and rape victims who
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resist with a gun cut the risks of injury in half.
Moreover, a study by economists John Lott and David

Mustard of the University of Chicago, published in the Jan-
uary 1997 Journal of Legal Studies, examined the impact of
concealed carry permits. Using data from all 3,054 US coun-
ties between 1977 and 1992, the study found that:

• Concealed handgun laws reduced murder by 8.5 per-
cent, rape by 5 percent and severe assault by 7 percent.

• Had right-to-carry prevailed throughout the country,
1,600 fewer murders, 4,200 fewer rapes and 60,000 fewer se-
vere assaults would have occurred during those 15 years.

• In addition, the deterrent effect of concealed handgun
laws proved highest in counties with high crime rates. For
example, FBI statistics showed that in counties with popula-
tions of more than 200,000 (typically the counties with the
highest rates of violent crime), laws allowing concealed carry
produced a 13 percent drop in the murder rate and a 7 per-
cent decline in rapes.

• Case Study: Vermont. Vermont has long had the least
restrictive firearms carry laws, allowing citizens to carry
guns either openly or concealed without any permit. Ver-
mont also has maintained one of the lowest violent crime
rates in the country. For example:

• In 1980, when murders and robberies in the US had
soared to an average of 10 and 251 per 100,000 population,
respectively, Vermont’s murder rate was 22 percent of the
national rate and its robbery rate was 15 percent.

• In 1996 Vermont’s rates remained among the lowest in
the country at 25 percent of the national rate for homicide
and 8 percent for robbery.

Objection #3: Right-to-Carry Laws Boost Killings
on Impulse.
Widespread gun availability was supposed to lead to a “wild-
west” mentality with more shootings and deaths as people
vented their anger with pistols instead of fists. Yet FBI data
show that, as a share of all homicides, killings that resulted
from arguments declined. In addition:

• Dade County, FL, kept meticulous records for six years,
and of 21,000 permit holders, none was known to have in-
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jured an innocent person.
• Since Virginia passed a right-to-carry law, more than

50,000 permits have been issued, not one permit holder has
been convicted of a crime and violent crime has dropped.

Moreover, those who have broken the rules have lost their
privilege to carry a gun.

• Texas has revoked or suspended nearly 300 permits for
minor violations like failure to conceal or carrying a gun in
a bar.

The Effect of Concealed-Handgun Laws on
Violent Crimes

John R. Lott Jr., More Guns, Less Crime: Understanding Crime and Gun-
Control Laws, 1998.

Years before and after the adoption
of concealed-handgun laws
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• Between 1987 and 1995, Florida issued nearly 300,000
permits, but revoked only 19 because the permit holder had
committed a crime. That’s one crime per 14,000 permit
holders during a nine-year period, an incredibly low rate
compared to a criminal arrest rate of one per 14 Americans
age 15 and older each year.

Objection #4: Concealed Carry Puts Guns in
Untrained Hands.
Before issuing a concealed carry permit, most states require
that the applicant prove he or she has been thoroughly
trained, with:

• 10 to 15 hours emphasizing conflict resolution.
• A pre-test and a final test covering the laws of self-defense

and the consequences of misuse of deadly force.
• A stress on gun safety in the classroom and on the firing

range.
• A stringent shooting accuracy test which applicants

must pass each time they renew their permit.
Of course, a person who has only a split second to decide

whether to use deadly force can make a mistake. However,
only about 30 such mistaken civilian shootings occur nation-
wide each year. The police kill in error three times as often.

Objection #5: Concealed Carry Increases
Accidental Gun Deaths.
The Lott-Mustard study found no increase in accidental
shootings in counties with “shall issue” right-to-carry laws,
where authorities have to issue the permit to all who meet
the criteria. Nor have other studies. Nationally, there are
about 1,400 accidental firearms deaths each year—far fewer
than the number of deaths attributable to medical errors or
automobile accidents. The national death rate from firearms
has declined even while firearm ownership has almost dou-
bled in the last 20 years, and 22 more states have liberalized
right-to-carry laws:

• The fatal firearm accident rate has declined to about .5
per 100,000 people—a decrease of more than 19 percent in
the last decade.

• The number of fatal firearms-related accidents among
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children fell to an all-time low of 185 in 1994, a 64 percent
decline since 1975.

Concealed carry laws have not contributed to a big in-
crease in gun ownership. Nor has allowing citizens the right
to carry firearms for self-protection led to the negative con-
sequences claimed by critics. In fact, these laws have lowered
violent crime rates and increased the general level of knowl-
edge concerning the rights, responsibilities and laws of fire-
arm ownership.

Putting unarmed citizens at the mercy of armed and vio-
lent criminals was never a good idea. Now that the evidence
is in, we know that concealed carry is a social good.
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“Allowing more people to carry concealed
handguns does not mean less crime.”

Legalizing Concealed Weapons
Does Not Make Society Safer
Handgun Control, Inc.

Handgun Control, Inc., the nation’s largest citizens’ gun
control lobbying organization, argues in the following view-
point that states should not make it easier for citizens to
carry concealed weapons because such measures will not re-
duce crime. The organization claims that violent crime and
robbery rates have declined far more dramatically in states
that strictly monitor or forbid the carrying of concealed
weapons compared to states with lax carrying concealed
weapons laws (CCW). In fact, some states with lax CCW
laws actually experienced an increase in violent crime.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the FBI, by what percentage did the overall

crime rate drop during the period from 1997 to 1998?
2. According to Handgun Control, Inc., what percentage

difference was there in the reduction of violent crime
rates between states that had strict concealed-carry laws
and states with lax concealed-carry laws?

3. What percentage of “shall issue” states experienced an
increase in violent crime between 1992 and 1998,
according to the organization?

From “Concealed Truth: Concealed Weapons Laws and Trends in Violent Crime
in the United States,” by Handgun Control, Inc., www.handguncontrol.org,
October 22, 1999. Copyright © 1999 by the Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun
Violence. Reprinted with permission.
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An analysis conducted by The Brady Center to Prevent
Gun Violence, comparing the latest drop in crime rates

among the states, provides compelling evidence that the gun
lobby is wrong: allowing more people to carry concealed
handguns does not mean less crime. According to the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) Uniform Crime Reports,
from 1997 to 1998 the nation’s overall crime rate dropped
6.4%, from 4930.0 to 4615.5 crimes per 100,000 population.
More telling is this continuing trend where crime fell faster
in states that have strict carrying concealed weapons (CCW)
laws or that do not allow the carrying of concealed weapons
at all than in states which have lax CCW laws. This strongly
suggests that, contrary to the arguments made by the Na-
tional Rifle Association (NRA) and others, states should not
make it easier for citizens to carry concealed weapons in or-
der to reduce crime.

Carrying Concealed Weapons Does Not Reduce
Crime
From 1992 to 1998 (the last six years for which data exists),
the violent crime rate in the strict and no-issue states fell
30% while the violent crime rate for the 11 states that had
liberal CCW laws (where law enforcement must issue CCW
licenses to almost all applicants) during this entire period
dropped only 15%. Nationally, the violent crime rate fell
25%. The decline in the crime rate of strict licensing and
no-carry states was twice that of states with lax CCW sys-
tems, indicating that there are more effective ways to fight
crime than to encourage more people to carry guns. New
York and California—the two most populous states and ones
with strict CCW licensing laws—experienced dramatic de-
creases in violent crime over the six-year period. New York
experienced a 43% decline and California experienced a
37% decline, both without putting more concealed hand-
guns on their streets.

Additionally, the robbery rate also fell faster in states with
strict carry laws. Our analysis found that between 1992 and
1998, the robbery rate in strict and no-issue states fell 44%
while the robbery rate for the 11 states with liberal CCW
laws during this entire period dropped 24%. Nationally, the
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robbery rate fell 37%. Again, New York and California—the
two most populous states and ones with strict CCW licensing
laws—experienced dramatic decreases over the six-year pe-
riod. New York experienced a 55% drop in the robbery rate
and California experienced a 50% drop in the robbery rate.

In the 29 states that had lax CCW laws during 1997 and
1998, the crime rate fell 6%, from 5296.6 to 4971.2 crimes
per 100,000 population. During the same time period, in the
21 states and the District of Columbia with strict carry laws
or which don’t allow the carrying of concealed weapons at
all, the crime rate fell 7%, from 4613.7 to 4297.2 crimes per
100,000 population. While the rate of violent crime for
states with strict carry laws fell at relatively the same rate as
less restrictive states from 1997 to 1998 (8% and 7.5% re-
spectively), the robbery rate for these 22 strict states fell
13%, compared to the lax states’ 10% (this includes an 11%
drop for those states which relaxed their CCW laws after
1992, and a drop of only 7% who have had lax CCW laws
since before 1992).

“These numbers demonstrate what we’ve been saying all
along,” said Sarah Brady, chair of The Brady Center to Pre-
vent Gun Violence and The Brady Campaign to Prevent
Gun Violence, Inc. “We don’t need to make it easier for just
anyone to carry a gun nor do we need more concealed hand-
guns on our streets to fight crime. The way to fight crime is
to punish criminals and to make sure that criminals don’t get
guns in the first place.”

The Lott-Mustard Study
The decision to liberalize concealed carry laws by a number
of state legislatures was based largely on findings drawn
from one study authored by [economist] John Lott and
David Mustard [formerly of the University of Chicago].
Lott and Mustard claim that greatly easing restrictions on
carrying concealed handguns will lead to a large decrease in
crime. When first presented, Lott and Mustard’s work was
met with skepticism in the research community. Now, a
growing body of empirical evidence has completely under-
mined the credibility of their claims.

Perhaps most compelling is the fact that robbery has de-
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clined twice as quickly in states with strict licensing or that
do not allow concealed carrying at all than in states with lax
CCW systems. If carrying concealed weapons reduces
crime, it would be expected that the greatest effects would
be seen on crimes that most often occur between strangers
in public places, such as robbery. However, Lott and Mus-
tard found virtually no beneficial effects from liberalizing
the carrying of concealed weapons on robbery. As indicated
above, robbery in restrictive CCW states fell twice as fast as
in lax CCW states. Furthermore, reanalysis of Lott and
Mustard’s data by two different teams of researchers re-
vealed that crime overall was just as likely to increase as de-
crease after states eased their carry laws—a finding which
appears to be borne out by the FBI’s crime data.

Turtil. © 1986 by Steve Turtil. Reprinted by permission.

Between 1992 and 1998, over a quarter (27%, 3/11) of
the states that were “shall issue” during this entire time pe-
riod experienced an increase in the violent crime rate, as
well as in the robbery rate. This compares to increases in vi-
olent crime over the same 6 year time period in just 18%
(4/22) of states with strict carry laws. Only 18% (4/22) of
states with strict carry laws experienced an increase in rob-
beries. If allowing more people to carry concealed hand-
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guns is supposed to be such an effective crime fighting strat-
egy, why did the crime rate go up in so many “shall issue”
states—particularly when compared to states that employed
other strategies to fight crime? . . .

Law Enforcement and Concealed Weapons
Lax or “shall issue” CCW laws require law enforcement to
issue CCW licenses to virtually anyone who is not a con-
victed felon. In these states, local law enforcement has al-
most no discretion in issuing these licenses and, in many
cases, getting a license requires little or no safety training or
even a demonstration that the applicant knows how to use a
gun. States that give law enforcement discretion in issuing
licenses (so-called “may issue” states) or which prohibit the
carrying of concealed weapons entirely have chosen other
strategies to fight crime, resulting in the greatest decreases
in crime over the past six years.

For several years now, the National Rifle Association and
others have made it a priority to get state legislatures to pass
lax CCW laws. They claim that putting more guns on our
streets reduces crime, despite the fact that almost every ma-
jor law enforcement organization in the country opposes lax
CCW laws. . . .

“[The] numbers should make everyone question the
NRA’s campaign for lax CCW laws under the guise of fight-
ing crime,” said Mrs. Brady. “If the gun lobby is truly inter-
ested in reducing crime, they should work for common sense
measures like stopping criminals from getting guns at gun
shows and limiting handgun sales to one per person per
month to cut gun trafficking. Working with lawmakers, law
enforcement, the public health community and civic leaders
on proven crime-fighting strategies, we can make America
safer for everyone.” 
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Chapter Preface
On Mother’s Day 2000, over one hundred thousand moth-
ers assembled in Washington, D.C., calling for stricter gun
control. The marchers demanded that legislators enact laws
to prevent school shootings and other gun tragedies that
were claiming the lives of the nation’s children. They
pointed out that “since the assassinations of Martin Luther
King Jr. and Robert Kennedy in 1968, over one million
Americans have been killed by firearms.” The rally garnered
much media attention and helped generate public support
for the organizers’ goals.

The Million Mom March is just one of many campaigns
working to strengthen America’s gun laws. Numerous orga-
nizations oppose gun control, however, the most notable be-
ing the National Rifle Association (NRA), which, with over
3 million members, is the nation’s largest organization of
gun owners. Although columnist E.J. Dionne Jr. considered
the Million Mom March a “countervailing force” to the Na-
tional Rifle Association, the Moms acknowledged how diffi-
cult it is to counter the influence of the NRA. In fact, many
working for the campaign accused the Republican Party of
being in the gun lobby’s “back pocket.”

For its part, the NRA quickly published rebuttals to the
Million Moms’ claims. To begin with, the organization re-
futed the Moms’ claim to be a grass-roots campaign. The
NRA pointed out that the groups’ founder, Donna Dees-
Thomases, was a former CBS publicist, and that many of its
most active supporters were politicians or celebrities. The
NRA also asserted that the “children” whom the Moms were
memorializing were in actuality 17-, 18-, and 19-year-olds
killed in gang or drug wars. Perhaps the NRA’s most vocif-
erous attack against the Million Moms campaign was the as-
sertion that the marchers wanted to strip citizens of their
constitutional right to own firearms. Because of the NRA’s
influence, its claims discredited the Million Mom March in
the eyes of many Americans.

In the final analysis, the likelihood of stricter gun control
laws being enacted depends in large measure on which na-
tional organizations succeed in convincing representatives in
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Congress to adopt their views. Such organizations try to in-
fluence politicians with campaign donations, media blitzes,
and rallies. These activities cost money, and, not surpris-
ingly, the organizations with the most money tend to have
the most political clout. The fate of gun control—irrespec-
tive of violent crime studies and court decisions on the right
of citizens to bear arms—is ultimately in the hands of politi-
cians and the lobbyist groups that influence them.
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“Handguns . . . [make] it possible to settle
with finality the passionate domestic
arguments and street disputes that produce
most of our homicides.”

Gun Control Will Reduce
Lethal Crime
Richard Harwood

In the following viewpoint, Richard Harwood contends that
eliminating handguns would reduce America’s murder rate.
According to Harwood, America has approximately the
same amount of crime as other Western nations, but what
sets the United States apart is a much higher rate of lethal
crime. He argues that making handguns less available would
decrease the likelihood that commonplace arguments and
disputes would end fatally. Richard Harwood was an editor
and ombudsman for the Washington Post.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. How many americans have died since 1980 at the hands

of other Americans, according to Harwood?
2. What actions have politicians taken in a futile attempt to

reduce violent crime, as stated by the author?
3. Why is murder a serious problem, in Harwood’s

opinion?

Excerpted from “America’s Unchecked Epidemic,” by Richard Harwood,
Washington Post National Weekly Edition, December 8, 1997. Copyright © 1997 
by The Washington Post Writers Group. Reprinted with permission.
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Americans have invested a great deal of wealth and effort
in this century to keep death at bay, and they have had

a lot of success. Cholera, smallpox, typhoid have been elim-
inated in this country. Other diseases that once killed mil-
lions now are cured easily or prevented. The average Amer-
ican’s life span has been extended by nearly 30 years.

Health and medical care have become our leading indus-
try. We spend more on these services than we spend for
food, housing, automobiles, clothes or education.

The Violence Epidemic
But neither money nor science has brought us any closer to
solving or even moderating one epidemic in American life: vi-
olence. For at least a century and probably longer we have
been the most murderous “developed” society on earth. Since
1980 nearly 400,000 Americans have died at the hands of fel-
low citizens—more than the number of Americans who died
on the battlefields of World War I and World War II com-
bined. It would take eight Vietnams to fill as many graves.

Our propensity to violence cannot be explained by the
cliche that America is a uniquely “lawless” society. Franklin
Zimring and Gordon Hawkins of the University of Califor-
nia write: “The reported rates [per 100,000 people] of both
violent and nonviolent crime in the United States . . . are
quite close to those found in countries like Australia, Canada
and New Zealand.” The rate of criminal assault is higher in
those countries than here. In robberies, the United States is
second to Poland and similar in rate to Italy, Australia,
Czechoslovakia, Canada and England. Scandinavian robbery
rates are not strikingly lower than those in this country. A
study in 1992 revealed that London had a higher overall
crime rate than New York City, including 66 percent more
thefts and 57 percent more burglaries. But New York has 11
times as many murders.

So it is not crime that sets us apart. We have no more pick-
pockets, shoplifters, burglars, robbers or brawlers than West-
ern Europe or the British Isles. But we have a surplus of
killers—a large surplus. Our homicide rate is 20 times the
rate in England and Wales, 10 times the rate in France and
Germany and is exceeded only by a few Latin American
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countries, notably Colombia, Mexico and Brazil.
Why this is so is a mystery to medical scientists (psychia-

trists and psychologists included) and to anthropologists and
social scientists as well. Politicians have no answers. They
wage futile “wars” on crime, expand the police forces and the
offenses punishable by death, keep a million citizens in prison,
beef up law enforcement agencies and equip them with every-
thing from tanks to helicopter gunships. Through it all, the
homicide rate remains almost constant—roughly eight to 10
murders for every 100,000 people in the course of a year.

Rules of the Road
The government has a responsibility to its citizens to limit
access to certain types of firearms, as well as to set the pa-
rameters under which its citizens may exercise their Second
Amendment rights. An analogous example commonly cited
is that of the restrictions placed on owning and operating a
motor vehicle. Cars are registered and licensed, just as are
their operators. “Rules of the road” stipulate how a driver
may use his or her vehicle. These rules place limitations on
drivers, not as a punishment, but as a way to ensure the wel-
fare and safety of travelers. While the “rules of the road” may
vary from state to state, they are largely consistent in order
to make the roads of the nation safe. Obviously, these rules
are sometimes broken, and people are injured and killed.
And sometimes they may seem not to apply, such as the rule
that requires a stop at a red light at 2 A.M. when no other car
is in sight. Yet we would be far worse off without them. Sen-
sible regulation of firearms is just as reasonable.
Michael W. Warfel, America, April 15, 2000.

When 20,000 to 25,000 people are being murdered every
year, you’ve got a problem. It’s not a huge problem in the
context of death in America; more than 2.25 million of us die
every year from all causes—including 30,000 to 40,000 from
AIDS, 40,000 or so in automobile accidents and about
30,000 as a result of suicide.

But even in that context, murder is a serious problem. It
poisons society with fear and suspicion, turns large areas of
our cities into combat zones and contributes to urban flight.

Still, despite our cowboy image in much of the world, it is
irrational to assume that a propensity for murder is rampant
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in the American character; 99.99 percent of us never murder
anyone. And there is no uniformity among those who do.
Some regions have more violent traditions than others, the
South in particular: Louisiana’s murder rate today is 20
times the rate in Vermont. Men are more murderous than
women. Cities have proportionately more murders than
suburbs and rural areas. The 20 largest U.S. cities have 11.5
percent of the American population but account for 34 per-
cent of the reported homicides. African Americans, heavily
concentrated in these cities, are at far more risk of death by
homicide than nonblacks. They are 13 percent of the Amer-
ican population, but they account for 45 percent of homicide
victims and 55 percent of suspects charged with homicide,
according to calculations by Zimring and Hawkins. Many
theories are offered to explain the relatively high level of
lethal violence in these urban communities, but none has
been validated. Whatever the “causal” factors, the number
and percentage of blacks charged with homicide in the age
groups most prone to violence—15 to 34—is tiny, roughly a
tenth of one percent. And if black homicides were ignored in
the calculations, the U.S. homicide rate still would be three
to five times greater than the rates in Europe and Britain.

Handguns Are the Problem
Zimring and Hawkins conclude that the one “causal” factor
that sets us apart from the rest of the world is the huge arse-
nal of handguns—estimated at from 50 million to 70 mil-
lion—that makes it possible to settle with finality the pas-
sionate domestic arguments and street disputes that produce
most of our homicides. Eliminating handguns would not
eliminate rage or conflict but certainly would lower the life-
threatening consequences of these encounters.

People will argue that other deadly weapons—knives, blunt
instruments, poison and the noose—will remain available to
people who want to kill. Sure. They’re available all over the
world, too, but nowhere else is murder so commonplace.

It would take political courage to do anything about the gun
problem, and it is in short supply in Washington. But no other
remedy—medical, chemical, technological or spiritual—is at
hand or even on the horizon.
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“There is an ever-increasing amount of
evidence that gun control is a failure.”

Gun Control Will Not Reduce
Violent Crime
Samuel Francis

Samuel Francis, a syndicated columnist, argues in the fol-
lowing viewpoint that gun control around the world has
failed. For example, he claims that Japan, Australia, and
Great Britain have experienced rising crime rates despite
passing draconian gun laws. In contrast, Francis asserts that
the United States—which does not have strict gun laws—has
experienced a decrease in violent crime rates, partly due to
the fact that many American citizens are allowed to carry
concealed weapons for self-defense.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Francis, what is the “yakuza”?
2. By what percentage have homicides in Australia

increased since that country confiscated all handguns, as
stated by the author?

3. According to the author, by what percentage did the
number of robberies increase in Great Britain after it
banned privately owned handguns?

From “Gun Control Is Global Flop,” by Samuel Francis, The Wanderer, November
9, 2000. Copyright © 2000 by Samuel Francis. Reprinted by permission of
Creators Syndicate.
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The most recent crusades for gun control seem to have
fizzled, and that’s just as well, not only for the sake of

the freedom and safety of most Americans, but also for the
public reputations of those who push the banning of fire-
arms. There is an ever-increasing amount of evidence that
gun control is a failure, not only in the United States but in
other countries, too.

Japan
The ancient and honorable nation of Japan has the distinc-
tion of enjoying perhaps the most rigorous gun-control laws
in the world outside of Communist states. With no tradition
of individual liberty and a powerful tradition of placing the
integrity of the group—family and nation—over the individ-
ual, Japanese lawmakers have never felt the slightest hesita-
tion in outlawing most gun ownership and punishing
severely those who break the laws.

In Japan, even possessing a handgun and a bullet puts you
in prison for 15 years. Other laws have been tightened and
toughened since 1991, and even armored car guards don’t
carry firearms. Only police officers and soldiers can carry
guns at all, and the cops have to leave their guns in a safe
when they leave work.

According to gun-control dogmas, that should pretty
much keep gun violence down. But it doesn’t, in Japan any-
more than in this country. The Washington Post recently car-
ried a report on the increasing incidence of gun violence in
the Land of the Rising Gun.

The number of crimes committed with handguns last year
was higher than in any year since records have been kept,
and the rate this year threatens to be even higher. An ad-
ministrator in Japan’s National Police Agency told the Post,
“Since 1994 or 1995 there’s been a clear change; the guns are
now becoming dispersed in the population. We are worried
about it. Crimes are becoming more violent, more serious.
And handguns are very efficient weapons for that.” So much
for the effectiveness of gun control.

The people in Japan who do have guns are the members of
the “yakuza,” as the Japanese organized crime cartel is
known. As the Post reports: “The yakuza are the exception.
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Experts believe most of the estimated 80,000 underworld
members have weapons, and police have been unable or un-
willing to dent that figure.” Does that remind you of any-
thing? When guns are outlawed, only outlaws will have guns.

Australia and Great Britain
Japan, however, is not the only gun-controlling society to
sport rising gun violence. The same is true in Australia, where
a new law last year confiscated virtually all handguns in the
country and destroyed them. It doesn’t matter. Now violent
crimes committed by guns are on the rise Down Under.

Defying Credibility
If a murderer intends to break a law against murder, why
would he have any more respect for a law prohibiting him
from possessing a gun? It defies credibility that murderers,
rapists, burglars, thieves, and robbers are going to say to
themselves: “There’s a law against my owning guns and,
therefore, I should obey it,”
Jacob G. Hornberger, Liberty, June 1999.

One year after the mass confiscation of handguns, homi-
cides in Australia have increased 3.2%. Assaults have risen
by 8.6% and armed robberies have increased by a whopping
44%. In one state (Victoria), homicides with firearms have
risen 300%, despite the government ban. The figures on
armed robberies are especially instructive, since these crimes
in particular had been falling for some 25 years. Now all of
a sudden, with privately owned guns outlawed, they start in-
creasing dramatically.

Similar statistics come from Great Britain, long the gun
controllers’ showcase country. There, where privately
owned handguns were effectively banned a few years ago af-
ter a mass shooting by a crazed homosexual, crime figures
show an increase in England and Wales for the first time in
six years. The number of robberies, mostly mugging, in-
creased by 19%. Violent offenses increased by 5%, and sex-
ual offenses rose by 2%. Statistics from the Home Office
show that the city of London suffered the greatest increase
in crime—22%.
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The United States
In the United States, however, violent crime continues to
fall, for reasons no one seems to be able to figure out. The
high rate of incarceration and the aging of the criminal pop-
ulation are often cited, but the increase in concealed carry
laws, which let law-abiding citizens carry concealed fire-
arms, is not often mentioned among the reasons for the drop
in violent crimes in this country. University of Chicago
economist John Lott is one expert who has shown there is a
very real link between the decline of violent crime and the
availability of firearms; his book, More Guns, Less Crime, has
been virtually ignored by the establishment media.

But the connection ought to be obvious enough. When
law-abiding people have guns and criminals know they have
them, it’s the criminals who have reason to be afraid, and
they pick on softer targets that can’t shoot back. When guns
are criminalized, as in most crime-ridden American cities
and in countries like Japan, Australia, and Great Britain,
only the yakuza and its cousins around the world will have
guns, and it’s the law-abiding who have to live in fear.
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“Firearms are the single thread connecting
every schoolhouse mass murder [that
occurred between 1997 and 1999].”

Gun Control Will Reduce
School Violence
Cynthia Tucker

In the following viewpoint, Cynthia Tucker asserts that re-
cent mass murders at schools have occurred because young
people have too easy access to firearms. According to
Tucker, adolescents have always been cruel to one another,
but when angry teens have access to guns, they kill more
people than they could with knives or other weapons.
Tucker argues for more laws regulating firearms in order to
reduce the likelihood of more school shootings.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Tucker, what weapons did Eric Harris and

Dylan Klebold use unsuccessfully during the Columbine
school shooting?

2. How many guns are in circulation in the United States,
according to Tucker?

3. In the author’s opinion, what gun regulations should be
adopted in order to reduce school shootings?

From “Firearms Are the Thread Connecting School Mass Murders,” by Cynthia
Tucker, Liberal Opinion, May 10, 1999. Copyright © 1999 by Universal Press
Syndicate. Reprinted with permission.
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Let’s leave the “why” of the 1999 Columbine [school]
massacre [in Littleton, Colorado] to the experts—the

child psychologists, the family counselors, the ministers and
rabbis—and wish them luck. A platoon of psychiatrists
could study [the young gunmen] Eric Harris and Dylan
Klebold for decades without finding a key to those hearts of
darkness.

Let’s turn instead to the “how” of it—something that any-
one with common sense can easily discern. How? With
guns, that’s how. Understanding that obvious truth should
keep us from feeling helpless, as if this madness is beyond
our ability to change. It isn’t.

There are factors in this strange episode that probably are
beyond us. Adolescents will continue to be cruel to each
other, no matter how much counseling or sensitivity-training
they receive. Some parents will continue to delude them-
selves into believing their children are little angels when, in-
stead, they are young sociopaths. And those young sociopaths
will continue to dream up ways to wreak havoc in the lives of
others. Such is the way of things.

Angry Young Men
But those angry young men cannot do it so well without
guns. Without guns, Harris and Klebold would have had to
settle for fewer than 13 victims. Their pipe bombs were not
as deadly as they had hoped. A propane bomb they assem-
bled to detonate in the school cafeteria did not go off. But
their guns—exquisite tools for killing—got the job done.

Couldn’t two angry thugs find other weapons if guns
were not available? Of course they could. But none is as ef-
ficient as firearms. Baseball bats? Knives? There is a good
reason you have never heard of a schoolhouse baseball-bat
massacre. You can tackle a baseball-bat wielding sociopath.
You might outrun a nut with a knife. But the victims at
Columbine High School had no chance against two de-
ranged young men armed with not only pipe bombs but also
two sawed-off shotguns, a semiautomatic rifle and a semi-
automatic pistol.

Firearms are the single thread connecting every school-
house mass murder of 1997 to 1999, from Pearl, Miss., to
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Paducah, Ky., to Jonesboro, Ark., to Springfield, Ore., to
Littleton, Colo. Other factors vary: The Jonesboro shooters,
Mitchell Johnson, 13, and Andrew Golden, 11, were too
young to have stored up grudges from years as social out-
casts. The parents of the Springfield, Ore., shooter, 15-year-
old Kip Kinkel, could hardly be suspected of inattention;
they had their son in therapy.

Guns Are a Constant
But the guns are a constant—guns too easily available to kids
who think killing is cute or clever. There are about 220 mil-
lion guns in circulation in this country, which has a popula-
tion of about 260 million people. The ratio is creeping to-
ward one firearm for every man, woman and child.

Deep into Darkness
There have always been outcast kids, but today’s outcasts can
descend into [the video game] Doom or the World Wrestling
Federation (WWF) or Marilyn Manson, they can commune
with like-minded losers on Internet hate sites and not feel so
alone. And once their rage is stoked and justified, once
they’re deep into the darkness and set to let loose as kids
have long done in fast cars or on bad drugs or simply with a
clothesline in a closet, they can grab a handy semiautomatic
and, borrowing cool moves from the latest mayhem flick, go
blow away their classmates.
Bob Levin, Maclean’s, May 3, 1999.

The National Rifle Association (NRA) downsized its
Denver convention and urged “prayer” for the Littleton vic-
tims. But it is still in the business of blocking even the most
limited controls on firearms, which are easier to get your
hands on than antibiotics for a sinus infection. Americans
sickened by the constant spectacle of children dead at the
hands of other children should stop allowing the NRA to
carry the day.

It is not too much to expect that adults who own guns will
be required to lock them away or face criminal penalties. It
is entirely sensible to require firearms manufacturers to in-
stall mechanisms to prevent a gun from being fired by any-
one other than the owner. (Gun manufacturers are exempt
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from the consumer safety laws that cover all other products,
including toy guns.)

The NRA has the simplest of answers: Just lock up anyone
who uses a gun to commit a criminal offense. I’m all for that.
But that would not have deterred the homicidal-suicidal im-
pulses of Harris and Klebold, would it?
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“Additional gun-control laws will not
necessarily prevent determined youths from
obtaining firearms. More important, such
laws will do nothing to address violence
that is not gun related.”

Gun Control Will Not Reduce
School Violence
Timothy Brezina and James D. Wright

Timothy Brezina and James D. Wright argue in the follow-
ing viewpoint that passing additional legal restrictions on
youths’ legal access to guns will fail to reduce school vio-
lence. They contend that most young people obtain firearms
through illegal channels and would continue to do so no
matter what new gun laws are passed. Brezina and Wright
believe that addressing the factors that contribute to youth
violence would be a more effective response to school shoot-
ings than increasing America’s dependence on laws. Timo-
thy Brezina is an assistant professor of sociology at Tulane
University, and James D. Wright is the Charles and Leo
Favrot Professor of Human Relations in the department of
sociology at Tulane University.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. What is the chance of dying a violent death at school,

according to the authors?
2. As stated by Brezina and Wright, what are straw

purchases?
3. In the authors’ opinion, why are legal sanctions not

effective deterrents?

Excerpted from “Going Armed in the School Zone,” by Timothy Brezina and
James D. Wright, Forum for Applied Research and Public Policy, Winter 2000.
Copyright © 2000 by the University of Tennessee. Reprinted with permission.
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On the morning of April 20, 1999, two students drove
onto the Columbine High School campus in Littleton,

Colorado, equipped with explosive devices, knives and guns,
including two sawed-off shotguns, a rifle, and a semiauto-
matic handgun. In just 16 minutes, the gunmen fired more
than 100 rounds, killing 13 and wounding 21 more before
shooting themselves. The Littleton tragedy, the deadliest in-
cident of school violence in U.S. history, aroused panic in
the hearts of parents across the United States, and placed
new pressure on legislators to pass stricter gun-control laws.

Political Reactions to School Shootings
A noteworthy reaction by lawmakers was that of California
Assemblyman Dick Floyd, a Democrat who had until then
remained silent on the issue of gun legislation. Prior to a
vote placing new restrictions on handgun sales, he stated, “I
am no longer going to be a nonparticipant. I am willing not
only to vote for everything, I’ll co-author every gun bill that
comes along.”

The issue, moreover, cut across party lines. In Colorado,
Congressman Tom Tancredo, a Republican with libertarian
leanings—recently elected with the aid of a sizable donation
from the National Rifle Association—felt the pressure from
his constituents. A resident of Littleton who lived just six
blocks from Columbine High School, Tancredo told re-
porters that he could not simply go home and tell neighbors
and friends that he had failed to act on the gun issue.

In fact, Tancredo was the only one of the six representa-
tives from Colorado to vote for the House gun-control bill.
Had the bill passed, it would have placed additional restric-
tions on semiautomatic rifles and high-capacity ammunition
clips. Back in his home state, the congressman explained that
the Columbine incident was a seminal event demanding un-
conventional action. “It will always be in our hearts as some-
thing that changed our lives,” he said. “It made us do things
we would not have done before.”

Yet in a subsequent interview with reporters, Tancredo
suggested that the steps Columbine made him take were not
necessarily inspired by wisdom or forethought. Instead, he
referred to gun control as a superficial response to deeply
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rooted social problems and admitted that the legislation he
voted for in the House would have done nothing to stop the
Columbine killings.

The heart of much recent debate over gun control is
whether stricter laws would substantially alleviate the prob-
lem of school and youth violence. To answer that question,
we must understand the ways that violent youths obtain ac-
cess to guns, the scope of existing gun-control laws, and the
likely impact of additional gun-control measures on the
problem before us.

Perspective on Violence
Heightened media attention, especially to homicides with
multiple victims, has led the public to believe that school vi-
olence is a growing problem. In fact, the total number of
school-related violent incidents, including suicides and
homicides, has steadily declined since the 1992–1993 school
year, as have overall incidents of youth violence. The chance
of dying a violent death at school is still less than one in a
million.

Although the levels of serious school violence—including
homicide, robbery, rape, sexual assault, and aggravated as-
sault—remain unacceptably high, most serious violence oc-
curs outside schools, on neighborhood streets or in the
home. Students are three times more likely to be victims of
a violent crime away from school than on school property, at
a school-sponsored event, or on the way to or from school.

To be sure, the number of multiple-victim homicides has
increased in recent years, but fortunately the incidence of
such acts remains extremely rare. Since August 1995, an av-
erage of just five such acts has occurred each year. Consid-
ering the number of children that attend school in the
United States—50 million or more—and the number of
hours they spend in school each year, multiple-victim homi-
cides at school are “the statistical equivalent of a needle in a
haystack.”

Because school-related violent deaths are rare and iso-
lated, we must be very cautious about drawing conclusions
or generalizations from them. Nevertheless, recent incidents
raise many questions about kids and guns, specifically about
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the likely impact of popular gun-control proposals. The first
question is how violent youths gain access to firearms.

Easy Access
How do kids get their hands on guns? This question is often
posed as if there were some mystery about it. In fact, guns
are easy to obtain. An estimated 200 million firearms are
currently in circulation in the United States, and some 40
percent of all households own at least one gun.

In 1991, criminologists Joseph Sheley and James Wright
interviewed more than 800 incarcerated juvenile offenders
to gauge how hard it would be for them to get a gun when
they were released from jail. Even though these juveniles
couldn’t legally purchase a gun because of their age and
criminal record, 70 percent said they would have “no trou-
ble at all” obtaining one. For inner-city high school students
answering a similar question, 41 percent believed they could
get a gun with no trouble at all; an additional 24 percent said
getting a gun would be “only a little trouble.” Adolescents in
the general population, when asked about the availability of
guns, provide somewhat smaller estimates, but the data con-
firm rather than challenge the fact that guns are not difficult
for youths to obtain.

In the same study, juvenile inmates and high school stu-
dents were asked how they would obtain guns. These re-
spondents reported that family, friends, and street sources
are the main sources of guns for juveniles. Evidently, perpe-
trators of school gun violence obtain guns in the same man-
ner. In the school shooting sprees of the past decade, most
of the perpetrators obtained guns from their own house-
holds or from the usual sources—parents and grandparents,
occasionally from friends, and sometimes from street
sources or theft. The shooters in Littleton obtained all of
their guns illegally through straw purchases—that is, using
older friends and acquaintances to buy the guns for them.

The Scope of the Law
For many people, it is shocking that guns are so easily ac-
cessible to youths. This state of affairs, however, is not the
result of a large gap in the law. Moreover, the passage of ad-
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ditional legal restrictions will do little to rectify the situation,
since most of the avenues through which youths obtain guns
are already against the law.

Federal law already prohibits juveniles from purchasing
guns through normal retail outlets. The legal age for pur-
chasing firearms at such outlets is 18 for rifles and shotguns
and 21 for handguns. Federal and state laws also prohibit
persons of any age from carrying guns without a permit and
bringing a gun onto school property. And most municipali-
ties have local ordinances that ban the discharge of a firearm
within city limits.

Gun Socialization
A July 1993 U.S. Department of Justice study found that
“boys who own legal firearms . . . have much lower rates of
delinquency and drug use [than those who obtained them il-
legally] and are even slightly less delinquent than nonowners
of guns.” It concluded “for legal gunowners, socialization ap-
pears to take place in the family: for illegal gunowners, it ap-
pears to take place on the street.”
Stricter gun laws have served only to change the pattern of
firearm access, fueling the black market. Forty years ago, kids
could buy guns over the counter, and it was considered normal
for them to carry and own guns for hunting and recreation.
No Littleton-style shootings occurred in 1959, however.
Joanne Eisen and Paul Gallant, Guns Magazine, January 2000.

Although age restrictions are readily circumvented through
the use of intermediaries and straw purchases, this too is il-
legal. Friends, acquaintances, and drug dealers who provide
juveniles with firearms are at the least contributing to the
delinquency of a minor and probably violating a dozen other
laws as well. For example, Mark E. Manes—the 22-year-old
man who provided the Columbine killers with a semiauto-
matic handgun—was charged with several felony counts:
one for supplying a handgun to a minor and one for posses-
sion of a sawed-off shotgun. He was sentenced to six years in
prison.

Nevertheless, the 1991 survey found that 32 percent of ju-
venile inmates and 18 percent of inner-city high school stu-
dents had asked someone else to purchase a gun for them in

143



a gun shop, pawnshop, or other retail outlet. And, as the
Columbine shooters explained in a home-video tape, had it
not been for Mark E. Manes they “would have found some-
one else.”

So long as guns are available to anyone, they will also be
available to any juvenile with the means and motive to ex-
ploit his network of family, friends, and acquaintances for
the purpose of obtaining a firearm. However much we wish
it to be otherwise, there is no plausible way to limit juvenile
access to guns except to limit general access to guns, just as
there is no plausible way to approach the problem of child
poverty except by addressing the poverty of parents. There
is, in turn, no practical way to limit general access to guns
without doing something about the 200 million firearms al-
ready in circulation. It is by no means obvious how that
could or should be accomplished. We are forced to ask, then,
whether more or different laws will provide a solution.

Popular Proposals
After the Columbine incident, state and federal lawmakers
proposed a variety of gun-control measures. Much of the at-
tention focused on bills that would place further restrictions
at the point of sale—measures such as extending background
checks to all buyers at gun shows and extending the waiting
period for background checks. Other bills would ban the
manufacture or importation of certain additional types of
firearms and high-capacity ammunition clips, require trigger
locks or other safety devices on all guns sold, and create lia-
bility for gun owners who do not store their firearms in a
safe and secure manner.

Given the ease of acquiring guns through intermediaries
and straw purchases, the potential impact of further point-of-
sale restrictions is not at all clear. Additional bans on specific
types of guns and ammunition, moreover, would do nothing
to curb access to guns already in circulation. For example, the
manufacture of the combat-style TEC-9 semiautomatic
handgun—one of the weapons used by the Columbine shoot-
ers—was outlawed in 1994, but that gun remains widely
available.

Laws that encourage the safe and secure storage of fire-
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arms appear promising at first glance. Many gun owners
keep and store firearms in irresponsible ways, a point that
gun enthusiasts acknowledge and lament.

But safe-gun technologies—trigger locks and smart
guns—are no panacea. The principal aim of safe-gun tech-
nologies is to reduce the incidence of accidental discharge of
firearms. Yet most of the gun violence that befalls young
people is intentional, not accidental. Fatal gun accidents
have always been the least important component in the an-
nual death toll. Thus, even if successful, safe-gun technolo-
gies will have little effect on the death toll from firearms.

There is a second and more fundamental reason safe-gun
technologies are unlikely to have a substantial impact: “safe
gun” is an oxymoron. The entire point of a firearm is that it
be able to inflict grave harm and to do so reliably, efficiently,
and decisively. The only real gun safety consists of well-
trained, responsible users.

Ultimately, by passing more laws, and failing to under-
stand the limits of the law, we may fool ourselves into be-
lieving that something important has been done about the
problems of violence and youth. For example, legislators
who promoted similar restrictions in the past, and who saw
them become federal law under the Gun Control Act of
1968, believed they would “substantially alleviate” the prob-
lem of gun use by juvenile delinquents. . . .

Cops-and-Courts Fallacy
Gun-control opponents and advocates alike share great faith
that the criminal justice system can prevent and deter crime
through legal restrictions or crackdowns and punishment.
The criminal justice system has an obvious and critical role
to play. But as criminologist Marcus Felson warns, “It is easy
to exaggerate the importance of the police, courts, and pris-
ons as key actors in crime production or prevention.”

First, most crimes do not come to the attention of offi-
cials, in part because victims fail to report them. Even when
victims report a crime to the police, the prospect of appre-
hending a suspect is not very good. For example, less than
half of all reported violent crimes end with an arrest, and the
figure is much lower for property crimes. As the criminal
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justice funnel narrows, fewer cases are deemed suitable for
prosecution, and fewer still lead to conviction and punish-
ment. Thus official punishment, while it can be extreme,
tends to be rare and uncertain. This, of course, is not the
fault of criminal justice personnel. They are merely subject
to the practical limits of law and law enforcement “in society
as we know it.”

Moreover, most research indicates that legal sanctions are
not particularly effective or meaningful deterrents, most
likely because punishment is uncertain at best, and when it
does happen, it is delayed. People are deterred from criminal
involvement mainly because of informal and nonlegal sanc-
tions such as the anticipation of a negative reaction from sig-
nificant others, the expectation of guilt or shame for violating
personal moral standards, and other stakes in conformity.

It is, therefore, not surprising that gun-control laws typi-
cally have little or no effect on rates of violent crime. At best,
the effects are modest and short-term. According to the re-
sults of a recent evaluation published in the Journal of the
American Medical Association, the 1994 Brady Law—which
requires a background check and waiting period for the pur-
chase of handguns from licensed dealers—is no exception.

In short, uncritical faith in the criminal justice system is
part of the problem. The cops-and-courts fallacy leads us to
place unrealistic demands on the criminal justice system in
hopes that some fine-tuning of the system here or there will
produce dramatic effects on behavior. The cops-and-courts
fallacy also contributes to severe dependence on the law and
discourages the consideration of non-legal and possibly
more-effective responses to crime. . . .

A Better Response
The gun-control response to school violence illustrates
some of the problems that arise when social policy is driven
by extreme and unusual cases. Additional gun-control laws
will not necessarily prevent determined youths from obtain-
ing firearms. More important, such laws will do nothing to
address violence that is not gun related. Yet this type of vio-
lence—the bullying, harassment, fist fights, and knife wield-
ing that can occur at any school—is much more typical and
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undoubtedly contributes to much of the gun-related vio-
lence that does occur.

A better response to school and youth violence is to ad-
dress the problems that confront youths in their immediate
environment, including obstacles to conventional success and
the social strains and personal antagonisms that can provoke
or escalate aggression. A number of prevention and early in-
tervention programs have demonstrated positive long-term
effects on behavior in rigorous evaluations and might serve
as models for other communities. Such programs include
“antibullying” campaigns, the implementation of anger-
management, impulse-control, and problem-solving curric-
ula at schools, and the provision of earlychildhood education
and family support services for urban, low-income families.

It remains to be seen whether such programs can be repli-
cated successfully on a wide scale, especially since many
people believe that the problems of crime and violence can
be solved by creating new laws and applying rougher penal-
ties. When asked to identify the main source of blame for
the crime problem, the majority of respondents in a 1994
national survey blamed the criminal justice system and, pre-
sumably, its lenient treatment of offenders. This exaggerated
dependence on the law helps explain why so little effort has
been spent getting to the root of the problem.

It also remains to be seen whether prevention and early
intervention programs will receive adequate funding in the
future. The number of dollars currently allocated to prison
construction and get-tough measures far exceeds the num-
ber allocated to the type of programs described above. Re-
gardless, it is difficult to see how more gun-control laws will
alleviate the problem of youth violence, because such laws
fail to address the immediate conditions of life that lead
youths to carry guns and to break the law in the first place.
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“The gun industry conducts itself without
regard for public safety precisely because it
bears none of the costs of that conduct.”

Gun Manufacturers Should Be
Held Responsible for Gun
Violence
Dennis Henigan

In the following viewpoint, Dennis Henigan asserts that gun
manufacturers have failed to take reasonable steps to make
their products safer and to keep them out of the hands of
criminals. According to Henigan, as a result of gun makers’
irresponsibility, taxpayers pay billions of dollars a year in
costs associated with gun violence. The author contends that
only by holding gun manufacturers accountable in court will
gun makers begin making guns safer and ensure that they are
used responsibly. Henigan is director of the Center to Pre-
vent Handgun Violence’s Legal Action Project, which helps
represent victims of gun violence in suing manufacturers.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. What city became the first to sue gun makers, according

to Henigan?
2. According to Henigan, what unsafe product was Ford

Motor Company held liable for in court?
3. How much do direct and indirect costs of gun violence

amount to per year, as reported by the author?

From “Yes: The Industry Should Pay Its Fair Share to Treat Victims of Gun
Crimes and Accidents,” by Dennis Henigan, Insight on the News, April 26, 1999.
Copyright © 1999 by Washington Times Corporation. Reprinted with permission.
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On Oct. 30, 1998, New Orleans became the first city to
sue gun makers. Mayor Marc Morial, with the assis-

tance of the Legal Action Project of the Center to Prevent
Handgun Violence, has filed a lawsuit against the industry for
designing and marketing handguns that lack basic safety fea-
tures which would prevent shootings by children, teenagers
and other unauthorized users. New Orleans seeks to hold the
industry accountable for the cost of police, emergency and
health-care services that the city pays for due to gun injuries
and deaths that would be prevented if gun manufacturers
were more responsible in the design of their products.

Since Oct. 30, four other cities—Chicago; Miami-Dade
County, Fla.; Bridgeport, Conn.; and Atlanta—have filed
lawsuits, and more are sure to follow. While some of these
lawsuits follow New Orleans’, citing the industry’s inexcus-
able failure to make its products safer, others—particularly
Chicago’s—focus on the industry’s negligent distribution
and marketing practices that contribute to a massive illegal
gun market.

Although the gun industry claims these lawsuits have no
legal merit, it seeks to prevent the courts from deciding the
matter. Its longtime front group, the National Rifle Associ-
ation, or NRA, is pushing for special legislative protection to
ensure that judges and juries never hear these cases. A bill
which creates immunity from liability exclusively for the gun
industry has been enacted in Georgia. A Florida bill would
make the mayor of Miami-Dade County a felon for contin-
uing his lawsuit. Other state legislatures are considering
similar bills.

Not content to stop there, Georgia Republican Rep. Bob
Barr, a board member of the NRA, has introduced a bill that
would limit lawsuits against the industry by local govern-
ments and private citizens. Like the state bills, Barr’s bill is a
patent attempt to intimidate mayors and others who seek to
hold the gun industry accountable for its unnecessarily dan-
gerous products and irresponsible marketing practices.

Legal Precedents
What possibly could justify legislative action to block these
lawsuits? The gun lobby’s arguments reveal a remarkable ig-
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norance of basic principles of American tort law. First, the
lobby’s spokespeople have argued that gun manufacturers
cannot be liable unless their products don’t work. Accord-
ing to this argument, only the gun owner whose gun doesn’t
shoot straight can sue a gun manufacturer. This simply is not
true. According to long-accepted principles of product-lia-
bility law, a product can be defective in design regardless of
whether it malfunctions.

The Ford Motor Co., for example, was liable for fires
caused by the placement of its Pinto fuel tank. Even though
the fuel tank did not cause the car to malfunction, the place-
ment of the tank created an unreasonable risk that passen-
gers would be incinerated following a collision. Similarly,
the failure of gun manufacturers to install safety devices to
prevent gun accidents makes guns unreasonably dangerous
even if they reliably shoot bullets.

Second, the industry also claims that it cannot be liable
because its products are legal. This argument confuses crim-
inal liability, which applies only to illegal conduct, with civil
liability, which does not. Most of civil tort law concerns the
liability of parties whose actions, though they may be legal,
nevertheless are irresponsible and expose others to unrea-
sonable risk of harm. Ford’s placement of the Pinto gas tank
did not violate any statute, but it created a significant hazard
for which Ford was liable.

Moreover, people (and companies) whose conduct vio-
lated no law can be held liable for increasing the risk that
someone else will act illegally. In 1997, the Florida Supreme
Court ruled unanimously that Kmart was liable for selling a
rifle to an intoxicated buyer who then shot his girlfriend.
Kmart’s sale of the gun violated no statute but was so irre-
sponsible that the company was held answerable for the
harm caused. Saying that an industry’s practices violated no
statutes is no defense.

Third, the gun industry also confidently asserts that it
cannot be liable when its products are misused by others. If
we adhered to this principle generally, we never would have
held auto manufacturers liable for selling cars without seat
belts and other safety features because most car accidents are
caused by driver error.
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Reducing Risk
The law wisely imposes a duty on manufacturers to do what
they can to reduce the risk of foreseeable injury, even when
the wrongful conduct of another is a more direct cause of the
harm. Recently, the Ohio Supreme Court held that the
maker of a disposable lighter may be liable for failing to use
feasible means to protect against misuse by children. The
court wrote: “[A] product may be found defective in design
. . . where the manufacturer fails to incorporate feasible
safety features to prevent harm caused by foreseeable human
error.” That is precisely the basis for the New Orleans law-
suit: Because the gun industry is well aware that many gun
owners make the mistake of leaving guns accessible to chil-
dren who then misuse them, it should be liable for its failure
to use feasible safety systems to prevent this foreseeable, and
tragic, misuse of its products. And, as Kmart learned, gun
sellers can be liable even when the misuse is criminal.

Avoiding Responsibility
Robert Hass, former senior vice president for marketing
and sales for Smith & Wesson . . . asserts that “the company
and the industry as a whole are fully aware of the extent of
the criminal misuse of handguns. . . . In spite of their knowl-
edge, however, the industry’s position has consistently been
to take no independent action to insure responsible distri-
bution practices.”
David C. Anderson, American Prospect, September/October 1999.

Holding companies liable for increasing the risk of injury
from misuse does not shift the blame away from other cul-
pable parties. It makes all parties who contributed to the
harm responsible for their conduct. The law should punish
the reckless driver but not immunize the automaker who
could have made the car safer. The law should punish the
criminal who uses the gun, but it should not immunize an
industry if it fails to take reasonable steps to ensure that
criminals cannot misuse the gun. And we are not talking
simply about the criminal use of guns. The gun industry is
shockingly indifferent to the suicides and unintentional
shootings that could be averted if they included basic safety
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features which would prevent children from using them.
When the industry markets guns with so little trigger resis-
tance that a 2-year-old can fire them, why should the blame
rest only on the toddler and on the parents who made the
gun accessible? Gun manufacturers have the capability to
prevent these tragedies from happening. Why should they
escape all accountability for failing to do so?

Disingenuous Arguments
The gun lobby insists that these lawsuits are an improper use
of the courts to resolve issues that should be decided by state
legislatures. If we want to change the way guns are designed
and sold, this argument goes, then such changes should be
made by legislatures, not courts. If this argument justifies
blocking lawsuits against the gun industry, then it would ap-
ply to other industries as well. Yet, the courts did not dismiss
the liability lawsuits against Ford on the grounds that the
only remedy for victims of exploding Pintos was to seek
greater safety regulation of autos from Congress.

This argument is simply disingenuous. The gun industry
hardly would support greater regulation imposed by Con-
gress. The industry always has resisted any kind of reform.

One purpose of product-liability law is to encourage man-
ufacturers to increase product safety. This is particularly
compelling in the case of firearms. Guns, unlike any other
consumer product, are exempt from regulation by the Con-
sumer Product Safety Commission. Having used its lobby-
ing clout to protect itself from safety standards, the gun in-
dustry now seeks to shield itself from accountability to those
injured by its conduct.

The industry’s argument of last resort is that the lawsuits
are nothing more than greedy lawyers seeking to extort legal
fees by threatening a legitimate industry. This argument
mimics the response of every industry under legal attack for
selling unreasonably dangerous products. It essentially
amounts to a strategy of changing the subject. Finding it dif-
ficult to defend its conduct, the gun industry makes an issue
of the lawyers attacking it.

Of course, the lawyers for the cities will receive contin-
gency fees (a percentage of any award) only if these lawsuits
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are successful. In contrast, the defense lawyers for the gun
industry, who are paid hundreds of dollars per hour, will be
paid regardless of whether the industry is vindicated.

A Small Industry Inf licts Huge Costs
The gun industry is a relatively small one that inflicts huge
costs on society. Annual sales estimates run anywhere from
$1.7 billion to $9 billion. Meanwhile, direct and indirect
costs of gun violence amount to more than $23 billion a
year, most of which is borne by taxpayers. Given that much
of these costs are the result of shootings the industry could
prevent, the industry’s irresponsibility effectively is being
subsidized by taxpayers. Why should this subsidy be al-
lowed to continue?

The gun industry conducts itself without regard for pub-
lic safety precisely because it bears none of the costs of that
conduct. Although it would be entirely fair to shift those
costs, the primary purpose of these lawsuits is not to recover
damages but to change the way the industry does business.

The mayors who already have filed lawsuits and those
who are considering filing are not going to be intimidated by
the legislation proposed by Barr. It is not these lawsuits
which are frivolous, but his legislation, which grants exclu-
sive immunity to gun manufacturers and denies these may-
ors and private citizens the fundamental right to be heard in
a court of law.

The gun industry has a choice: It can continue business as
usual, but only if it pays its fair share of the cost, or it can
take the necessary and feasible steps to reduce the misuse of
its products by children and criminals. For creating this
dilemma for the gun industry, the mayors should be praised,
not condemned.
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“The ultimate result, if the lawsuits against
gun manufacturers are successful, would be
to reduce the access to firearms by citizens,
thus making the public less safe.”

Gun Manufacturers Should Not
Be Held Responsible for Gun
Violence
H. Sterling Burnett

H. Sterling Burnett is a senior policy analyst for the Na-
tional Center for Policy Analysis, a non-partisan, non-profit
research institute. In the following viewpoint, Burnett main-
tains that holding gun makers responsible for gun violence is
bad law because it allows the courts to legislate gun policy
when such laws should be enacted by publicly-elected legis-
lators. Burnett also contends that lawsuits against gun mak-
ers would make society less safe by restricting the legal avail-
ability of firearms, which are used more often to stop crimes
than to commit them. Moreover, the author claims that the
lawsuits would have the most adverse effect on the poor and
minorities, who live in the most crime-ridden areas and de-
pend upon guns for self-defense.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to criminologist Gary Kleck, how many times

are guns used defensively per year?
2. What percentage of persons defending themselves with

guns during an assault are injured, as reported by Burnett?
3. According to the author, what percentage of all murder

victims are minorities?

From “Lawsuits Against Gun Industry Make Us Less Safe,” by H. Sterling Burnett,
Shield, Summer 1999. Copyright © 1999 by Shield. Reprinted with permission.
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Following their successes in forcing tobacco companies to
cough up billions of dollars to the states, trial lawyers

have convinced several big-city mayors to sue gun manufac-
turers to recover the costs of gun violence in their cities.

Subsequently the mayors of New Orleans, Chicago, At-
lanta, Miami-Dade County, Cleveland, St. Louis, Los Ange-
les, San Francisco, Cincinnati, and Bridgeport, Conn.,
started the trend by filing lawsuits against gun manufactur-
ers to allegedly recover costs related to firearm violence in
their cities. And even more municipalities seem likely to file
suit in the near future. They say they’re looking for reim-
bursement for the public health and safety costs associated
with treating and preventing injuries caused by firearms used
in crimes.

Two types of suits are moving through the courts based
upon two different (but equally dubious) sets of arguments.
One group of lawsuits purports that guns are a public nui-
sance and gun manufacturers knowingly flood cities with
more guns than they could expect to sell to law-abiding cit-
izens, thus arming criminals (Chicago was first to assert
this). The second group of suits charges that guns, as they
are currently manufactured, are unreasonably dangerous be-
cause gun makers have allegedly failed to implement safety
devices that would prevent unauthorized users from firing
guns (New Orleans initiated this claim).

If these city officials succeed, these lawsuits will establish
bad law and bad public policy—even outside the firearms
industry.

Gun Lawsuits Are Bad
This trend is establishing bad law because the suits ask the
courts to legislate. As much as some may wish it, the U.S.
does not have a pure free-market economy with respect to
consumer goods. As part of the political process, legislatures
often control, limit or prohibit access to some products, such
as tobacco, guns and prescription drugs. It’s a delicate bal-
ancing act to give a free people access to certain products
while maximizing public safety.

These lawsuits against gun makers would replace the
will of the majority (as expressed through the legislature)
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with the determinations of an unelected judiciary. Lawsuit
proponents, unable to convince legislators that removing
guns from the hands of law-abiding citizens will reduce
crime, are trying to use the courts to impose their views on
a skeptical public.

And thus far, the courts have resisted the urge to legislate
gun policy. In more than 40 similar lawsuits brought typi-
cally by crime victims, courts have consistently decided that
questions about whether firearms should be legal and widely
available are for legislative assemblies to decide. For in-
stance, in the 1996 case of Wasylow v. Glock, Inc., the court
ruled that “It is the province of legislative or authorized ad-
ministrative bodies, and not the judicial branch, to advance
through democratic channels policies that would directly or
indirectly either 1) ban some classes of handguns or 2) trans-
form firearm enterprises into insurers against misuse of their
products. Frustration at the failure of legislatures to enact
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DecisionQuest, Wall Street Journal, 1999.

Do you support or oppose governments
suing gun manufacturers for the cost
of violent crime?

Oppose

66%

Support
19%

Unsure
15%



laws sufficient to curb handgun injuries is not adequate rea-
son to engage the judicial forum in efforts to implement a
broad policy change.”

In addition, holding the gun makers responsible for crimi-
nal misuse of their products, as these suits would do, would
also reverse a sound and well-established principle in product-
liability law: Manufacturers of any type are not responsible
for the criminal or negligent misuse of their non-defective
products. And the guns in question are not faulty in any way.

If gun makers are to blame when their products are mis-
used, what products are safe? Knives, cars and many house-
hold products are used each year to commit crimes. And ac-
cidents involving automobiles, ladders, swimming pools and
private airplanes cost the public millions of dollars annually.
Should the manufacturers of these products compensate the
public for the costs incurred when people drown, or when
they die in automobile accidents or falls? If this is the new
product-liability standard, then we will have to forego the
benefits of these products. Some companies, unable to sur-
vive the lawsuits that would be filed, would go out of busi-
ness; others might simply move overseas to countries that
still hold individuals, rather than inanimate objects, respon-
sible when they act in a criminal, stupid or negligent manner.

Bad Public Policy
Even if these lawsuits were not dubious as a matter of law,
they would still be open to criticism as harmful public pol-
icy. Why? Because of a fundamental point that the mayors
and other anti-gun interests conveniently overlook: Guns ac-
tually prevent more crimes than they cause, and in fact they save
society money. I recently completed a study for the National
Center for Policy Analysis that indicates the savings.

Guns are used for self-defense somewhere between
800,000 and 3.6 million times per year (in the vast majority
of cases, merely showing the firearm prevents the crime). A
comprehensive study conducted by Gary Kleck, a criminol-
ogist from Florida State University, estimated defensive gun
uses at more than 2.5 million per year. This far exceeds the
number of crimes committed with firearms in 1996:

• 483,000 according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics; or
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• 915,000 if you look at the National Crime Victimiza-
tion Surveys.

Using estimates for the cost of firearm violence from sev-
eral different studies, I calculated the benefits from defensive
gun use each year. Using the firearm crime and defensive gun
use figures most favorable to advocates for stricter gun con-
trol, I found that the benefits from defensive gun use exceed
the costs of violent firearm crimes (the costs the mayors want
the gun manufacturers to pay for) by between $90 million and
$3.5 billion. Using the most credible estimate for defensive
gun uses, the benefits range from $1 billion to $38 billion.

Putting these dollar figures in more human terms: Guns
save lives. The fact is that the best defense against violence is
an armed response. For example, women faced with assault
are 2.5 times less likely to suffer serious injury if they defend
themselves with a gun rather than responding with other
weapons or by offering no resistance. Additionally, persons
defending themselves with guns during an assault are injured
only 12 percent of the time, compared to 25 percent for
those using other weapons, 27 percent for those offering no
resistance and nearly 26 percent for those who flee. It be-
comes obvious that firearms are the safest, most effective
way to protect oneself against criminal activity—which is
why American police officers carry guns rather than going
unarmed or merely carrying knives.

The ultimate result, if the lawsuits against gun manufac-
turers are successful, would be to reduce the access to fire-
arms by citizens, thus making the public less safe. It is un-
likely that the gun industry would cease to produce and sell
firearms, even if it were to lose this legal battle. Instead, it is
likely that the price of firearms would increase substantially
to cover increased liability insurance coverage and to pay for
expanded sales-monitoring programs and personalized gun
safety technologies. Another possible outcome is that
smaller gun manufacturers or those with slim profit margins
would go bankrupt while more successful firms would sur-
vive, but shift from the civilian gun market and focus their
efforts on providing firearms to the police and military. Ob-
viously, this would also drive up the cost of firearms to civil-
ians and cops.

158



Relatively affluent Americans would still be able to afford
to purchase guns for self-defense and sport, while the urban
poor (typically minorities), who already suffer the most from
criminal depredation, would be placed at even greater risk
due to their reduced financial ability to purchase firearms.
This is particularly unfortunate when you consider that per-
sons in poor households experience nearly twice as much vi-
olent crime as persons at every other income level. In fact,
inner-city residents are approximately 33 percent more
likely to suffer a violent crime than suburban residents, and
40 percent more likely than rural residents.

Studies also show that minorities, who make up a dispro-
portionate share of the population of large urban areas, are
three times more likely to be robbed, twice as likely to suffer
aggravated assault, and make up half of all murder victims al-
though they represent only 12.6 percent of the population.

Thus, higher gun prices would disarm precisely those in-
dividuals who are most likely to face violent crime and who
would benefit most from easier access to guns and more
widespread gun ownership.

If gun makers are either bankrupted or forced to cease (or
nearly cease) civilian production, the black market in fire-
arms would only become larger as the value of guns would
increase due to the dearth of new guns entering the market.

Federal law currently allows private citizens to sell some
or all of their guns without regulation as long as it is not a
regular business enterprise. . . . As gun values rise, private
sales of firearms would likely increase, with some people
amassing entire arsenals “off the books.” In addition, the
higher prices that guns would fetch on the black market
would make gun thefts more profitable and thus more likely.

Since retail firearms sales to private citizens currently
subsidize the cost of guns to local police, federal agents and
the military, the price of guns to law enforcement and mili-
tary personnel would also increase in the absence of the
civilian market.

Legislative Reaction to the Lawsuits 
For these reasons, the lawsuits are backfiring in several state
legislatures and in Congress where it seems that banning
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gun lawsuits, not guns, is an idea whose time has come.
Georgia was one of the first states to enact legislation for-
bidding cities from suing the gun industry.

Then going a slightly different direction, Wyoming law-
makers have introduced a bill encouraging the state’s attor-
ney general to intervene on behalf of gun manufacturers in
liability lawsuits.

On a federal level, Rep. Bob Barr (R-Ga.) has introduced
legislation in the U.S. House of Representatives that would
ban frivolous lawsuits against the gun industry (H.R. 1032,
the Firearms Heritage Protection Act).1 Conversely, an Illi-
nois congressman introduced a bill the very next day to ac-
complish just the opposite.

Lawsuits Harm Cities, Not Help Them
The lawsuits against the gun industry will not reduce crime,
poverty, homelessness, improve the schools, or fill potholes.
Guns are not the cause of our cities’ ills; they are just scape-
goats for the mayors’ inability to significantly curb crime.

If the suits result in a decline in lawful gun ownership,
crime and unemployment would likely increase as citizens
are left defenseless against criminal violence and industries
flee to friendlier and safer business environments.

Mayors and trial lawyers may disagree with this assess-
ment of the merits of this legislation, but then they rarely
live in the areas where crime is most rampant and police re-
sponse times are slowest. And, of course, they will be raking
in the cash if gun makers buckle in to the extortion these
lawsuits pose—money can blind even the best-intentioned
people from the needs of those less fortunate.

Tobacco vs. Gun Lawsuits
Though much has been made of the comparison between the
gun lawsuits and the recently settled tobacco lawsuits, there is
much to distinguish guns from cigarettes. Guns do not cause
harm to the user nor to third parties when used responsibly.

That guns are potentially dangerous is widely known and
has never been disputed by the firearms industry. However
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unlike tobacco, guns produce a multitude of tangible social
goods: pleasures obtained by those involved in the shooting
sports, U.S. national security, police-led crime prevention
and criminal apprehension efforts, as well as effective per-
sonal defense against crime.

Only a small fraction of firearms, far less than 1 percent,
are ever involved in violence. The clearest evidence indicat-
ing that even the mayors suing the gun industry believe guns
are beneficial is the fact that they arm their police. It is not
that guns are bad; it is that some people use them badly.

The rationale is no more valid to sue gun manufacturers
for the improper use of their products than there is to sue
knife manufacturers (or the makers of various blunt objects)
which are used in violent crimes, all of which can result in
costs to governments.

When filing their lawsuits, each of the mayors cited the sub-
stantial burden which gun-related violence imposes on the
public coffers in their cities. It is clear that the cost of gun vio-
lence is substantial and, unlike the fiscal benefits provided by
defensive gun use, it is relatively easy to measure or quantify. It
is difficult, however, to account for both the number of crimes
prevented and the savings to society from crimes not commit-
ted or thwarted by defensive gun use. However difficult to
quantify, my research shows that those benefits far exceed the
cost of gun violence. More crimes are prevented by guns in the
hands of law-abiding citizens every year than are committed
with guns—and the savings to cities from these defensive gun
uses (and the general savings to society from gun ownership)
dwarfs the cost of gun violence to municipalities.
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“Safer guns would seem to be in the long-
term interest of those who support the
right of honest citizens to own firearms.”

Gun Safety Standards Should
Be Mandatory
Gregg Easterbrook

In the following viewpoint, Gregg Easterbrook claims that
gun safety devices such as trigger locks would greatly re-
duce the incidence of gun deaths. He argues that mandatory
gun safety standards would not violate citizens’ constitu-
tional right to own firearms because the Second Amend-
ment gives power to the states to regulate guns. According
to Easterbrook, mandatory gun safety standards would
merely regulate guns in the same way that other consumer
products are regulated in an effort to improve public safety.
Gregg Easterbrook is a senior editor for the New Republic
and Beliefnet.com.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Easterbrook, how many Americans died in

firearm accidents in 1996?
2. How much do magazine safety devices cost, as stated by

the author?
3. According to the author, what percentage of Americans

favor gun-safety regulation?

From “Load and Lock: Making Guns Safer,” by Gregg Easterbrook, New Republic,
May 31, 1999. Copyright © 1999 by The New Republic, Inc. Reprinted with
permission.
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Two of the four weapons used in the 1999 Columbine
High massacre [in Littleton, Colorado, which resulted

in fifteen dead], the Hi-Point 9mm carbine and the Intratec
TEC-DC9 semiauto, are popular on the gun circuit because
they look zoomy. The Intratec is designed to look like some-
thing used by commandos, the Hi-Point to look like a
weapon issued to space marines for combat in orbit. The
popularity of these guns reminds us that weapons manufac-
turers constantly redesign their products for appearance,
features, and targetmarket appeal. Don’t want futuristic, for
instance? Then check out Smith & Wesson’s “Ladysmith”
gun series, designed with that feminine touch. Design fea-
tures added to guns for marketing purposes are often as cos-
metic as the features of car or clothing marketing—the
TEC-DC9 may give users a commando feel, but no genuine
commando would ever wield this inaccurate and jam-prone
hunk of junk. Of course, that does not prevent them from
being deadly to the helpless. 

But, though gun manufacturers invest considerable sums
in designing for appearance and firepower, what they don’t
design for is safety. As a gun owner, I think it’s time they did. 

Safety and Guns
“Safety” and “gun” are not mutually exclusive terms. Some-
thing that does intentional harm should also be engineered
not to do unintended harm. Yet, while the design of firearms
has been extensively elaborated in recent decades for such
harmful characteristics as rate of fire, the safety engineering
of guns has scarcely changed since the time of [American
manufacturer of firearms] Samuel Colt. In 1996, the most
recent year for which statistics are available, 1,134 Ameri-
cans died in firearm accidents, 135 of the dead being chil-
dren. Most of these fatalities were caused by the lack of
safety engineering. Just try to imagine any other product still
being marketed unchanged if inherent design faults caused a
thousand accidental deaths annually. Why shouldn’t the
same logic that has been used to require recent gains in the
safety of cars also be applied to guns? 

People who don’t own a gun may not appreciate how
ridiculous most firearms are from the standpoint of safety
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engineering. Only a small percentage of guns, for instance,
have internal safeties that prevent them from firing if
dropped. Internal safeties are cheap and reliable: one of the
deadliest new weapons on the market, the Austrian-made
Glock pistol, has this feature, which could easily be added to
all guns. The manual safeties on the outside of most guns are
often poorly labeled, confusing to operate, or hard to see—
the safety on my Savage 69RXL twelve-gauge shotgun has
its designations imprinted so deep into the metal you practi-
cally need a flashlight to tell whether it’s on or not. (The
weapon’s owner’s manual actually says, under a section titled
“ten commandments of firearms,” “1. Don’t rely on your
gun’s safety.”) There’s no requirement that guns even have
manual safeties, and some do not. 

Horsey. © 1999 by Seattle Post Intelligencer. Reprinted with permission of
North America Syndicate.

Also unchanged since the nineteenth century is the fact
that it often requires labored inspection to determine
whether a gun is loaded. For revolvers, you must look closely
along the axis of the barrel, which is not exactly the world’s
greatest idea if the gun is loaded. For most shotguns and for
pistols whose magazines snap into the grip, there is no way
to tell from appearances whether the weapon is ready to fire. 
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And, for most guns, it is nigh unto impossible to know
whether a round is chambered. That fact is deceptively dan-
gerous. Popular firearms such as the AR15 rifle or the
Beretta 9mm handgun seem harmless if the clip has been re-
moved, but a bullet may sit unnoticed in the chamber. Per-
haps a quarter of annual gun-death accidents occur when
people fail to realize a round is chambered in an “empty”
gun. This mistake is amazingly easy to make: I’m a college
graduate, and that didn’t stop me from once accidentally dis-
charging a handgun after snapping out the clip but forget-
ting to check the chamber. (Fortune smiled and I only killed
a couch.) 

The simple addition of a magazine safety prevents
chambered-round accidents. But the majority of gun man-
ufacturers haven’t incorporated this device, though Smith
& Wesson has begun embossing a cheerful warning dis-
claimer about chambered rounds on some pistols. Maga-
zine safeties cost less than $2 each. Every gun for sale in
the United States could have this feature for a total cost
that for new guns works out to roughly $30,000 per life
saved in chambered-round accidents—making the maga-
zine safety extremely attractive from the standpoint of the
eternal benefit-cost tradeoff.

Improvements in Gun Safety
There has been some halting action in the direction of im-
proved gun safety. A few manufacturers now include trigger
locks with each gun sale; after Columbine, President Clin-
ton proposed national legislation requiring trigger locks.
Trigger locks would not have prevented Columbine High,
but they might save hundreds of lives per year without one
whit of firearm-freedom loss. Several handgun companies are
experimenting with a fire-confirmation system that in theory
would render pistols inoperative for anyone but their owners.
(When shooting, owners would wear a ring that broadcasts a
security code to the gun; the hitch is that kids or thieves
might take the ring when taking the gun.) The Hi-Point car-
bine was conceived to appeal to gun fanciers, but at least its
designer took the precaution of engineering the weapon so
that it cannot physically accommodate the assault-style mag-
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azines that have no legitimate sporting or self-defense pur-
pose. These are steps in the right direction. 

But it’s time to rethink gun engineering from the ground
up, bringing firearms out of the antebellum era and into the
technological age from the standpoint of the systems-
engineering approach that has made so many other products
safer. Trigger locks, for example, should not be add-ons that
the buyer can simply discard. My cheap, reliable cell phone
won’t work unless I punch a four-digit code; why isn’t my
gun the same? (In an emergency, I’d rather fumble to punch
a code than fumble to load.) Every gun should be designed
so that it’s completely obvious whether the weapon is
loaded—transparent magazines, say. Safeties should be stan-
dardized and color-coded for rapid reading. Some visible cue
should make it obvious whether a gun has a chambered
round. (In addition to reducing gun accidents, making it vi-
sually obvious whether a firearm is loaded or chambered
would be a boon to police.) Internal and magazine safeties
should be ubiquitous. Firing actions should be redesigned so
that it’s not physically possible to convert semiautomatic
weapons into illegal full automatics. Ammunition systems
should be redesigned so that they cannot be converted for
assault-style clips designed to spray death in all directions. 

Safe Gun Engineering Is Not Gun Control
Safe gun engineering has nothing to do with gun control. To-
day, government requires extensively detailed safety engi-
neering for many products that are dangerous but only
lightly controlled, such as automobiles, and for products that
are completely uncontrolled, such as toys, furnaces, and baby
strollers. It’s preposterous to think that as a society America
imposes rigorous safety-design standards on strollers but
merrily exempts firearms from the benefits of modern safety
engineering, allowing gun manufacturers to continue using
design assumptions that date to Colt’s tinker’s shop. 

Ideally, gun manufacturers would offer safer designs of
their own accord. But marketing experience has shown that,
although police departments, hunters, and sport shooters
will buy gun-safety features, significant elements of the gun
market probably won’t—gun buyers who are criminals, for
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example, have as a class not shown themselves to be overly
concerned with public safety. In pure textbook theory, we’d
let gun buyers sort out their own safety choices and pay for
the level of risk they accept. But gun buyers aren’t making
safety decisions solely for themselves; they impose their
choices on the people they might accidentally shoot. Thus,
public safety dictates a gun-safety regulatory standard. 

Needless to say, the gun lobby will fight firearm redesign,
but does National Rifle Association (NRA) opposition have
any meaning to anyone anymore, other than to the sold-out?
For responsible political leaders, or responsible firearm
owners, to contend they can’t advocate safer guns because
the gun nuts will howl is an indictment of the responsible,
not of the nuts. Gun proponents constantly say they oppose
controls but favor safety. Let’s call them on this claim and
demand a national initiative to reinvent the gun with safety
in mind.

Is Safety Constitutional?
Would the right-to-bear-arms clause of the Constitution per-
mit this idea? Because the preamble of the Second Amend-
ment places gun ownership in the context of the raising of
state militias—an anachronistic goal the NRA today method-
ically fudges—the Supreme Court has given states broad dis-
cretion in gun statutes. This means there is little doubt states
could legislate firearm safety standards. Congress probably
has the power to do so, too, though legal challenges are in-
evitable. The Second Amendment specifies a right to bear
arms but also that firearms be “well-regulated,” and, in this
context, the Supreme Court has upheld national restrictions
against the sawed-off shotgun and automatic weapons. Gun-
safety engineering wouldn’t stop individuals from owning
weapons—it would require only that their weapons incorpo-
rate the best available safety features. 

And, as an added bonus, if there were firearm-safety stan-
dards, many of the manufacturers stung by new design engi-
neering costs would be foreign. As Tom Diaz points out in his
new book, Making a Killing: The Business of Guns in America,
a surprising percentage of the companies flooding U.S. gun
shows and Kmarts with firearms are foreign-owned—Beretta
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being an Italian firm, Browning being Japanese-owned,
Smith & Wesson being English, Germany’s Heckler & Koch
and Austria’s Glock being leading U.S. gun suppliers, and
the Chinese (who generally bar their own citizens from
owning guns) selling in the United States about half the
rifles imported here. When European politicians prattle on
in high dudgeon about the shocking American gun culture,
they never pause to add that it is their own corporations
busily exploiting and encouraging that culture; roughly half
the guns sold in the United States are imported, mainly from
Europe, with the firearm import sector growing much faster
than domestic manufacture. It might be argued that Euro-
pean and Asian firms are dumping unsafe guns here—not
only mass-marketing the types of weapons favored by crim-
inals (such as North China Industries’ SKS assault rifle,
which is similar to the AK-47) but also shipping, by the mil-
lions, firearms that lack basic safety features. If the United
States were exporting cars without seat belts to Italy, Ger-
many, or China, those nations would be apoplectic. Why is
it OK for their companies to ship to us firearms without
magazine safeties?

Liability Suits
It’s possible that, if gun manufacturers begin to lose liability
suits, they will adopt safety engineering for reasons of legal
exposure. Generally, liability law allows products to be dan-
gerous if they are obviously dangerous, in the way that
cigarette lighters obviously cause open flame. Absurdly, gun
makers’ legal departments may fear that adding safety fea-
tures will increase liability by reducing the obviousness of
danger. But such problems as the lack of magazine safeties
create firearm dangers that aren’t obvious, more akin to the
Pinto gas tank [which exploded in rear-end collisions] than
the Bic lighter; considerations such as these may eventually
lead to plaintiffs’ victories in liability suits against gun man-
ufacturers. Why endure another decade of avoidable gun-
accident deaths as the lawsuits mount rather than working
for safe-gun engineering right now? 

Safer guns would seem to be in the long-term interest of
those who support the right of honest citizens to own fire-
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arms for hunting, self-defense, and sport shooting. And pub-
lic support appears evident: polls show that 68 percent of
Americans favor gun-safety regulation. But if Congress lacks
the will or courage to take on the NRA, there is another way
the national government could assume the lead. 

Firearms aficionados pine for guns with the latest military
features: folding stocks, banana clips, laser sights, black-carbon
finish, flash suppressors, and so on. Suppose the Pentagon
reengineered its guns with safety in mind. Defense Depart-
ment contractors have both the technical know-how to ac-
complish breakthroughs in firearm design and the financial
incentive that flows from the dollar volume of Pentagon
purchasing. If the Defense Department made a commitment
to safer guns, training accidents would decline, the technol-
ogy of gun safety would be advanced—and safety might be-
come cool and high-tech rather than square, because every-
thing the military does with guns is copied by the gun
culture. Something to think about.
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“Mandating locking guns or locking guns
up suggests we have a problem because
some guns aren’t locked up. . . . The real
problem lies in a lack of education and
proper supervision.”

Gun Safety Standards Should
Not Be Mandatory
Phil W. Johnston

Phil W. Johnston asserts in the following viewpoint that gun
owners who live in a free society should voluntarily take steps
to lessen the risks associated with private gun ownership in-
stead of being forced to do so by the government. He con-
tends that safety features such as trigger locks can make guns
less effective for self-defense purposes and endanger the lives
of gun owners. Moreover, Johnston argues that guns are not
as dangerous as many people think they are—for example,
more children drown in pools than die in firearms accidents.
Phil W. Johnston writes for Gun News Digest.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Johnston, how many people died in

snowmobile accidents in Minnesota in 1997?
2. How many Americans lost their lives in firearms

accidents in 1993, as reported by the author?
3. According to Johnston, how many children died in

firearms accidents in 1993?

From “Gun Locks and Politics: The Drive to Put Safety Belts on All Firearms,”
by Phil W. Johnston, Guns News Digest, Summer 1997. Copyright © 1997 by the
Second Amendment Foundation. Reprinted with permission.
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There are several ways to start this piece. I could start it
with a 5-year-old child wandering into the master bed-

room while his/her mom is talking on the phone and dad is
away at work, for instance. There’s a loaded .357 magnum in
the bedside stand—you see how this is going to develop.
Then there’s the other possible scenario—you’re fast asleep
when you hear the window shatter—you quickly grab that
same .357 and use it to instantly stop a felon who is bent on
your personal destruction. If the gun had been locked
up—maybe there wouldn’t have been time.

Owning a firearm is not a decision to be taken lightly. In
the right hands, of course, we all realize that a firearm is
nothing more or less than a tool—one capable of being rou-
tinely used for entertainment, winning medals, hunting or
defending the home. On the other hand, when a firearm falls
into the wrong hands it can become a weapon, instantly
turning a mindless individual into a creep who uses the arm
to terrorize our society.

The third possible situation comes into play when a child,
children, or even an impaired adult gets mixed up with a
firearm. We’ve all seen or heard the stories, although amaz-
ingly rare in such a large society as ours.

Freedom Has a Price
When I begin thinking of the philosophical basis for fire-
arms ownership, the first thought that pops into my head are
the words of Harlon Carter [the late National Rifle Associ-
ation Executive Vice President] when he told NRA members
that “freedom has always had a price. . . .” When a huge free
society owns millions of arms, there will always be a few
tragic individual cases prompted by gunowners who “forgot
the rules of safety, for just an instant” or of Americans who
lose their life to criminals who should have never been on
the street in the first place. It’s like living with the costs of
flying, or just traveling. Traveling has its risks, regardless of
the mode of transportation. We accept the risk and live with
the odd tragic loss of human life. Even when we know that
tens of thousands of Americans die or are maimed for life by
drunken or otherwise impaired drivers, we simply shake our
heads and go on—accepting the risk—the cost if you will.
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In . . . Minnesota 32 people have been killed just on snow-
mobiles in 1997. We’re evidently perfectly willing to accept
this tragic risk, and cost, it seems, too. These are all costs as-
sociated with a free society.

We’re becoming a society that seems to think that we can
legislate solutions to problems that, a generation ago, would
have never cropped up. Today, we ask our legislators, educa-
tors, or possibly even our church to take care of our prob-
lems at home. They’re our problems—not their problems.
Firearms ownership is a logical place to begin this debate.

Population Shift
Over the past century the population of the United States
has shifted from a rural setting to one which now places
most Americans in an urban lifestyle which resembles little
else, it seems. Once we consisted of a society that often used
a firearm to routinely put food on the table and almost as of-
ten relied on a firearm for entertainment as well. It was com-
mon to find a loaded .22 rifle for instance, leaning in the cor-
ner, ready to dispatch the skunk or raccoon that raided the
garden, or pot a rabbit for dinner. A generation ago, we grew
up with guns. . . . In rural North Dakota, guns were and still
pretty much are, a way of life. My dad taught me how to
handle a gun when I was old enough to wonder about such
things and he left a lasting impression on me when he used
a Winchester Model 12, 12 gauge shotgun to blast open an
old upright freezer at the dump with a load of buckshot. I’ll
see that destructive power until I die. The point was of
course, that a firearm deserved respect. I don’t ever remem-
ber dad locking anything up as I grew up. Nor do I remem-
ber mom locking up chemicals that were routinely used for
cleaning chores back then either.

When Cindy and I raised our kids, we routinely had fire-
arms coming out of our ears it seemed. I was shooting hand-
gun competition each weekend and both our children would
follow in my footsteps. Guns have been a way of life for us
and no gun was off limits to our youngsters. We told both of
them to ask first and we showed both of them how to check
and unload every gun that they’d ever see. We taught them
both that they never point the muzzle at anything or anyone
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they didn’t want to harm and we taught them that the only
“safety” was the person holding the gun. Both kids grew up
with firearms and they knew how to handle them safely by
the time they could walk. When they were old enough, we
taught them how to drive, safely, we hope.

Today, it seems, we’ve lost sight of taking care of our own
lives. Now we’re asking others to take care of our problems.
Today, making the choice to legally own a firearm, for what-
ever reason, is becoming far more difficult, and even dan-
gerous in some situations, it seems.

Ramirez. © 2000 by Los Angeles Times. Reprinted by permission of Copley
Media Services.

Recently, President Bill Clinton suggested that handgun
owners should own and use trigger locks or some other de-
vice to secure a firearm, and we’ve seen legislation in 15
states which imposes various penalties on parents or
guardians who let minors get their hands on a gun and then
subsequently hurt someone with that gun. Often this legis-
lation suggests that the person could be successfully charged,
and I presume convicted, when he or she “should reasonably
have known” that a minor could get their hands on a gun in
the home.

Off the bat, this doesn’t look like too bad an idea. It makes
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sense to keep ’em locked up and out of harm’s way, doesn’t
it? It looks like a good idea until you get back to the basic
reason that one might keep a firearm in the first place. If we
keep a defensive gun locked up in one place with the ammu-
nition locked up in another place as is often suggested in “10
Commandment” types of safety suggestions, we’d be hard
pressed to get the gun, load it, and present it IN TIME to
make a difference. Millions of times each year in the United
States, firearms are used by law abiding citizens to save lives.
That fact isn’t often reported by our media, of course.

Impose Penalties
While most US legislation is thus far aimed at imposing
penalties on adults who permit a minor under the age of 14
to get a gun and then harm someone with it, often the law
suggests that one is guilty of a crime if one knew or “should
have known” that a kid could reach a gun in the house and
the gun wasn’t secured in some manner. In Maryland for in-
stance, “. . . an individual may not store or leave a loaded
firearm in any location where the individual knew or should
have known that an unsupervised minor would gain access to
the firearm.” Minnesota “Imposes a gross misdemeanor
penalty on any person who negligently stores or leaves a
loaded firearm in a location where the person knows or rea-
sonably should know a child under age 14 is likely to gain ac-
cess, unless reasonable action is taken to secure the firearm
against access by the child.” Such wording makes it clear that
indeed, gun ownership has taken on new meaning.

Our most rabid anti-gun legislators are now suggesting
that handguns, at least, be marketed complete with some
type of trigger locking device in the future. I suspect that
these same legislators will, in their infinite wisdom, subse-
quently suggest that Americans will soon thereafter be
somehow negligent if we fail to use these locking devices, all
the time.

When one decides to own a firearm, obviously there are
some things to keep in mind, whether the gun is locked up
or not. A gun is not safe just because it is secure. The only
safe gun is a gun that is in good hands. Having a loaded fire-
arm in the home shares common ground with keeping a
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large sharp knife in the kitchen. Both require education and
common sense.

Equating the ownership of firearms with other dangers
encountered in life or costs of living is indeed justified.
While some argue that our politicians and anti-gun zealots
are simply looking out for us when they legislate against the
gun owning public, that doesn’t seem to be the case.

Relative Risks
According to the most recent vital statistics available, in
1993,1,521 Americans lost their lives to firearms accidents
while 16,381 more used firearms to take their own lives
(66% of the total suicides). To make gun locking devices a
mandatory or even a strongly suggested measure seems to be
an answer for the proverbial non-problem. A trigger lock
surely won’t prevent a suicidal person from unlocking the
device and then pulling the trigger. If on the other hand
we’re looking to save the lives of our children, we would gain
far more ground if we could keep our kids away from water
(1,247 accidental drownings), drugs and medicines (590 ac-
cidental poisonings) or fire (1,063 children died from burns)!
Of course the leading danger to our kids takes place when
we put them in our car and hit the highways and byways of
the United States. We killed 5,503 of our kids in cars in
1993! I didn’t mention firearms accidents because they’re at
the bottom of the accidental death list—392 kids lost their
lives to firearms accidents. Nearly 200 of our kids died be-
cause of falls!

Like purchasing a firearm, the decision to lock or not re-
mains a personal decision. . . .

US and Canadian gunowners to be sure would be wise to
keep their eyes on pending legislation on their local levels as
well as the national scene. Mandating locking guns or lock-
ing guns up suggests that we have a problem because some
guns aren’t locked up (nor will they be). The real problem
lies in a lack of education and proper supervision—all the
time. We don’t need a Government entity suggesting that
we do either.
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For Further Discussion
Chapter 1
1. The Violence Policy Center contends that an increase in gun

buying consistently leads to an increase in homicide and suicide
rates. However, Don B. Kates Jr. argues that although gun buy-
ing and crime rates have gone up at the same time, this correla-
tion does not prove that an increase in gun ownership causes the
increase in violent crimes. On the contrary, he claims that an in-
crease in crimes such as homicide often results in an increase in
gun buying for self-defense. In your opinion, which author is
more convincing? Cite specifics from each viewpoint to con-
struct your answer.

2. Hillel Goldstein describes being shot to help support his argu-
ment that private gun ownership can protect people from mass
murderers such as Adolf Hitler. Conversely, Roger Rosenblatt
quotes prominent people such as historians to support his argu-
ment that depending on privately owned guns to guarantee lib-
erty can lead to anarchy. In your opinion, which author uses ev-
idence more convincingly? In general, do you think personal
anecdotes or appeals to authority are more convincing? Please
explain.

3. Miguel A. Faria Jr. contends that doctors exaggerate the public
health risk of gun violence in order to obtain research grants
from the federal government. However, Richard F. Corlin ar-
gues that increasing rates of gun violence constitute a serious
health hazard. Does the fact that Corlin is a physician
strengthen or weaken his argument? That is, do you think most
Americans trust doctors to provide them with objective and ac-
curate information on public health risks? Or do you think
Americans are wary of doctors? Please explain your answer.

Chapter 2
1. Dave LaCourse argues that the Supreme Court decision U.S. v.

Miller made it clear that the Second Amendment grants individ-
uals the unrestricted right to own firearms. However, Robert
Simmons contends that the Miller decision recognized an indi-
vidual’s constitutional right to own firearms only if his or her in-
tent was to participate in a militia. Examine how both authors
use the Miller decision to bolster their arguments. In your opin-
ion, which author uses the case more convincingly? Why?



2. Joseph Sobran claims that the Second Amendment—which he
argues grants individuals the unrestricted right to own fire-
arms—was intended as a bulwark against tyranny. On the other
hand, Charles L. Blek Jr. contends that the right to own guns
should be restricted in the same way that other rights are cur-
tailed in order to lower rates of gun violence. In your opinion, is
the threat of government tyranny or the prevalence of gun vio-
lence a more serious concern today? Please explain your answer.

Chapter 3
1. John R. Lott Jr. argues that guns are an effective means of self-

defense. However, David Johnston contends that few people ac-
tually use guns as a means of self-defense because they are un-
able to arm themselves quickly enough. Examine the evidence
that each author uses to support his argument and decide which
is more convincing. Please explain your answer.

2. Frank J. Murray contends that guns are used often by individu-
als to defend themselves from criminals. On the other hand,
Tom Diaz claims that gun manufacturers and gun magazines ex-
aggerate the extent to which guns are used defensively in order
to sell their products. Examine the evidence that both authors
provide and determine which author you find most convincing.
Be as specific as possible when explaining your answer.

3. One of the issues central to the debate about whether to allow
citizens to carry concealed weapons is the question of whether
such ready access to firearms would lead to an increase in im-
pulse killing. In your opinion, how likely is it that an altercation
between two people would result in an impulse shooting if one
or both individuals were carrying a concealed weapon? Please
cite the viewpoints of Morgan Reynolds and H. Sterling Burnett
and Handgun Control, Inc. when explaining your answer.

Chapter 4
1. Dennis Henigan maintains that gun manufacturers should be

held responsible in court for costs associated with violent crime.
On the other hand, H. Sterling Burnett claims that gun laws
should not be decided in court. In your opinion, should gun
makers be held responsible for the actions of those who pur-
chase their products? Include in your answer a discussion of per-
sonal versus corporate responsibility.
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2. Gregg Easterbrook argues that gun manufacturers should be re-
quired to make firearms that meet minimum safety standards.
However, Phil W. Johnston contends that safety should be the
responsibility not of gun manufacturers but of individual gun
owners. Do you think safety devices such as trigger locks, seat
belts, and helmets should be required by law in order to improve
public safety? Why or why not?



Organizations to Contact
The editors have compiled the following list of organizations con-
cerned with the issues debated in this book. The descriptions are
derived from materials provided by the organizations. All have
publications or information available for interested readers. The
list was compiled on the date of publication of the present volume;
information provided here may change. Be aware that many orga-
nizations take several weeks or longer to respond to inquiries, so
allow as much time as possible.

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)
132 W. 43rd St., New York, NY 10036
(212) 944-9800 • fax: (212) 869-9065
website: www.aclu.org
The ACLU champions the rights set forth in the Declaration of
Independence and the U.S. Constitution. It opposes the suppres-
sion of individual rights. The ACLU interprets the Second
Amendment as a guarantee for states to form militias, not as a
guarantee of the individual right to own and bear firearms. Con-
sequently, the organization believes that gun control is constitu-
tional and that because guns are dangerous, gun control is neces-
sary. The ACLU publishes the semiannual Civil Liberties in
addition to policy statements and reports.

Cato Institute
1000 Massachusetts Ave. NW, Washington, DC 20001
(202) 842-0200 • fax (202) 842-3490
website: www.cato.org
The Cato Institute is a libertarian public-policy research founda-
tion. It evaluates government policies and offers reform proposals
and commentary on its website. Its publications include the Cato
Policy Analysis series of reports, which have covered topics such as
“Fighting Back: Crime, Self-Defense, and the Right to Carry a
Handgun,” and “Trust the People: The Case Against Gun Con-
trol.” It also publishes the magazine Regulation, the Cato Policy Re-
port, and books such as The Samurai, The Mountie, and The Cowboy:
Should America Adopt the Gun Controls of Other Democracies?

Center to Prevent Handgun Violence
1250 I St. NW, Suite 802, Washington, DC 20005
(202) 289-7319
websites: www.cphv.org • www.gunlawsuits.com
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The center is the legal action, research, and education affiliate of
Handgun Control, Inc. The center’s Legal Action Project provides
free legal representation for victims in lawsuits against reckless
gun manufacturers, dealers, and owners. The center’s Straight
Talk About Risks (STAR) program is a violence prevention pro-
gram designed to help youth develop victim prevention skills and
to rehearse behaviors needed to manage conflicts without violence
or guns. Its websites provide fact sheets and updates on pending
gun lawsuits.

Citizens Committee for the Right to Keep and Bear Arms
12500 NE Tenth Pl., Bellevue, WA 98005
(206) 454-4911 • fax: (206) 451-3959
website: www.ccrkba.org
The committee believes that the U.S. Constitution’s Second
Amendment guarantees and protects the right of individual Amer-
icans to own guns. It works to educate the public concerning this
right and to lobby legislators to prevent the passage of gun control
laws. The committee is affiliated with the Second Amendment
Foundation and has more than six hundred thousand members. It
publishes the books Gun Laws of America, Gun Rights Fact Book,
Origin of the Second Amendment, and Point Blank: Guns and Violence
in America.

Coalition for Gun Control
PO Box 395, Station D, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M6P 1H9
fax: (416) 604-0209
www.guncontrol.org
The coalition was formed to reduce gun death, injury, and crime.
It supports the registration of all guns and works for tougher re-
strictions on handguns. The organization promotes safe storage
requirements for all firearms and educates to counter the romance
of guns. Various fact sheets and other education materials on gun
control are available on its website.

Coalition to Stop Gun Violence
1000 16th St. NW, Suite 603, Washington, DC 20036-5705
(202) 530-0340 • fax: (202) 530-0331
website: www.csgv.org
The coalition lobbies at the local, state, and federal levels to ban
the sale of handguns and assault weapons to individuals and to in-
stitute licensing and registration of all firearms. It also litigates
cases against firearms makers. Its publications include various in-
formational sheets on gun violence and the Annual Citizens’ Con-



ference to Stop Gun Violence Briefing Book, a compendium of gun
control fact sheets, arguments, and resources.

Doctors for Responsible Gun Ownership
The Claremont Institute
250 West First St., Suite 330, Claremont, CA 91711
(909) 621-6825 • fax: (909) 626-8724
website: www.claremont.org
The organization is comprised of health professionals familiar
with guns and medical research. It works to correct poor medical
scholarship about the dangers of guns and to educate people on
the importance of guns for self-defense. The organization has
legally challenged laws that regulate guns. Its publications include
the booklet Firearms: A Handbook for Health Officials.

Handgun Control, Inc.
1225 I St. NW, Suite 1100, Washington, DC 20005
(202) 898-0792 • fax: (202) 371-9615
A citizens’ lobby working for the federal regulation of the manu-
facture, sale, and civilian possession of handguns and automatic
weapons, the organization successfully promoted the passage of
the Brady Bill, which mandates a five-day waiting period for the
purchase of handguns. The lobby publishes the quarterly news-
letter Progress Report and the book Guns Don’t Die—People Do, as
well as legislative reports and pamphlets.

Independence Institute
14142 Denver West Pkwy., Suite 101, Golden, CO 80401
(303) 279-6536 • fax: (303) 279-4176
website: www.i2i.org
The Independence Institute is a pro–free market think tank that
supports gun ownership as a civil liberty and a constitutional right.
Its publications include books and booklets opposing gun control,
such as “Children and Guns: Sensible Solutions,” “‘Shall Issue’:
The New Wave of Concealed Handgun Permit Laws,” and “Un-
fair and Unconstitutional: The New Federal Gun Control and Ju-
venile Crime Proposals,” as well as the book Guns: Who Should
Have Them? Its website also contains articles, fact sheets, and com-
mentary from a variety of sources.

Jews for the Preservation of Firearms Ownership (JPFO)
PO Box 270143, Hartford, WI 53207
(262) 673-9745 • fax: (262) 673-9746
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JPFO is an educational organization that believes Jewish law man-
dates self-defense. Its primary goal is the elimination of the idea
that gun control is a socially useful public policy in any country.
JPFO publishes the quarterly Firearms Sentinel, the booklet “Will
‘Gun Control’ Make You Safer?” and regular news alerts.

Join Together
441 Stuart St., Boston, MA 02116
(617) 437-1500 • fax: (617) 437-9394
e-mail: info@jointogether.org • website: www.jointogether.org
Join Together, a project of the Boston University School of Public
Health, is an organization that serves as a national resource for
communities working to reduce substance abuse and gun violence.
Its publications include a quarterly newsletter.

The Lawyer’s Second Amendment Society
1077 W. Morton Ave., Suite C, Porterville, CA 93257-1989
e-mail: cyrano@ix.netcom.com • website: www.thelsas.org
The society is a nationwide network of attorneys and others who
are interested in preserving the right to keep and bear arms. It at-
tempts to educate citizens about what it believes is their inalien-
able right, provided by the Constitution’s framers, to defend them-
selves with firearms, if necessary. The society publishes the Liberty
Poll newsletter six times a year.

Million Mom March Foundation
San Francisco General Hospital, San Francisco, CA 94110
(800) RINGING
e-mail: national@millionmommarch.org
website: www.millionmommarch.org
The foundation is a grassroots organization that supports common
sense gun laws. The foundation organized the Million Mom
March, in which thousands marched through Washington, D.C.,
on Mother’s Day, May 14, 2000, in support of licensing and regis-
tration and other firearms regulations. The foundation’s website
provides fact sheets on gun violence and gun control initiatives.

National Crime Prevention Council (NCPC)
1700 K St. NW, 2nd Floor, Washington, DC 20006-3827
(202) 466-6272 • fax: (202) 296-1356
website: www.ncpc.org
The NCPC is a branch of the U.S. Department of Justice.
Through its programs and education materials, the council works
to teach Americans how to reduce crime and to address its causes.



It provides readers with information on gun control and gun vio-
lence. NCPC’s publications include the newsletter Catalyst, which
is published ten times a year, and the book Reducing Gun Violence:
What Communities Can Do.

National Rifle Association of America (NRA)
11250 Waples Mill Rd., Fairfax, VA 22030
(703) 267-1000 • fax: (703) 267-3989
website: www.nra.org
With nearly 3 million members, the NRA is America’s largest or-
ganization of gun owners. It is also the primary lobbying group for
those who oppose gun control laws. The NRA believes that such
laws violate the U.S. Constitution and do nothing to reduce crime.
In addition to its monthly magazines America’s 1st Freedom, Amer-
ican Rifleman, American Hunter, Insights, and Shooting Sports USA,
the NRA publishes numerous books, bibliographies, reports, and
pamphlets on gun ownership, gun safety, and gun control.

Second Amendment Foundation
12500 NE Tenth Pl., Bellevue, WA 98005
(206) 454-7012 • fax: (206) 451-3959
website: www.saf.org
The foundation is dedicated to informing Americans about their
Second Amendment right to keep and bear firearms. It believes
that gun control laws violate this right. The foundation publishes
numerous books, including The Amazing Vanishing Second Amend-
ment, The Best Defense: True Stories of Intended Victims Who Defended
Themselves with a Firearm, and CCW: Carrying Concealed Weapons.
The complete text of the book How to Defend Your Gun Rights is
available on its website.

U.S. Department of Justice
Office of Justice Programs
PO Box 6000, Rockville, MD 20850
(800) 732-3277
websites: http://ojjdp.ncjrs.org/gun/index.html
www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/welcome.html
The Department of Justice protects citizens by maintaining effec-
tive law enforcement, crime prevention, crime detection, and
prosecution and rehabilitation of offenders. Through its Office of
Justice Programs, the department operates the National Institute
of Justice, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Preven-
tion, and the Bureau of Justice Statistics. Its publications include
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fact sheets, research packets, bibliographies, and the semiannual
journal Juvenile Justice.

Violence Policy Center
2000 P St. NW, Suite 200, Washington, DC 20036
(202) 822-8200 • fax: (202) 822-8202
website: www.vpc.org
The center is an educational foundation that conducts research on
firearms violence. It works to educate the public concerning the dan-
gers of guns and supports gun control measures. The center’s publi-
cations include the report Handgun Licensing and Registration: What
It Can and Cannot Do, GUNLAND USA: A State-by-State Ranking of
Gun Shows, Gun Retailers, Machine Guns, and Gun Manufacturers, and
Guns for Felons: How the NRA Works to Rearm Criminals.
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